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Myth does not deny things, on the contrary, its function is to talk about
them; simply, it purifies them, it makes them innocent, it gives them a
natural and eternal justification, it gives them a clarity which is not that
of explanation but that of a statement of fact.

—Roland Barthes

They are selling the poverty of the country. The factory owners do it, as do
the unionists, NGO people, and academics, too.

—Former Salvadoran garment worker
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Introduction

Since the middle of the 1990s, the globalization of manufacturing has given
rise to the globalization of industrial protest. Movements to improve work-
ing conditions have organized cross-border campaigns, bringing together
labor activists and consumers in the United States and Europe with labor
organizers, workers, and activists in manufacturing sites to protest labor
violations in factories that subcontract production for large, multinational
retailers. Like the corporations they oppose, the tactics of transnational
campaigns increasingly work to affect a product’s image and the way it is
marketed and consumed; furthermore, antisweatshop campaigns them-
selves employ third world women garment workers—their bodies, labor, rep-
resentations, and testimonies—in the production of transnational protest.

This book focuses on three protest campaigns against abusive labor
practices in international garment manufacturing, an industry that exem-
plifies the most advanced forms of globalization, vertically integrated manu-
facturing and subcontracting, labor intensity, and corporate image making.
By concentrating on working conditions on shop floors, in garment produc-
tion regimes, and in transnational activist coalitions, my research examines
the logic, origins, objectives, and consequences of transnational campaigns
for workers’ rights. I am among the first to investigate transnational indus-
trial protest through a multisite study.

I take the discursive and material formations of globalization and
transnationality in order to put forth a critique of new imperial formations
and to explore the gendered, sexual, raced, and classed subjectivities that
are both remainders and reconfigurations of earlier colonial formations.

xiii
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Methodologically, this work is centered on multisited ethnography and
combines it with analyses of political economy as consumption and produc-
tion, transnational activism, gendered agency, and the possibilities of new
forms of labor organizing. I explore hegemonic representations and mytholo-
gies of globalization and the place of the local, the problematics of politi-
cal economy and method, and the formation of modernity as technology,
as constitutive outside, and as contradiction. I address broader issues such
as the particular historical contexts and localities of garment production
and protest and the notion of rights within movements that attempt to
bridge divides between the first world and the third world within a context
of transnational activism. Throughout, I maintain an analysis of women’s
bodies as central to production, consumption, and protest; I question the
ways in which gendered, raced bodies of third world women are portrayed
as victims or models and what the relation of such representations is to
criteria of consumption and production.

I chose to focus on transnational protest in the garment industry for a
number of reasons. First, for the past two decades, the garment industry has
been at the center of scholarship around the new international division of
labor and the feminization of the shop floor.! Second, transnational labor
protest, with few exceptions, has targeted garment retailers, citing their
piece-rate payment system, exceptional mobility, and the complex levels of
subcontracting through which production goals are met. For both activ-
ists and scholars, garment production has been emblematic of globalization,
both in its exceptionally mobile production practices and in its dual iden-
tity as a producer of clothing, or goods, and fashion, or images. Third, both
sides of the dual identity of garment production—fashion and clothing—
have relied on women as producers, consumers, retailers, and models. The
garment industry and the fashion industry have depended on, reproduced,
and shifted gender stereotypes and gender relations in all aspects of every-
day life. My aim is to connect these aspects of women’s work—production,
globalization, transnational politics, gender identities, and the relations be-
tween consumption and image making—to relations of gender, class, race,
nation, and sexuality in three transnational protest campaigns in the gar-
ment industry.

I explore transnational, consumer-oriented protest campaigns against
labor violations of mostly women workers at an export processing zone
(EPZ) in El Salvador, against the use of child labor in Bangladesh, and
against immigrant sweatshops in New York City. In these campaigns, I
focus on the relationship between garment workers, transnational protest
campaigns, and the coalitions of consumers and activists sponsoring the
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campaigns. The purpose of transnational protest is to connect corporate
image with labor practices in order to improve the latter. Therefore, a study
of how garment workers are represented in the protests and of the material
effects of cross-border organizing campaigns on shop floors is central to an
assessment of their effectiveness. My study of transnational campaigns for
labor rights, and the coalitions that they engender, sheds light on questions
of “global,” and even cross-border, civil society. In fact, it calls into question
the possibilities of creating long-lasting transnational social movements or
efforts to widen citizenship on a transnational scale.

Since cross-border protest highlights the relationship of production
sites to retail outlets and corporate headquarters, companies find it more
difficult to leave areas where labor abuses have been documented. However,
I shall argue that a protest model that depends on criteria of consump-
tion and public relations campaigns does not necessarily make garment
manufacturers more publicly accountable or improve working conditions.
Although these tactics of protest seem to fit the new configurations of pro-
duction, how are workers’ concerns addressed in these tactics? If what we
are witnessing is a new, global politics arising in response to new business
tactics, whose concerns are being represented and which issues are being
left out of the protests?

The three campaigns in this study brought together consumers and ac-
tivists from the North with women workers from the South, and, through
media-savvy use of workers’ testimonies, targeted corporations that sub-
contract in the third world in order to improve labor practices on shop
floors. Recently, corporations have become quite susceptible to attacks on
their images, their brands, and their corporate reputations. In the past,
companies like Sears Roebuck and United Steel were not subject to the
same kind of vulnerability to their images and brand names. As more and
more areas of life become commodified—with stores like Niketown, which
in themselves are leisure destinations, and Disney Worlds circling the globe
from Florida to Paris, from California to Japan—branding and advertising
are an ever larger part of companies’ expenses, profit margins, and expan-
sion.? This study opens up questions around the commodification of images
and the new ways in which women’s bodies are commodified in garment
production, advertising, and protest.

Part of the expansion of advertising paradigms is that the image itself
has become commodified: the image of the brand and retail outlet sells
products, and it is that image that corporations try to protect, develop, and
foster. We see this in the example of Wal-Mart, with its “Made in the USA”
advertising campaign alongside its exploitative subcontracting practices, its
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refusal to pay minimum wage to disabled workers in its stores, and its legal
and public relations—focused attempts to avoid brand damage after the dis-
covery of undocumented workers being locked into Wal-Mart retail out-
lets after hours to clean the store. It is this production of corporate image
that activists now target, rather than production relations on the shop floor.
However, the very focus on image has its limits in terms of what changes
can be made and who can participate in change. How do relations of gen-
der, race, sexuality, nation, and class operate in these corporate-focused,
consumer-oriented campaigns?

When I began my research, I was inspired by the possibilities presented
by coalitions that would cross the boundaries of nation, gender, race, and
class. My aim was both political and scholarly and informed by my position
as a white, leftist feminist academic from a working-class background. I
proposed to analyze and evaluate the ways that everyday production rela-
tions, through transnational consumer-targeted activism, were being incor-
porated into the spaces of retail outlets and boardrooms, bringing the spaces
of EPZs and sweatshops into contention with Madison Avenue and Wall
Street. While I began with a specific political concern about the labor rights
of manufacturing workers under globalization, my research has shown that
the position of women workers in both production and protest is complex,
shifting, and very much dependent on new relations of empire, location,
and hegemonic contingency.

This cross-border form of protest has come into being through the for-
mation of what Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink call “transnational ad-
vocacy networks.” In the case of global antisweatshop activism, the linkage
of production through layers of global subcontracting, what Gary Gerefh
and Miguel Korzeniewicz call “commodity chains,” has been incorporated
into the repertoires of contention employed by social movement activists. In
the formulation of Keck and Sikkink, various networks that have pushed
for the enforcement of international labor codes and improved working
conditions in garment factories throughout the world have emerged within
a particular context, in circumstances where the “channels between domes-
tic groups and their governments are blocked or hampered or where such
channels are ineffectual for resolving a conflict.” This work explores the rela-
tion of such transnational advocacy to ongoing forms of local advocacy and
organizing among garment workers and activists in the global North and
the South: Who participates in transnational advocacy networks? What op-
portunities are created through transnational advocacy? What possibilities
are foreclosed? What is the role of class in Keck and Sikkink’s formulation
of the transnational??
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In globalized garment production, countries or areas looking to promote
corporate investment and create employment for their people will turn a blind
eye to and often actively promote labor violations, as I document in later
chapters. The most common violations include withholding pay, union bust-
ing, mass firings and lockouts, and even limiting bathroom trips and forcing
the pregnancy testing of workers. Most garment workers are too afraid of
losing their jobs to complain, unionize, or protest violations. When garment
workers do protest, they are fired, lose wages, and in some cases the police
or paramilitary troops have been called out to violently protect the private
property of the factory owners and export processing zones.* Transnational
networks have brought worldwide attention to some instances of labor viola-
tions and worker abuse through NGO contacts, mailing lists, meetings and
conferences, the Internet and e-mail, and protest actions.

When garment workers who are at the center of the transnational pro-
test campaigns have been blocked from resolving their grievances, advocacy
groups have stepped in and used their privileged networks, citizenship status,
and access to language to carry out campaigns in support of labor rights. The
work of the transnational networks supporting garment workers’ rights is an
example of what Keck and Sikkink call a “boomerang pattern” of political ac-
tivity. This boomerang pattern is used when traditional channels for political
action are blocked and domestic NGOs “bypass their state and directly search
out international allies to try to bring pressure on their states from outside.”
How does such a boomerang pattern work in labor organizing?

Keck and Sikkink focus their study on human rights campaigns, and
a similar pattern has emerged among many transnational labor activists.
In some of the campaigns in this study, however, it was Northern activists,
rather than Southern NGOs, who initiated networks for political action in
support of garment workers, unions, and NGOs in the South. When pro-
test originates among Northern NGOs, focusing on problems in the South,
older imperial and colonial relations are drawn on, reproduced, and often
reinforced even though the explicit goal of the organizers is stated to be
otherwise. Because of such relations, the origin of the protest often has had
a considerable effect on reactions to and the effectiveness of transnational
campaigns in the target areas.

The initiation of protest by consumers, rather than by garment work-
ers, raises a central question about a labor protest model that does not nec-
essarily involve shop-floor organizing and protest by those in whose name
contention is carried out. What is the effect of consumer-oriented protest
on production practices? Under what conditions do consumer-oriented
transnational networks step in, especially in the garment industry, where
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the local groups consist mostly of poor, working women? I have looked at
the ways that local relations of gender, sexuality, and class get taken up in
the campaigns.

In garment factories throughout the world, women make up the majori-
ty of the workforce. The feminized shop floor is both a new phenomenon
and, especially in the garment industry, the way things have always worked.
Early in the twentieth century, ready-to-wear garment and shoe produc-
tion was carried out by mostly immigrant women in U.S. cities like New
York, Lowell, and Philadelphia.¢ The globalization of production has led to
a “new international division of labor” (NIDL) that has been taken up in
the current period by producers and protesters, both of whom rely on third
world women’s bodies for their maintenance, reproduction, and survival.

In the twenty-first century, garment factories are still sites of feminine
labor, and garment production continues to be seen as women’s work. The
garment industry continues to employ immigrant women in large num-
bers, causing some nonimmigrant groups of workers and union members in
the United States to target immigrant and offshore workers for taking U.S.
jobs. Just as retailers have employed “Made in the USA” as a defense against
the taint of the sweatshop, unions and workers in the United States have at
times used nativism and racism in attempts to protect their own jobs.

Garment factories in the United States have used disciplinary mecha-
nisms of immigration status, racism, sexuality, and gender hierarchies, such
as holding employees’ immigration papers and employing people without
papers, in order to keep them working at piece rate, without overtime, and
often in illegal factory sites with locked doors.” Through such mechanisms
of control, local relations of race, gender, sexuality, citizenship status, and
nation are put to use in the name of production imperatives. Their work on
the shop floor, because it is in addition to maintaining their homes and rais-
ing their families in full-time, non-wage labor, means that women garment
workers have to negotiate various sets of overlapping, conflicting demands
on their time and energy on a daily basis.

Women on the various shop floors are relegated to the lowest-paid jobs,?
jobs that are considered to be naturally women’s work. The garment jobs
that are given to women in EPZs, in factories, and as homework are seen
by managers and the women themselves as being similar to housework—
sewing, cleaning, and other jobs that require nimble fingers, docility, and
care and attention to detail. Thus, patriarchal gender roles and representa-
tions are depended on to maintain high-intensity, hyperexploitative pro-
duction relations inside the factories that produce clothing for the retail
market.

These everyday, gendered realities, both at the level of the local garment
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factory and on a global scale, have proved to be serious barriers to women’s
organizing on shop floors and in communities. Two new aspects of gar-
ment industry protest campaigns have arisen in response to local organizing
difficulties. Globalized garment protest is not necessarily shop-floor-based
in that it involves transnational organizing and coordination; at the same
time, it is very much focused on women’s bodies and production practices.
However, consumer activism and attacks on corporate reputation have be-
come central to transnational campaigns, making the shop floor secondary
to protest tactics. What dilemmas are posed to scholars and activists when
principal protest tactics include the threat of consumer boycott, protests
outside company headquarters in the United States, picketing and leaf-
leting of retail outlets in the United States and Europe, and the promotion
of media coverage on television, radio, and in newspapers? What are the
effects of regimes of vertically integrated manufacturing, just-in-time pro-
duction practices, and subcontracting in the garment industry on the push
for living wages, fair trade, and human rights?

Productive and Symbolic Politics

Scholars have identified the current period of flexible, JIT production sys-
tems and the new international division of labor as being marked by an
increased globalization of production and finance.? The literature of glo-
balization has also focused on space as socially and historically produced,
whose organization may shift over time.!% Such categorizations are useful
in understanding the period of transnational finance and manufacturing
as something new. However, a theoretical focus on symbolic exchanges and
signs leads us to view globalization as something that takes place outside of
everyday relations and production regimes.!! By exploring the relationship
between transnational organizing and shop floors, I investigate the quo-
tidian manifestations of what are seen as symbolic exchanges on the one
hand, and their differentiation from relations of production on the other. In
this way, I interrogate the notion of a global-local split, which, along with
the material conditions of subcontracting processes, has made it easier for
companies to pack up production and move elsewhere in the face of labor
unrest or attempted unionization. This mobility of corporations, in turn,
has become an even larger barrier to political organizing and contestation
by women who work in export-oriented garment factories.!?

To combat the difficulties in pinning down global chains of production
and subcontracting in order to enforce labor rights, activists have targeted
the sweatshop as a site of both material and symbolic production. This focus
has helped to reinforce the sweatshop as the ultimate other of more benign,
more virtual forms of capital accumulation, reproduction, and circulation,
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such as those of technology, media and cultural production, the welfare
state, and, quintessentially, Fordist production practices. This singling out
of the sweatshop—with its young, third world women employees—creates
a site of exception to the day-to-day normal functions of business, a site
of abject materiality that can be located—and bounded—outside the con-
sumption centers of the United States.

The tactics of singling out the sweatshop have, furthermore, appropri-
ated signs that depend on the languages and practices of consumption with
a double-sided granting of agency, creating the sweatshop as something to
be consumed by both activists and consumers. Because the tactics are di-
rected at consumers of ready-made garments in the United States, privileged
agency is given to consumers of signs and commodities; the very appropria-
tion of the sweatshop as part of the system of signs that circulate in adver-
tising and public relations puts forth the notion that it is only through the
consumption of the sweatshop that activism can be carried out. The pro-
tests, as they have been conducted with regard to garment workers’ rights,
have employed sweated labor and consciousness-raising over strikes or other
tactics of shop-floor-level organizing.

In other words, there is an assumption that those who consume have the
right to act as political agents through the fact of their purchasing power. This
double granting of agency has material repercussions in everyday events and
relationships among consumers and activists, garment workers and activists,
and consumers and garment workers.!3 As such, the tactics reproduce the very
class, race, and, in the case of New York—based garment factories, immigra-
tion status distinctions against which they were mobilizing.

The Nation-State and Glohalization

Not only have the tactics of transnational organizing reinforced a split be-
tween the material and the symbolic and between production and consump-
tion practices, but they have also maintained an analytical split between the
nation-state and the economy and between technological innovation and
production practices. While social science literature on globalization has
moved away from an exclusive focus on financial flows and technological
innovation to examine the nation-state and its position within global capi-
tal formations and metanational governance regimes, much of this research
has worked within the paradigm of national versus regional or global au-
tonomy.'4 Saskia Sassen argues:

Economic globalization has mostly been represented in terms of the du-

ality national-global, where the global gains power and advantages at the
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expense of the national. And it has largely been conceptualized in terms
of the internationalization of capital and then only in the upper circuits

of capital, notably finance.®

Dani Rodrik’s conception of safety nets is one example of this duality; he
advocates a certain level of state intervention in order to solve the prob-
lems associated with allowing capital too much sway.!® The duality of the
nation-state versus flows of capital helps to reinforce hierarchical notions of
capital as something above or outside the nation-state that can be reined in
by bringing corporations back home, to a certain degree, to the realm of the
national. The literature pointing most emphatically to the current period of
decline of the nation-state and the renewed sovereignty of capital exempli-
fies this top-down perspective.l” The relationship between the national and
the global is not easily defined. Rather than secing the global and the na-
tional as separate spheres that either compete or complement each other, it
is important to explore the ways in which one constitutes the other and how
the split between the global and the local is continually being delineated
and reconstituted politically.

With regard to the concept of the state and its relationship to society,
Timothy Mitchell argues, “we need to examine the detailed political pro-
cesses through which the uncertain yet powerful distinction . . . is pro-
duced.” Similarly, the global-local distinction leaves unexamined the ways
in which national trade laws can be used to facilitate movements of corpo-
rations among places and across nation-state boundaries, or how the United
States, for example, is able to maintain sovereignty in the face of labor mar-
ket pressures regarding its immigration law. Mitchell writes:

The distinction must not be taken as a boundary between two entities,
but as a line drawn internally within the network of institutional mecha-
nisms through which a social and political order is maintained. The
ability to have an internal distinction appear as though it were the exter-
nal boundary between two separate objects is the distinctive technique of

the modern political order.'s

Because of this distinction, politics of transnational protest in the garment
industry—when transnational retailers are called on to act as corporate
good citizens—is often unable to address questions of governance or ac-
countability. When appeals are made directly to corporations, in the arena
of the retail outlet and the stock exchange, they help legitimize finance capi-
tal as something both outside and above the workings of the nation-state.
Corporations, in this model, become the final authority and are accorded
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the ultimate power to grant concessions in their labor practices.!” In some
cases, when appeals, supported by the threat of U.S. or international law,
are made to corporations, they bring the state back in as an arbitrator.
While acknowledging activists’ claims against corporate domination, this
maintains an apparent division between the global, seen as the corporate;
the national, or the laws of the nation-state; and international regimes.

Commodity Chains and Labor Flows

Gerefh and Korzeniewicz examine commodity chains under global capi-
talism, historically and in the contemporary period, and look at the ways
that retailers and buying considerations shape production networks glob-
ally. They are able to demonstrate the various stages that production net-
works go through in order to produce a commodity that is then marketed
by one company. Gerefli’s description of the workings of commodity chains
is composed of material, spatial, and political components:

Global commodity chains have three main dimensions: (1) an input-
output structure (i.e., a set of products and services linked together in
a sequence of value-adding economic activities); (2) a territoriality (i.e.,
spatial dispersion or concentration of production and distribution net-
works, composed of enterprises of different sizes and types; and (3) a gov-
ernance structure (i.e., authority and power relationships that determine
how financial, material, and human resources are allocated and flow

within a chain).20

Sassen looks at international labor flows, maintaining that U.S. investment
and immigration policy attract migrants and that they help to explain the
creation of and changes in world labor markets.?! The consumer campaigns
put such labor market questions at the center of politics and put commodity
chains firmly on the policy table. By highlighting workers” concerns, the
campaigns attempt to call attention to the labor flows and working condi-
tions, discussed by Sassen, in order to influence the governance structure
of commodity chains. The problem with consumer-oriented campaigns is
that, after documenting labor violations carefully and calling for workers’
rights, the campaigns place authority back into the laps of transnational
corporations by appealing to them for clemency and labor patronage. In so
doing, the protests normalize the concept that corporations—and not gov-
ernments or unions—make all of the decisions about workers’ rights and
that the only route to change is to appeal to corporate beneficence and self-
interest. For example, high-profile protest depends on corporate vulnerabili-
ty to shifts in retail position and public image. Such vulnerability shows
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that Gerefhi and Korzeniewicz’s commodity chains can potentially work
both ways: conditions or grievances inside the production network can af-
fect the policies of retailers and corporate buying decisions. As Miriam ]J.
Wells argues, “economic configurations—too often portrayed as the inevi-
table and value-neutral outcomes of changing global economic structure—
may instead be primarily the result of local sociopolitical conflicts.”??

Cross-border organizing in the garment industry arises out of the spe-
cific combination of transnational production and capital flows in a world
of nation-states.?> While the nation-state and the international system de-
termine labor and trade law, they also provide an iron cage of law that al-
lows corporations transnational mobility and the freedom to act as if they
are not subject to the boundaries of the nation-state. This combination al-
lows corporations and capital the freedom to act globally, while individual
citizens are subject to immigration barriers on the one hand and an increas-
ingly ineffectual labor law on the other. These factors, along with the small
amount of capital needed for garment production and the relatively quick
time needed to complete orders, allow businesses to shift manufacturing
sites to other countries in the event of widespread local protest, the enforce-
ment of national labor laws, or rising wages.?4

An increasingly common goal of garment industry protest has been to
push companies to adopt codes of conduct for labor rights and to establish
a system of independent, third-party monitoring of working conditions by
local NGOs and human rights and religious groups.? Ideally, cross-border
protest that attempts to focus on production sites and retail outlets as well
as corporate headquarters would make it rather pointless for companies to
leave areas where labor abuses have been documented.

The three case studies I present exemplify the organizational methods
of this transnational movement. Each case demonstrates new tactics of pro-
test in the garment industry and in industries with similarly transnational
production practices as employed by a number of coalitions that focus on
labor rights. The El Salvador campaign was carried out by a combination of
U.S.-based solidarity organizations and religious groups along with human
rights organizations in El Salvador. The Bangladesh agreement was the re-
sult of a coalition between U.S.-funded Bangladeshi labor unions, the U.S.
Embassy, UN-based organizations, and local garment manufacturers. The
New York City case brought together U.S.-based nongovernmental organi-
zations and labor unions. All three protests depended on consumer boycotts
aimed at corporations with lax labor standards and relied on third-party
monitoring to enforce labor regulations, but in each coalition, workers were
represented in different ways.
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Members of the U.S. Congress and the U.S.-based Child Labor
Coalition began the Bangladesh campaign in 1992 in order to end the use of
children’s labor in garment factories producing for U.S. manufacturers such
as Wal-Mart and JCPenney. The organizers of the campaign were pushing
the U.S. Congress to threaten economic sanctions if Bangladesh failed to
enforce anti-child-labor laws in its garment industry. Pressure on the U.S.
Congress was combined with a media campaign in the United States to
encourage a consumer boycott of clothes produced by children in foreign
countries. After the threat of sanctions and the consumer boycott, the
Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and Exporters Association (BGMEA)
fired ten thousand child workers in the space of two weeks, thereby invok-
ing censure, protest, and open letters in the press from children’s rights or-
ganizations and labor activists throughout the country. In light of a threat-
ened expulsion of its ambassador from Bangladesh, U.S. Embassy officials
met with officials from the government of Bangladesh, UNICEEF, and the
ILO (International Labor Organization) to present a compromise to the
BGMEA. Over the course of a year, the compromise was rejected, renegoti-
ated, and finally accepted on July 4, 1995. Negotiations ended in a memo-
randum of understanding (MOU) that created schools and stipends for the
garment workers who had been fired, along with phasing out child labor
from the garment export industry and a system of monitoring by the signa-
tories to ensure compliance.

The El Salvador campaign was carried out by the National Labor
Committee (NLC) and other U.S.-based NGOs and U.S. and Salvadoran
labor and religious organizations against the mass firing of unionized work-
ers and the violation of labor codes at the Mandarin International factory in
El Salvador’s San Marcos free trade zone. Mandarin subcontracts produc-
tion for the U.S. manufacturer Gap Inc., which owns the retail outlets Gap,
Old Navy, and Banana Republic. The El Salvador protest and its resolution
involved a unified push by labor unions, U.S. and Salvadoran religious and
human rights organizations, and solidarity networks to improve working
conditions at Mandarin. The tactics in this case included consumer boy-
cotts of Gap clothing, protests at retail outlets, and a tour of the United
States and Europe by Salvadoran garment workers to educate consumers
about working conditions. This campaign succeeded, by 1996, in setting up
a “Code of Conduct for Labor Rights” for all manufacturers of clothing for
Gap Inc. and in forming an independent monitoring group at the Mandarin
factory to enforce labor law and support the right to worker organization
in the factory. The consequences for labor organizing, however, were trou-
bling. The Sindicato de Empresa de Trabajadores de Mandarin International
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(SETMI), the garment workers’ union, was left out of the negotiation pro-
cess, and by the end of the 1990s its membership had dwindled. A company
union, Association of Mandarin International Workers (ATEMISA), which
was created during the corporate campaign, in the meantime has seen its
membership grow into the hundreds.

The New York case is part of the “Stop Sweatshops” campaign. The
campaign brought UNITE (Union of Needletrades, Industrial, and Textile
Employees), the U.S. garment workers’ union, together with immigrants’
rights groups to protest the abuse of immigrant workers and the sweatshop
conditions under which clothes are produced for retailers like Wal-Mart.
Celebrity labels such as the Kathie Lee Gifford clothing line have been tar-
geted in media campaigns carried out by UNITE and the NLC. The facto-
ries have also increasingly been targets of U.S. Department of Labor raids
on illegal sweatshops throughout New York City. Results of these cam-
paigns have included advertisements and lobbying by Gifford and Governor
George Pataki of New York that focus on the elimination of sweatshop
production of garments. Gifford was shown publicly handing out wads of
money to garment workers from factories in New York making her clothing
line. Since the Kathie Lee line also produced clothing in Honduras under
similar conditions, for the first time labor violations in New York City were
linked in the media to those offshore in the manufacture of garments sold
by the world’s largest retailer.

NIDL in Production and Protest

The new international division of labor that marks global production prac-
tices often is reproduced in the politics of protest. U.S.- and European-based
activists define the tactics of transnational protest that, in turn, are focused on
corporations with retail outlets and headquarters in the North. Furthermore,
the target audiences of the campaigns are the U.S. and European consumers
who buy the clothing made in garment factories throughout the world. The
women who produce clothing also provide the raw material of their testi-
mony, which is then incorporated into particular repertoires of contention
chosen to appeal to consumers and to affect corporate image.

Keck and Sikkink, borrowing from Alison Brysk, have developed a
typology of tactics that transnational networks employ in “their efforts at
persuasion, socialization, and pressure” that consists of

(1) information politics [that] . . . quickly and credibly generate politically
usable information and move to where it has the most impact; (2) sym-

bolic politics [that] . . . call upon symbols, actions, or stories that make
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sense of a situation for an audience that is frequently far away; (3) /e-
verage politics [that] . . . call upon powerful actors to affect a situation
where weaker members of a network are unlikely to have influence; and
(4) accountability politics [that] . . . hold powerful actors to their previ-

ously stated policies or principles.2

While these politics of information, symbol, leverage, and accountability
are tactically powerful, they account for the actions of people in only one
site of the transnational social movement. Those in other sites do the work
of making the clothing that consumers wear, as well as that of shop-floor
organizing. They provide the impetus, information, and testimonies for
U.S.-based activists who then carry out the politics within the boundaries
of the United States. This complicates the notion of class for Keck and
Sikkink and in the tactics and politics of garment industry protest.

Women in garment factories around the world, whether or not they
have been involved in organizing protest on the shop floors, are the ones
who “quickly and credibly generate” the information that is then used by
the Northern activists to target Northern corporations. Although the in-
formation generated is intended to be used to improve working conditions
in the factories that are the focus of protest, its generation by one group
and narrativization by another tends to privilege the agency of the activ-
ists who are in control of the information’s use and dissemination. Many
of the women and men who work in the factories that are at the center of
transnational protest and of much scholarly work on globalization have car-
ried out extensive community and shop-floor-organizing projects in their
own localities. Their agency, however, is often defined by and circulated
through transnational protest and academic publications, such as this one.
This lays bare some of the problematics of activist and scholarly transna-
tionality, since opportunities for participating in spaces that are marked as
transnational are already determined by one’s access to U.S. media outlets,
retail spaces, language formations, and dollars that can be used for con-
sumer subjectivity.

While transnational campaigns have had a number of positive effects,
within individual factories and for the industry as a whole, it is impor-
tant to examine them as productions. This study, while keeping in mind
the benefits gained through transnational labor activism, will analyze the
production practices and labor relations that make up the campaigns in
order to expose the problematics of global production and protest as paral-
lel and mutually dependent formations. Within the globalized politics that
results from consumer-focused, transnational labor organizing, the agency
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that comes from acts of witnessing and testimony and from shop-floor and
feminist organizing is reshaped to fit the demands of image making and
knowledge production. As I will demonstrate, the politics of information
privileged in tactics emphasizing brand name and corporate reputation cre-
ates inequalities within each particular movement, even one whose goal is
to break down inequalities on shop floors and in retail spaces and neighbor-
hoods throughout the world.

Achievements and Symbolic Politics

The anti-child-labor campaign succeeded in providing schooling for chil-
dren under the age of fourteen who had been working in the garment in-
dustry in Bangladesh.?” The MOU that resulted from the Bangladesh cam-
paign required that export-oriented garment factories be inspected regularly
for child workers, and most factories have been found to comply. Since the
1995 signing of the MOU, ILO, UNICEEF, the government of Bangladesh,
and the BGMEA have worked together to further the access to schooling
for garment workers through the Earn and Learn program. In June 2000,
all parties signed a second memorandum of understanding that would con-
tinue and expand the provisions of the 1995 MOU and maintain the fac-
tory inspection and schooling program. The Bangladesh program was repli-
cated among soccer ball producers in Pakistan, with mixed results.

The achievements of the NLC-Gap campaign included the institution
of an independent monitoring group at the Mandarin factory, which pro-
vided a model for NGO and human rights—centered monitoring in factories
throughout the worldwide garment industry. At the end of the campaign,
Mandarin rehired 35 of the 350 fired union members and provided greater
bathroom and drinking water access at the factory while ending conditions
like forced birth control. The campaign also had an effect on production
practices and working conditions in the greater garment industry. As a re-
sult of the Mandarin publicity, Gap Inc. promised to examine the working
conditions in factories of its other subcontractors on a regular basis. My re-
search shows that the 1995 Gap campaign, the 1996 Kathie Lee campaign,
and the 1995 signing of the MOU on child labor in Bangladesh were part
of a larger series of antisweatshop protests that called attention to worldwide
labor violations. As we recognize these achievements, it is important to ex-
plore other consequences of the campaigns, their effects on the shop floors
and neighborhoods of garment workers and on global production practices,
and the possibilities for agency in each site—shop floors, neighborhoods,
and unions, as well as retail outlets, stock markets, NGOs, and develop-
ment agencies in both the third and first worlds.
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The “symbolic politics” employed by transnational activists also has had
perverse consequences, since the symbols, actions, and stories that are called
on have particular histories of race, gender, class, and nation that often go
unrecognized in their appropriation. In the case of the transnational labor
campaigns, the target audience is made up of consumers who, while being
conscientious, rely on the logic and signs of advertising regimes on the one
hand and on colonial legacies of race, gender, and sexuality on the other.
Transnational activists’ strategies of focusing on advertising, corporate
reputation, and consumption raise two serious concerns. First, the very
language of consumption and consumer agency takes buying as its main
practice, and its actors are those with the money to shop. Since people who
make the clothing at the center of transnational labor activism do not have
access to the disposable income—or, often, the retail outlets—necessary
for consumer action, they are left out of the symbolic and material political
activism that is at the heart of consumer-directed protest campaigns. At the
same time, advertising regimes rely on exclusions and performances of iden-
tity that are bounded by particular nation-spaces through the circulation
of national currency, and, in the United States, they depend exclusively on
gender, race, and class discourses that idealize particular notions of woman-
hood. This dependence circumscribes the potential for agency that lies out-
side of the ideal and outside of a nation-space bounded by dollars. If politi-
cal action takes the form of a boycott or embargo of products of a particular
brand or country, the action itself depends on people with access to money
and sites from which to buy the boycotted or embargoed product.

Within the idealized notion of consumption relations, shopping often
becomes central to desire and longing for the familiar while at the same
time bounding difference in ways that are easily consumed. Agency that
takes place outside this consumption paradigm—in productive work, shop-
floor organizing, or “fair trade” initiatives—is framed in ways that make it
politically appealing in the North, often mirroring both advertising images
and colonialist tropes. This transnational frame, in turn, determines the
forms that production and consumption take, both symbolically and ma-
terially, within the discourse of the global. These frames of globalization
and transnationality, which at the same time focus on the retail, also deter-
mine which actors and which forms of agency are privileged and which are
naturalized or ignored.

Even as I take on the discursive production of globalization and trans-
nationality centered on consumption, I do not assume that the category of
consumers is a monolithic one or that it is homogeneous in terms of race,
class, sexuality, gender, or geographical location. Rather, I look at the ways
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in which consumption practices, with all of the contradictory, overlapping,
and messy relations and meanings they entail, inform the transnational
politics of labor in the garment industry. How does the discourse of labor
rights combine with that of conscientious consumption to bring forth this
new, transnational politics?

In the case of Bangladesh, the everyday struggles of the child workers
themselves—and their positions as actors and agents in their homes and on
the shop floors—are downplayed in order to highlight their victimhood
in the face of transnational capital and abusive local factory owners. In
the same way, organizing among women and the multiple responsibilities
and challenges that women garment workers negotiate at all times are de-
emphasized in favor of highlighting their identities as workers in the new
sweatshop.

The campaigns’ emphasis on the victimhood of women and children
who work in the garment industry raises questions about agency among
garment workers and campaign organizers. Much of the force of the trans-
national labor organizing comes from the testimonies and witnessing of
women garment workers from the factories that are at the center of the
campaigns. The act of witnessing is a courageous one and an essential part
of the political activism of women and of garment workers in the trans-
national arena. Because the interpretation of testimonies and the activ-
ism on the world’s shop floors and in various localities are then performed
under the auspices of (Northern) public relations imperatives, the courage
and complexity of those testimonies are often sacrificed in exchange for
sound-bite appeal.

I look at testimony as both living proof and production, keeping in
mind the legacies and politics of witnessing within various forms of
activism—{from shop floors, communities, and activist organizing, to re-
tail sites, media outlets, and corporate imperatives. Within the discourse
of the transnational, where are Northern consumers and activists placed,
how are garment workers and their activism shown? Often, the consumers
and activists are presented within the frame of protest as acting in solidarity
with—rather than determining—protest on the shop floor, and garment
workers are portrayed as unmediated agents doing direct battle with trans-
national corporations. Within the official narratives of transnational orga-
nizing, there is no portrayal of the history—of consumption, production,
and activism, and differences of class, gender, race, nationality, colonialism,
and privilege—that has mediated representations of garment workers and
their agency.

Similarly, the politics of leverage and accountability discussed by Keck
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and Sikkink depends on appealing to and calling on powerful actors—
in the case of transnational labor protest, corporate heads and celebrity
spokespeople—to implement and advocate the demands of the trans-
national campaigns. Not only does the reliance on powerful actors grant
those with power a privileged political position precisely because of their
own compromise with and maintenance of capital relations, it also depends
explicitly on the patronage and sense of noblesse oblige of retailers and
stockholders to concede to consumer demands. In other words, consumer-
based protest depends on corporations seeing the effects on their bottom
line and voluntarily becoming good global citizens. The sustained agency of
women in local communities, as garment workers, consumers, participants,
and activists, is often sacrificed, and in some cases curtailed, in favor of
corporate-directed “global” politics.

Finally, transnational labor protest has relied on consumer activism work-
ing within a political economy of signs and symbols where value is repro-
duced and added through the promulgation of brand names and trademarks.
The very attacks on corporate image may serve, in the end, to reproduce
the primacy of brand name through regimes of conscientious consumption.
By naturalizing the “new” political economy, with its globalized circuits
of capital and corporate reputation, we grant credence to the assumption
that we are all equally victims of the totality of capital—moneyed consum-
ers, exploited workers, and well-intentioned corporate heads. This denies
the continued hierarchy of nation-states and the fact that, even in the dis-
course of the transnational and the global, there still remain concentrations
of power that draw from notions of modernity and difference on the one
hand and the privileges of capital on the other. The everyday struggles and
negotiations of transnational capital and the meaning of those struggles are
often downplayed in favor of a political focus on the metaphenomenon of
globalization. Is it, in fact, inevitable that market forms of justice prevail
over other alternatives in the form of the globalized political participation
of conscientious consumption??8

This particular form of globalized political participation has come
about with the reinvention of the sweatshop as what Mitchell calls the “con-
stitutive outside” of capitalist modernity. His discussion of “the displace-
ments opened up by the different space of the non-West and the ways in
which this space is made to appear different” is helpful here. The sweatshop
performs a double role, being both central to capitalist production relations
in certain manufacturing sectors and incompatible with the progressive ra-
tionalization of production and the humane treatment of workers. Mitchell
argues with reference to modernity: “Elements that appear incompatible
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with what is modern, Western, or capitalist are systematically subordinated
and marginalized, placed in a position outside of the unfolding of history.
Yet in the very processes of their subordination and exclusion, it can be
shown, such elements infiltrate and compromise that history.”??

The different space of the sweatshop within the history of a progressive,
rationalized capitalism is performed both in corporations” own narratives of
their production practices and in the conceptualization of the global sweat-
shop held by U.S.-based consumers, scholars, and activists. In this differ-
ent space, workers themselves are viewed as outside progressive capitalist
narratives, and their agency as producers is thus circumscribed. Because of
this conceptualization of the sweatshop, it is only through practices of con-
sumption, in sites that are within the realm of the modern, or postmodern,
that agency can be recognized as such.

This project focuses on six major questions and implications of trans-
national protest in the garment industry. In chapter 1, “Children, Schools,
and Labored Questions,” I look at specific issues of agency and citizenship
within the context of the U.S.-sponsored campaign against the use of child
labor in Bangladesh’s export-oriented garment industry. The campaign,
which brought together U.S. politicians, the U.S. State Department, and
UN organizations, pushed to end the employment of children under the
age of fourteen in Bangladesh’s export-oriented garment industry. It was re-
solved in 1995 with the signing of the MOU that phased out child labor by
placing underage garment workers, with the support of a monthly stipend,
into nonformal schools set up by local NGOs and regularly inspected by
signatories of the MOU. The proposed consumer boycott, the U.S. con-
gressional legislation, and the MOU had unforeseen effects in Bangladesh.
I explore the anti-child-labor campaign and its consequences through an
analysis of the symbolic politics of child labor and the notions of agency
that informed the campaign and its resolution. To determine who partici-
pated and how in the anti-child-labor campaign involves examining various
assumptions about the position of children, women, garment workers, and
citizens in Bangladesh, the United States, and other sites of export-oriented
industrialization throughout the world.

Chapter 2, “Organizing in Times of (Post)War,” addresses the possi-
bilities of transnational labor organizing and the legacies of the 1980s civil
war in El Salvador. Through an analysis of the 1995 Gap campaign car-
ried out by the New York—based National Labor Committee, I explore the
position of the shop floor within the parameters of globalized production
and protest. My research in this chapter includes interviews, factory vis-
its, and participant observation to look at the on-the-ground consequences
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of coalition politics that organized around issues of workers’ rights at the
Mandarin International garment factory in El Salvador. I argue that the
shop floor is incorporated into the campaign as part of a conceptual and
material split between the local and the global, which has implications for
both the sites and methods of transnational organizing and depends on the
denial of multiple histories of organizing, militarism, and counterinsurgen-
cy and gendered agency.

Chapter 3, “The Ideal of Transnational Organizing,” takes up the ques-
tion of symbolic politics by looking at the ways that gender, race, class, and
celebrity came together in a widely publicized antisweatshop campaign in
New York City. I analyze the 1996 NLC-UNITE protest campaign against
the labor practices of Wal-Mart subcontractors producing the Kathie Lee
line of clothing in Honduras and New York City. A century ago, questions
of child labor, sweatshops, and working conditions featured prominently
in consumer-based, government-directed campaigns and in shop-floor
organizing initiatives in the garment and textile industries. The current anti-
sweatshop movement differs from its predecessors both in its global focus
and in its increasing focus on brand names and advertising image. I explore
the ways in which Kathie Lee Gifford and her line of clothing were used
to increase profits and then to protest working conditions in the garment
industry.

In chapter 4, “Disciplining Bodies,” I explore questions of labor regula-
tion and discipline on the factory floor and in protest campaigns. I focus on
sweatshop conditions in different sites of garment production and the ways
in which they are addressed politically. Specifically, I look at the manifesta-
tions of Fordist regulation in El Salvador’s Lenor factory, the deployment
of immigration status in garment factories in New York City’s Chinatown,
and the lockout of more than five thousand workers from the Youngone
factory, a Bangladeshi EPZ. These methods of discipline and regulation
employ both typically Fordist methods and methods that have been catego-
rized as post-Fordist. This chapter demonstrates that consumer campaigns
are not necessarily a new solution to the old problem of sweatshops; in fact,
methods of labor discipline are often redeployed and reinforced within the
very actions taken to contest them.

Chapter 5, “Women First?” looks at the gender makeup of the indus-
try and the problematic of the new international division of labor within
transnational labor campaigns. I investigate gender relations on the factory
floors and among participants in the protest campaigns. In this chapter,
I return to Mandarin and compare it to a campaign that was organized
around an incident in which hundreds of women at the DINDEX factory
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in El Salvador collapsed in the space of a few hours. Both of these cases
from El Salvador resemble the ongoing efforts to organize women being
carried out in Bangladesh by the activist research group UBINIG (a Bengali
acronym for Research on Alternatives to Development). While all three or-
ganizing efforts have been successful in a number of ways, I argue that local
relations and histories matter as much as, if not more than, the organization
of labor campaigns at the transnational level.

In chapter 6, “Living Proof,” I explore the uses, meanings, provisions,
and circulation of living proof by garment workers that is manifested in tes-
timony and witnessing, in their gendered and raced bodies, in their produc-
tion relations and their possibilities for consumption, and in their discus-
sions of their hopes, pain, and agency within both transnational protest and
production. I also address my position as a North American researcher and
call into question my own complicity in circulating testimony and living
proof by putting forth a critique in the name of radical practice while build-
ing my career on theorizing garment workers” subaltern subject positions.3

Finally, in the epilogue, I discuss the circulation of images, commodi-
ties, and gender in the production, marketing, and protest of the garment
industry. I further explore the three central themes of this study: how the
global-local split present in the discourse of globalization is reproduced in
transnational labor protest; the use of symbolic politics in the campaigns
and on the shop floor, as well as at the centrality of relations of gender, race,
class, and nation to global garment production and protest; and a reaflirma-
tion of the need to focus on the many-layered negotiations and contesta-
tions of politics in all localities, and the equally important need to place
women at the center of protest over the new global sweatshop. Activists
and scholars alike have to investigate ways to shift transnational organizing
paradigms away from globalized discursive formations that retain power
in metropolitan centers and deny the privileges of the nation-state and to
redistribute resources, access, representations, and labor practices in more
inclusive, encompassing ways. We have to work against and within the con-
tingencies of hegemony. One step toward that goal would be to recognize
that women garment workers, on whom the entire network of economic,
political, and social relations is based, are subjects of transnational protest
and producers of the global even as they are taken up in the service of Other
agendas, imperial and otherwise.
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Children, Schools, and Labored Questions

The labor of women and children is at the center of production within and
protest against the new sweatshop. As both producers and consumers—
and, since the late 1970s, as activists—women and children throughout the
world have been increasingly crucial participants in the political economy
of globalization. The urban spaces in which they work, furthermore, can
be seen as a challenge to dominant paradigms of the global city. Cities like
Dhaka (Bangladesh), San Salvador, Brooklyn, and Queens produce and
reproduce the discursive and material formations of globalization just as
centrally as do Tokyo, London, and New York.! Because of the effect of the
global-local split, globalized production and protest have tended to appeal
to and naturalize power as created, maintained, and wielded at the upper-
most strata of society. The very centrality of third world migrant women and
children to globalization discourse rests on the notion that they are coming
into the global political economy from the outside. That children especially
are conceived as innocent, pre-rational, and pre-economic, and therefore as
extreme victims of global political-economic flows, makes space for activ-
ism and protest by children and about children.?

Why has there been such a strong focus on child labor as particularly
emblematic of the new sweatshop? Activists and policy makers have pushed
for the elimination of child labor in the export-oriented garment industry
precisely because of its appeal as an issue that can be supported by a large
and diverse number of people throughout the world.? By looking at the
manifestations of U.S. anti-child-labor activism in Bangladesh, however,
the very neatness of child labor as a political issue is called into question. As
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I will demonstrate in this chapter, the focus on child labor to the exclusion
of other violations leaves out a number of factors, including the myriad con-
sequences of action in one part of the world on relations in another. Within
the discourse of child labor, no space is allowed for dynamics that are both
internal to Bangladesh and that are part of the relationship of Bangladeshis
to capital, transnational processes, and empire. One result of the U.S.- and
European-based child-labor activism and threatened boycott is that class,
gender, and age relations on the shop floor and in communities disappear
in favor of straightforward protest against the use of child labor. The cam-
paign, therefore, led to unforeseen class alignments within Bangladesh and
a large-scale protest against U.S. protectionism, along with longer-term re-
sentments of U.S. imperialism in Bangladesh.

The anti-child-labor campaign began in 1992 with a united effort by
consumer groups, U.S. politicians, the U.S. State Department, and UN
organizations. Their goal was to end the employment of children under
fourteen years of age in Bangladeshi garment factories producing for U.S.
manufacturers such as Wal-Mart and JCPenney. Their tactics included
a call for U.S. and European consumer boycotts of clothing and other
goods produced by child laborers in exporting countries and the threat of
an embargo of Bangladesh by the U.S. government that would encourage
the enforcement of anti-child-labor laws. U.S. legislators and activists also
pushed for the promise of alternative schooling programs for children work-
ing in Bangladesh’s garment industry, to be funded by U.S. labor unions,
UNICEF, and the ILO. On July 4, 1995, an MOU was signed to phase out
child labor from the Bangladeshi export-oriented garment industry. As a
result of the agreement, former underage garment workers were placed in
nonformal schools and a group of monitors from the ILO, the BGMEA,
and the government of Bangladesh were employed to enforce it.

In fieldwork carried out in Dhaka during 1996 and 1998, I interviewed
garment workers, visited their homes, and spent time at factory sites, union
centers, NGOs, and government and international organization offices.
Through the interviews, participant observation, and analysis of industry
trends and data, I explored the implications and consequences of the MOU
for the people who work in Bangladesh’s export-oriented garment industry.
I examined the child-labor campaign’s relationship to Dhaka’s garment in-
dustry and to the people who participate in it.

I focused on the everyday manifestations of the anti-child-labor cam-
paign in order to grasp what Foucault called the “capillary form of existence”
of the MOU and the “synaptic regime of power, a regime of its exercise within
the social body, rather than from above it My analysis of the shop floors,
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streets, and garment workers’ schools in Dhaka questions the prevalent as-
sumption of globalization as a metamovement, something that occurs outside
of everyday relations and is more related to itself than to anything occur-
ring in specific locales among groups of people. This notion of globalization
as something both omnipotent and omniscient leads scholars to view it as
the inevitable “end of history” and an often unintentional assumption that
people are the unwilling recipients of action from above, with no recourse
other than acceptance of the terms of the global economy. This effaces the
multiple forms of agency practiced by women, children, and men garment
workers in Bangladesh, El Salvador, New York City, and other sites, as well
as the agency practiced by factory owners and managers, union organizers,
consumers, and the first world organizers of transnational activism.

The children in Bangladesh’s garment industry are neither passive vic-
tims of capital nor active agents of protest. In the case of the anti-child-
labor activism, the proponents of the consumer boycott and the MOU of-
fered them as models to be applied to other countries and other industries;
at the same time, others have criticized the Bangladeshi experience as a
protectionist ploy on the part of U.S. unions and business interests. I will
problematize both positions in order to look more closely at how the cam-
paign has been constructed and narrated through the relationships between
U.S. and European activists, international organizations, Bangladeshi gar-
ment workers, and business representatives. As such, I push to reframe our
thinking around agency, activism, and hierarchy wichin the discourse of
transnationality.

Through my exploration of the protests against child labor and the
signing of the MOU, I question the naturalization of the industry as a
whole. Part of this naturalization includes viewing Bangladesh and South
Asia as the particular site of the problem, creating the necessity for U.S. and
European consumers and government officials to act in the name of gar-
ment workers in Bangladesh in order to normalize these particularly aber-
rant shop floors.

At the same time, I do not intend to downplay the achievements of
the NGOs and international agencies involved in the creation, signing, and
implementation of the MOU or the resulting changes in working condi-
tions between 1996 and 1998. I wholeheartedly support legislation ban-
ning the use of child labor in production and its enforcement—whether
export-oriented or not. However, I maintain that looking at the campaign
to eradicate child labor in Bangladesh’s garment industry—in Dhaka’s
neighborhoods, schools, and garment factories—will help us understand
the everyday effects of policies that seem by nature to be transnational.
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By focusing on the manifestations of protest and capital in these everyday
spaces of conflict, we can begin to get a picture of the complexities involved
in what seem to have been straightforward questions of solving problems or
fighting for social justice.

Discourses of Globalization and Transnationality

Sweatshops, export processing zones, and garment workers have been fre-
quent subjects of scholarship and activism since the 1980s. Increased flexi-
bility in sourcing and production, along with the compression of temporal
and spatial relations to the point of near-instantaneity, have been described
as new, post-Fordist methods of capital accumulation.® In keeping with these
new methods, the garment industry has taken advantage of its low start-up
costs and capital investment ability to produce in sites scattered throughout
the world and to move wherever labor is cheapest and labor organizing least
likely.” A central aspect of the post-Fordist model has been the development
of the new international division of labor, where, as Mies argues, “Developing
countries increasingly become areas of production of consumer goods for rich
countries, whereas rich countries increasingly become areas of consumption
only. . . . [Clorporations must mobilize consumers in the rich countries to
buy all the items produced in Third World countries. In both strategies the
mobilization of women plays an essential role.”®

Within the context of the NIDL, one recurring puzzle has been addressed
by scholars and activists: how to fight for, and guarantee, workers’ rights in
particular sites when factory and company owners can simply move to other
areas where labor guarantees do not exist.? An increasingly widespread an-
swer to the problem of the combination of transnational production and
capital flows in a world of nation-states has been to organize transnational
campaigns based on consumer boycotts that support the rights of the people
producing garments for the “world” (U.S. and European) economy.’* In
both production and consumption patterns and in the protest campaigns,
the central position of women and children as consumers, producers, and
activists has raised questions about citizenship and participation in the
global political economy.!! Do notions of citizenship become divided along
the lines of race, gender, social class, nation, and age in much the same way
as those of the new international division of labor?

Such a questioning is especially important in light of Nancy Fraser
and Linda Gordon’s critique of T. H. Marshall’s 1949 essay “Citizenship
and Social Class.” With specific reference to the history of Great Britain,
Marshall defines three stages of citizenship: civil citizenship, correspond-
ing roughly to the eighteenth century; political citizenship, arising over the
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course of the nineteenth century; and social citizenship, developed in the
twentieth century in the guise of the Keynesian welfare state. Fraser and
Gordon argue: “When questions of gender and race are put at the centre of
the inquiry, key elements of Marshall’s analysis become problematic. His
periodization of the three stages of citizenship, for example, fits the experi-
ence of white working men only. . . . His conceptual distinctions . . . pre-
suppose, rather than problematize, gender and racial hierarchy.”? If schol-
ars and activists could bring questions of transnationality and citizenship
into debates over labor rights, we could begin to do the work of making
hierarchies of gender, race, class, and nation central to debates over agency.

For example, in Bangladesh, as elsewhere, the majority of workers in
export-oriented industries are women.'? There is a complex, multifaceted
debate about the role of the garment industry among scholars who work
in the fields of Bangladeshi, gender, and labor development. Several stud-
ies have been written about whether the garment industry is good for the
women who work in it and whether it allows them access to the same citizen-
ship practices traditionally enjoyed by men. Some scholars have argued that
the garment industry’s influence in Bangladesh has been a liberating one,
bringing women into the public sphere. Although these scholars have reser-
vations, they laud the fact that it has drawn women out of their homes and
into factories, provided independence and a means of support, and offered
them the option of not contracting an arranged marriage or of not accept-
ing undesirable offers of marriage.'* Other Bangladeshi feminist scholars
have tried to temper the notion of empowerment through wage labor by
pointing out the drawbacks associated with factory work, the nonliberating
aspects of wage labor, and the complicated relationships that are involved
on the factory floor and in homes for the women who work.!>

U.S.-based debates over citizenship would be enriched by such discus-
sions of the public/private split and the role of the social in garment work-
ers lives, even though such discussions are not necessarily couched in the
language of citizenship or liberal rights from whence they are drawn. The
language of empowerment, often employed in mainstream developmen-
tal discourses that center on the agency of women outside of the United
States and Europe, could be productively placed in conversation with that
of development in order to decenter the position of U.S. and European lib-
eralism, discourses of the rational individual, and human rights through
a focus on the everyday struggles of Bangladeshi women working in the
garment industry. European and U.S. consumers and activists who partici-
pated in the boycott of Bangladeshi garments and pushed for the abolition
of child labor have limited the potential of such an engagement by staking



6 CHILDREN, SCHOOLS, AND LABORED QUESTIONS

their protests on a single issue: the ages of the people working in the gar-
ment factories.!6

The Origins of the Campaign in the United States

The trajectory of the campaign against child labor in Bangladesh begins in
the United States within the context of a North American union movement
on the defensive in light of 1980s Reaganomics and its continuation under
the neoliberalism of George Bush and Bill Clinton into the 1990s."7 Not
only was union membership in severe decline, but the early 1990s marked
the culmination of corporate downsizing in the United States and the ex-
port of U.S.-based manufacturing jobs to offshore production sites that
would guarantee cheap labor and a nonunionized work force. According to
Richard Barnet and John Cavanagh, “By 1991 more than half of all U.S.
exports and imports were transfers of components and services within the
same global corporation, most of them flying the American flag.” They go
on to cite the following figures: “In 1950 about a third of all American jobs
were in manufacturing; by the mid-1980s factory employment accounted
for only 20 percent of the work force, and by the early 1990s only 16 per-
cent.”8 Often, rather than blame neoliberal policies and a corporate-focused
nation-state, conventional wisdom blamed offshore workers for taking jobs
from U.S. workers.

The early antisweatshop movement played on such fears while at the
same time trying to focus more blame on rapacious corporations whose race
to the bottom hurt all workers. In this period of U.S.-based manufacturing
decline and severe drops in union membership, the AFL-CIO and U.S. poli-
ticians began to focus on the use of child labor in foreign manufacturing
industries. The Bangladesh campaign became the first that brought together
U.S.-based unions and politicians to address the effects of globalization on
working conditions in the United States and abroad. The campaign was
launched by introducing Senator Tom Harkin’s 1992 bill that proposed “to
prohibit the importation of goods produced abroad with child labor.”" In
so doing, the proposed Child Labor Deterrence Act of 1992 combined an
invocation of the 1959 UN Declaration of the Rights of the Child?° with an
assertion that “adult workers in the United States and other developed coun-
tries should not have their jobs imperiled by imports produced by child labor
in developing countries.”?! The proposed 1992 act was subsequently tabled.
It was followed, however, by a 1993 call by the AFL-CIO international divi-
sion, the Asian-American Free Labor Institute (AAFLI), and a group of forty
U.S. NGOs, all under the umbrella of the Child Labor Coalition, for U.S.
consumers to boycott clothing produced in Bangladesh.??

U.S. politicians, NGOs, and labor unions organized the Child Labor
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Deterrence Act?? and the call for boycott based on research being car-
ried out by AAFLI on the number of factories employing children in
Bangladesh, which was later published in its 1994 A Report on Child Labor
in Bangladesh.* Politically, it is important to note that the campaign took
place in the context of other efforts by both liberals and conservatives in
the United States, backed by unions and labor NGOs, to promote trade
protectionism as a solution to downsizing, massive layoffs, and diminishing
union membership in manufacturing sectors.?> For example, the National
Labor Committee produced Paying to Lose Our Jobs in September 1992,
which looks at how U.S. taxpayers’ money subsidized U.S. Association for
International Development (USAID) programs to create export processing
zones in the third world, which gave tax incentives to corporations produc-
ing offshore for the U.S. market.2¢

The proliferation of reports on child labor laid bare the contradictions
between the position of the U.S. nation-state as labor champion and pro-
moter of trade liberalization. Of course, the focus on child labor helped to
obfuscate these neoliberal problematics. We can see evidence of this in mid-
1994, with the July publication by the U.S. Department of Labor of By the
Sweat and Toil of Children, vol. 1, The Use of Child Labor in Manufactured
and Mined Imports.?’” The evidence presented in the chapter on Bangladesh
is based heavily on the AAFLI report, making an even stronger case for
connecting the use of child labor abroad with the loss of jobs at home. In
September 1994, a hearing on child labor was held for the U.S. Senate
Subcommittee on Labor.?8 By the Swear and Toil of Children used evidence
from the AAFLI report, which was then backed up by the congressio-
nal hearings, which included key testimony on Bangladesh from Nazma
Akther, a garment worker and labor organizer from Dhaka. Akther went on
to become an organizer and leader of the Bangladesh Independent Garment
Union (BIGU). With support—financial, logistical, and organizational—
from AAFLI, BIGU was founded in 1994 because, its founders argued,
“Many [garment] workers were dissatisfied with the existing unions which
claimed to represent the interests of garment workers. These unions were
either extensions of political parties, ineffective or corrupt and more often
than not, a combination of all three.”?? Thus, by the end of 1994, the case
for boycotting Bangladeshi exports to the United States was strongly built
up with the support of government, NGO, and union groups in both the
United States and Bangladesh.

The Use of Child Labor in Bangladesh

Images of children working in factories in Dhaka and Chittagong first
appeared on U.S. television and in newspapers in 1993, with accusations



8 CHILDREN, SCHOOLS, AND LABORED QUESTIONS

that Wal-Mart used children in its Bangladeshi subcontracting plants. The
most famous coverage was a Dateline NBC piece featuring a Wal-Mart pro-
duction site in Bangladesh. The Dareline story showed a factory in Dhaka
employing children to work in its Wal-Mart production line, operating
machines and trimming garments. In the Dateline piece, a Wal-Mart repre-
sentative responded to allegations of the factory’s employing child labor by
saying that because Bangladeshis were so malnourished, full-grown adults
appeared to be children and, in fact, all of the workforce had reached adult-
hood despite appearances to the contrary.30

Wal-Mart’s response to the Dateline footage is a mirror image of the
coverage itself and of the positing of Bangladesh’s “problem” as one of child
labor. In both conceptions—the first, of children toiling in the factories of
multinational capital, forced there by the callousness of the society in which
they live, rather than by the drive to push wages down as far as possible
by large retailers and buyers in the United States and Hong Kong; or the
second, of midget-sized adults without the nourishment to develop into
normal size, working at jobs for which they are forever grateful—is the im-
plicit notion of Bangladesh as a site of eternal failure and of Bangladeshis
as forever victims, children, or (gendered) others. Development, it would
seem, just has not worked for Bangladesh—leaving space for Wal-Mart,
Dateline, and U.S. and European conscientious consumers to have a try at
Bangladesh’s salvation. As we can see from this example, the debates over
child labor were more about Foucauldian biopolitics than about protecting
workers in either space.

After the Dateline piece, Bangladesh became a signifier for child labor; in
the United States, especially, some segments of the population began to associ-
ate Bangladeshi-made garments with exploited children. Levi Strauss & Co.,
which had implemented a corporate code of conduct for labor conditions in
1992 after being accused of using bonded labor in Saipan, began requiring ID
cards with dates of birth for all employees in Bangladesh in order to avoid the
“taint” of child exploitation associated with Bangladeshi production sites.?!
Wal-Mart’s response was its “Buy American” campaign, which combined the
politics of ethics with those of consumption, featuring large signs throughout
the stores with arrows pointing to racks of clothing and other merchandise
that carried tags proclaiming themselves “Made in the U.S.A.”32 Nativism and
the shopping were thus reconciled with social conscience. Dateline producers,
with U.S. activist and corporate supporters, posited oppressing children in
the name of exports as a Bangladeshi problem, one that could be easily solved
by avoiding clothing produced outside the United States.

A common factor in both companies’ responses—not to mention the
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subsequent consumer boycott, threat of legislation, and television coverage—
is the value of a brand name. Levi Strauss tried to protect its corporate repu-
tation and curtail protest by instituting a code of conduct in 1992. The com-
pany publicly carried out inspections of its Bangladeshi factories, checking
for age and placing underage garment workers into schooling programs. On
its Web site, Levi Strauss published an anecdotal story about its attempts to
rid its factories of child labor and its “innovative solution” to the discovery,
by the company’s internal auditors, of the presence of children under four-
teen years of age working at two of its Bangladeshi factories: “Rather than
dismiss the girls, which would have put them at risk of exploitation and
economic hardship, Levi Strauss & Co. teamed up with the contractors. . . .
The contractors agreed to stop employing underage workers, and to con-
tinue to pay a salary for the gitls, provided that they attended school.” Levi
Strauss agreed to pay for the girls’ “tuition, books, and school uniforms.
The contractors, in turn, pledged jobs for the girls after completion of their
schooling.” Production imperatives were not disrupted, since the girls
would eventually return to the factories, and Levi Strauss was able to por-
tray itself as a global corporate good citizen by providing schooling for its
underage employees. From the beginning, consumer advocate groups and
policy analysts lauded Levi Strauss for setting an example of fair production
practices; no thought was given to the interests of the girls who would even-
tually return to the factories after their few years of schooling.34

Instead of placing child workers in schooling programs, Wal-Mart
adopted a strategy that would dissociate its brand name completely from
Bangladesh, child labor, and the taint of foreignness. Alchough Wal-Mart
continued to carry a number of products made in Bangladesh and other
areas of the world, it launched its “Made in the U.S.A.” ad campaign in
newspapers and throughout its stores on labels, ad copy, and even bum-
per stickers for sale that celebrated “Buying American.” Though the tactics
were different, both companies were asserting the purity of their brands and
their trademark as compared to the unclean or impure Bangladeshi prod-
ucts.’> This moral purity through the corporate provision of (nonformal)
education to third world children allowed for a focus on the “child behind
the label”; Levi Strauss and Wal-Mart in this way were able to use child
labor for both production and advertising purposes.

Nationalist Responses in Bangladesh to the Anti-Child-Labor Campaigns

The consumer outcry and corporate response over offshore production
practices had come shortly after Senator Tom Harkin and Representative
George Brown introduced the Child Labor Deterrence Act of 1992 in
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Congress. Although the now-famous (at least in Bangladesh) Harkin Bill
was tabled year after year, more consumers in the United States and Europe
were boycotting Bangladeshi-made garments in support of children’s rights.
In Bangladesh, however, NGOs such as UBINIG criticized the boycotts.
Shirin Akhter and Farida Akhter, founders of UBINIG, argued that the
boycotts were organized by “the U.S. trade protectionist lobby, acting to
protect U.S. business interest groups.” UBINIG took the position that
“Bangladesh should not rely on the North for influencing social issues;
rather, they should be addressed by ourselves so that we can focus on the
issues that are important in the context of our own socio-economic circum-
stances.”?¢ UBINIG was attempting to reconfigure the hierarchies of trans-
national cooperation through its insistence on Bangladeshis setting their
own socioeconomic agendas without influence from the global North.

UBINIG, along with other NGO and activist groups in Bangladesh,
charged authors of the Harkin Bill and the consumers who would boycott
Bangladesh-made goods with protectionism and imperialism. The reasons
given for these charges were several: First, activists argued, such campaigns
implied that Bangladeshis are the problem, since they were either stupid
innocents unable to defend themselves from corporate greed or fiends who
would sell their own children to labor in the factories subcontracted by
multinational corporations. Second, since child labor is not the only socio-
economic problem in Bangladesh—and children in the garment industry
are only 10,000 of a population of 120 million—a focus on that issue while
ignoring others becomes a waste of both resources and energy. Third, be-
cause workers’ families, the entire cities of Dhaka and Chittagong, and the
country as a whole depend on garments for needed income, a boycott would
create a loss much larger than its proponents had calculated. Finally, the
question of outside interference was central: many argued that these initia-
tives were depriving the people most affected of the chance to come up with
solutions applicable to their own situation. UBINIG and others argued that
the ramifications of North-South actions should be taken into serious con-
sideration, and that those people affected by activism should have a say in
when and how action should be taken.

The language of U.S. consumer and government imperialism brought
together unlikely groups, from leftist feminist groups such as UBINIG to
garment factory owners, child labor activists in Bangladesh, and Bangladeshi
government officials. The garment factory owners and managers, and their
allies in the government, wanted to avoid compliance with labor laws and
ILO conventions against the use of child labor so that they could pay lower
wages. Therefore, factory owners and government officials were more than
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willing to act on the protests initiated by NGO, women’s, and activist groups.
They wanted to keep employing child workers to keep labor costs down for
everyone in the industry and to maintain factory discipline through compe-
tition between child and adult workers for wages and jobs.

Child workers and their families, along with Bangladeshi children’s
rights NGOs, protested the U.S. boycotts of Bangladeshi export cloth-
ing by writing an open letter to the national Bangla and English language
newspapers protesting the dismissals.?” Although they were exploited in
export-oriented factories, children working in garment factories were afraid
of losing much-needed income for their families unless they accepted al-
ternative employment as domestic workers, brick makers, or sex workers.
Other garment workers and the country’s major unions, faced with losing
jobs and members in the face of an industry-wide boycott, also protested
what they perceived as U.S. consumer protectionism.

The national political parties were threatening harzals, or general strikes,
in light of the U.S. consumer boycott because all sectors of society—{rom
rickshaw drivers to shopkeepers to the national electric company—would
be affected by cuts in clothing orders. Garment factories buy electricity
from the electric company, some workers ride rickshaws to and from work,
and food stalls sell food to garment workers entering and leaving the facto-
ries. By getting an idea of the importance of garments to various parts of
society, one can better understand some of the problems involved with the
threat of boycott.

In this way, the rhetoric of child labor was employed—materially and
symbolically—among various classes not only in the United States but in
Bangladesh as well. In Bangladesh the Harkin Bill was shown to be part and
parcel of U.S. protectionism and imperialism by labor, feminist, and child
welfare organizations, as well as by garment factory owners, government
ministers, and bankers throughout Bangladesh. The language of imperial-
ism was especially powerful in Bangladesh, given its history as part of the
British Empire until 1947 and then its subordinate role as East Pakistan to
West Pakistan until its war of independence, which ended with the found-
ing of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh in 1971. Garment production
has served as a development model in independent Bangladesh, and wom-
en’s work has been seen as central to that model. This is especially visible in
the geography of Dhaka, even to a first-time visitor.

Garments in Dhaka: A Map of the City

Dhaka is a garment town; its geography can be laid out in garments—or
at least that is how I perceived it on my arrival in June 1996. Early in the
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morning, between 6:00 and 8:00, the streets are filled with women going
to their jobs in garment factories. At noontime, garment workers are again
out in the areas around the factories—in Mirpur, Mohammadpur, Malibagh,
and Kalabagan—shopping or doing errands during their hour-long break.
Thousands of young women, mostly under twenty-five years of age, walk
around or board buses, in groups, in neatly pressed clothing, with oiled hair
and makeup. The men who work in the garment factories are less recogniz-
able as a distinct group, since men have always been part of the city landscape.
The advent of garment production brought large numbers of women into the
urban workforce for the first time in Bangladesh and the streets of Dhaka.

An estimated one million people are employed in the export-oriented
garment industry in Bangladesh, 80 percent of whom are women.3® Gar-
ment production is centered in Dhaka and Chittagong, the largest port city,
with the majority of the factories located in city centers (although in the
past few years, with increasing unionization attempts among workers, gar-
ment production has been moving out of the city and into export processing
zones).? Garment factories in Dhaka are clustered in neighborhoods with
relatively easy access to rail lines and highways; its Sarvar export processing
zone is on the west side of the city, with easy access to both the rail lines and
the highway to Chittagong (Map 1).

Other signs of the garment industry can be seen on billboards and street
signs throughout Dhaka, which display advertisements for bobbins, zippers,
thread, sewing machines, and textiles—not to mention garment manufac-
turers and buying companies. These billboards, and the garment factories
themselves, provide a backdrop for rickshaw stands, open-air markets,
and everyday life in the city (Figure 1). The garment industry also marks
the city with its transport vehicles, and the countryside in turn is marked
by the superhighway that links Dhaka’s factories to the Chittagong port.

The garment industry has been the biggest source of foreign exchange
for Bangladesh, after remittances: in 1995, of the $3.2 billion total export
earnings of Bangladesh, garments brought in over $2 billion.4* A 1994
USAID report on Bangladeshi development prospects concentrates on the
growth of EPZs and garment production as the key to financial success.
Garment production has served, in the last decade, as a principal develop-
ment model for Bangladesh; exports have been a central mode of national
income generation, with garment exports at the forefront. Finally, garment
workers—girls, boys, women, and men—provide much-needed income
for themselves and for their families. According to a survey by Hameeda
Hossain, Roushan Jahan, and Salma Sobhan, 63 percent of women and girl
garment workers spend between 501 and 3,000 taka per month on family
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Map 1. Map of Dhaka, Bangladesh, featuring the most significant garment
producing neighborhoods. The inset map of Bangladesh highlights the Dhaka-
Chirtagong highway and the country’s major rivers. The nearby railroads,
highways, rivers, and port of Chittagong are significant modes of transport for
Bangladeshi garment exports. Courtesy of Rutgers Cartography.
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expenses, and most women and girl garment workers spend less than 400
taka a month on personal expenditures and savings and the rest on family
support.4! One twelve-year-old girl I interviewed in 1996 told me that she
had to support her mother and her brother with her factory job. She said
that the family still would not have enough to eat unless she could find
money to buy a chicken, whose eggs could be both eaten and sold by the
family.42

Within the context of the country, its two major cities, and the families
of a million people relying on garments for a large percentage of income,
the child labor boycott is called into question. The larger familial, local, and
national contexts show that the boycott is not a simple question of right ver-
sus wrong; an exploration of the boycott within various contexts can help to
interrogate relations of power in various ways. One way we can examine the
dynamics of the campaigns, and the phenomenon of transnational organiz-
ing in general, is to keep in mind Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s caution:

Belief in the plausibility of global alliance politics is prevalent among

women of dominant social groups interested in “international feminism”

in the comprador countries. . . . On the other side of the international

Figure 1. Billboard for zipper manufacturer near a rickshaw stand, Dhaka.
Billboards advertising all aspects of garment production, along with those call-
ing attention to the work of various NGOs and development organizations, are

the backdrop of much of Dhaka’s cityscape.
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division of labor, the subject of exploitation cannot know and speak the
text of female [or child] exploitation even if the absurdity of the nonrep-

resenting intellectual [or politician or activist] is achieved.

The implausibility and absurdity analyzed by Spivak can be seen in the
union meetings I attended in Dhaka in 1996 and 1998 in which organizers
would ask garment workers about their complaints of factory life. When
women workers would begin to talk about, for example, their need to buy
groceries for their families, the organizers would guide their complaints
into ones that were more easily translated into the language of exploitation
and workers’ rights. How, then, can we translate a young girl’s need for a
chicken and its eggs into the language of transnational labor activism? Into
the campaign against child labor? Into the discourse of exploitation? Into
the pages of this text?

Part of the absurdity rests in the ways in which the experiences of
workers—and the subjectivity of intellectuals—is rendered transparent in
the recounting of labor abuses. In the campaigns and legislation, there was
a move to contain factory spaces as neutral, ones that should be free of in-
nocent Bangladeshi women and children workers. In this way, Bangladeshi
women and children were defined as “outside” what Mitchell, in Colonising
Egypt, calls the process of “enframing” the Bangladeshi factories of trans-
national capital. While Mitchell argues that enframing is central to the
disciplinary methods of producing a colony, it is also central to producing
globalization. I would point to its power in producing “normal” global fac-
tory spaces, without child labor, that are outside the particular Bangladeshi
context and legal jurisdiction. Mitchell argues:

Enframing is a method of dividing up and containing, as in the con-
struction of barracks or the rebuilding of villages, which operates by con-
juring up a neutral surface or volume called “space.” . . . (It is no accident
that the beginnings of this method in rural Egypt coincide with origins
of private landownership, in which space becomes a commodity.) . . . The
plans and dimensions introduce space as something apparently abstract
and neutral, a series of inert frames or containers. . . . Within these con-

tainers, items can then be isolated, enumerated, and kept.44

In efficient Fordist production practices, workers and factory space are
accounted in the name of efficiency and coordination. This differenti-
ates, materially and symbolically, factory space from what are posited as
cultural practices of child labor. Western consumers, U.S. policy mak-
ers, and Bangladeshi factory owners can thus come together to reinscribe
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this enframing, placing Bangladeshi garment workers at the center of anti-
sweatshop discourse as aberrant bearers of culture rather than as agents
with whom one has to work. The relationship of garment production and
protest, in this context, becomes a direct one between U.S. and European
consumers and the transnational corporations that sell clothes, while the
subjects/objects of this seemingly direct relation are women and children
who work in Bangladeshi factories. At the same time, the complexities of
compradors-as-subcontractors, the complicity of the U.S. and Bangladeshi
governments on both sides of the discourse, and the work done by garment
workers in the factories and the campaigns are elided in imperatives of pro-
test and production.

The relationship, thus defined, reflects the advertisements placed in
trade journals by the Bangladesh Export Processing Zones Authority and
the Bangladesh Board of Investment. The advertisements invite potential
investors and foreign companies to “Discover Bangladesh and let your busi-
ness boom!” and to invest in the EPZs of Bangladesh “for optimum profit.”
By investing “directly” in Bangladesh, one can take advantage of the “most
inexpensive but productive labour force,” examples of which are shown in
the photos of young women bent over sewing machines in factories produc-
ing for export. Finally, investors are encouraged to “Buy a garment from
Bangladesh, help a poor woman to work and save her children.”™>

The Crisis

After the original tabling of the Harkin Bill in the U.S. Congress, the
campaign to stop child labor became more sporadic and did not pick up
again until late in 1994; it was reinvigorated by the beginning of other anti-
sweatshop activism that I discuss later in this book. Since nearly 50 per-
cent of all Bangladesh-made garments are destined for the United States,*°
the BGMEA became intransigent in the light of the threatened boycott.
In 1993, in response to the Child Labor Coalition~AAFLI boycott threat,
the BGMEA announced that, in the two thousand factories under its juris-
diction, it would fire without compensation all of the child workers under
fourteen years of age beginning October 31, 1994. By May 1995, the majori-
ty of the child workers in garment factories were laid off permanently from
their jobs, and local NGOs and unions were protesting the mass firings.%

Negotiations between the BGMEA, the government of Bangladesh,
and the U.S. Embassy continued, but when thousands of dismissed chil-
dren appeared on the streets of Dhaka, Bangladeshi NGOs, unions, and
activist groups began protesting U.S. involvement and imperialism. This
cry was also quickly taken up by the BGMEA. At this point, the ILO and
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UNICEEF entered into the negotiations—with considerable backing from
U.S. ambassador to Bangladesh David Merrill, who feared being thrown
out of the country by its government because of the resulting diplomatic in-
cident.*8 Under the guidance of the Bangladeshi children’s advocacy organi-
zation Gonoshahajjo Sangstha (GSS) and other children’s NGOs, the fired
child workers wrote “open letters to the U.S. Embassy, the Government of
Bangladesh, and Senator Harkin that were published in leading English
and Bangla dailies asking for support for their families, and for their jobs
back, if necessary.”?

The Signing and Implementation of the MOU

In these instances of protests by garment workers, child-labor activists, and
feminist groups, we can see that the agency of garment workers is quickly
effaced in the signing of the “Memorandum of Understanding on the Use
of Child Labor in the Export-Oriented Garment Industry in Bangladesh”
(MOU). The MOU called for a survey of the two thousand garment fac-
tories in Dhaka and Chittagong to determine the number of children em-
ployed there, their ages, and schooling and income needs. A school system
for dismissed workers was to be set up on the model of nonformal schools in
Bangladesh’s rural areas and would be supported financially by the signato-
ries of the MOU. The children attending the garment worker schools would
be eligible until they reached the age of fourteen and would be provided with
a monthly stipend of 300 taka, or about half of their current monthly sala-
ries. Money for the schools and for the stipends would come from the ILO,
UNICEF, the BGMEA, and the U.S. Embassy. The verification for com-
pliance of the provisions of the MOU would come from inspection teams
made up of members of the ILO, BGMEA, and Bangladesh’s Ministry of
Labor. Each team would inspect the schools and factories in light of the
MOU?’s provisions. In addition, local NGOs, the Bangladesh Rural Action
Committee (BRAC, the world’s largest NGO), and the GSS would run the
garment worker schools according to their community schooling models.

The garment worker schools begun as part of the MOU, along with
the schools set up and run by garment worker unions such as BIGU, offer
a curriculum of written and spoken Bangla instruction, mathematics, and
some English, along with singing, poetry recital, and dance. Many of the
songs and rhymes recited by the students were written by the teachers and
the children themselves. The poems and songs address subjects such as the
children’s unwillingness and outright refusal to return to the factory and
the happiness they have found in school. They talk of their hopes for the
future and their eagerness for further education. The children—95 percent
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girls, from what I saw in the schools I visited, which matched the num-
bers people provided in interviews—also sang, danced, and recited poetry
about Bangladesh’s war of liberation (mukhti gan) and read and sang poetry
by Rabindranath Tagore (Rabindra sangeet) and other national poets. The
children in the schools range in age from toddlers to teenagers, and all are
extremely motivated and quick to learn (Figures 2 and 3). Since the schools
are usually located not far from children’s homes, they walk in groups back
and forth between home and school.

Because the implementation of the agreement was slow in happening,
by 1996 only 250 of the proposed 500 schools had been set up. In 1997 all
of the schools were finally up and running, and approximately 9,600 chil-
dren were participating.’® However, when the children reach the fourteen-
year-old working age, they become ineligible for participation in the school
program. The U.S. Embassy and UNICEF proposed a Learn to Earn plan
in 1997, whereby children over fourteen could continue school for part of
the day, without a stipend, while the rest of the day could be spent working
in factories through an arrangement with the BGMEA. The purpose of the
schools—and their long-term effects—is left out. These schools are not part

Figure 2. Former child garment workers, now enrolled in the BIGU garment
workers’ school in Dhaka, perform skits ar the school’s end-of-the-year pageant.
They are accompanied by their teachers and a researcher-organizer; in the back-
ground is a painted mural featuring the Bangladeshi flag and Dhaka’s language
martyrs’ memorial, a symbol of Bangladeshi independence.
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Figure 3. Audience of former child garment workers and their teachers at the
end-of- the-year pageant, BIGU garment workers’ school, Dhaka.

of the graded mainstream school system, which means that the students
cannot continue on to higher levels of education. In the schools, the chil-
dren learn reading, writing, and mathematics, equipping them to be better,
more efficient garment workers.

Results?

Taken out of the context of Bangladesh, without considering what happens
to the students after they turn fourteen, the garment worker schools are an
admirable accomplishment. Certainly, educated garment workers are bet-
ter able to have access to and read labor law for themselves and perhaps are
even more likely to join unions.! By 1998, according to ILO figures, fewer
than 10 percent of factories in Dhaka and Chittagong employed workers
under the age of fourteen. But what about working conditions?
Inspections for child labor in Bangladeshi factories and to moni-
tor the school programs were carried out daily with a team of five ILO-
trained inspectors, although they only had the authority to look for
children. If fire hazards, union busting, worker abuse, or the withhold-
ing of wages is discovered during any of the visits, there is no space on
the inspection sheet for reporting it, and there is no way to rectify the
abuses or change the conditions. However, according to ILO, BGMEA,
and government of Bangladesh factory inspectors,>? general conditions
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such as fire hazards and access to potable drinking water have improved
over the last year or so.

Even now, hundreds of Bangladeshi workers continue to die annu-
ally from factory fires. Workers, unions, and NGO members with whom
I spoke said that withholding of wages, lack of health insurance, and the
threat of dismissal for joining a union remain widespread practices.”® In
some factories, there has recently been a greater compliance with labor laws
because of the requirements of transnational garment retailers. In order to
protect the reputation of their names and the integrity of the brands, many
retailers are requiring more stringent enforcement of labor laws and im-
proved factory conditions before signing contracts with factories.* This is
an echo of Marx’s critique of industrial capitalists. Marx points out that
the beginnings of modern industrial capitalism can be found in “Colonial
system, public debts, heavy taxes, protection, commercial wars . . . the ne-
cessity of child-stealing and child-slavery for the transformation of manu-
facturing production into factory production and the establishment of
the true relation between capital and labour-power.” According to Marx,
while the origins of the “industrial capitalist” can be found in colonial-
ism and child labor, among other things, the very sources of this genesis
are concealed from view because of institutions such as national debt and
international credit. Marx argues: “With the national debt arose an inter-
national credit system, which often conceals one of the sources of primitive
accumulation in this or that people. . . . A great deal of capital, which ap-
pears to-day in the United States without any certificate of birth, was yes-
terday, in England, the capitalised blood of children.”

Bangladesh after the MOU

Since the MOU was first signed in 1995, Bangladesh has been portrayed
as successfully eradicating child labor in official statements by UNICEF,
the ILO, the government of Bangladesh, and the U.S. State Department;
the absence of child labor has also been used by the BGMEA to advertise
Bangladesh as an attractive site for garment production. Senator Harkin
himself went to Bangladesh in January 1998 and, in a widely covered
televised press conference, pronounced himself impressed with the imple-
mentation of the MOU. U.S. consumer groups, such as the Child Labor
Coalition, have congratulated Bangladesh—and themselves—for being
the first to come up with a viable solution to eradicating child labor. The
Bangladesh “brand” has been saved by the signing and implementation of
the memorandum of understanding—and is now free for the shopping and
investing of everyone.
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With the success of the campaign and the MOU, Bangladesh has
become a paradigm for success in labor rights for the ILO, the U.S. and
Bangladeshi governments, and retailers who subcontract clothing manufac-
tured in Bangladeshi factories. The child labor model that has come out of
the MOU negotiations was applied to soccer ball production in Pakistan,
and ILO officials were debating whether it could be applied in other coun-
tries and industries where child labor is still employed.5¢ The garment in-
dustry of Bangladesh is now seen as a model, in contrast with its former
image as the locus of oppressive, exploitative working conditions and use of
children to work long hours for little pay.>” Whereas before we knew about
Bangladesh’s beaten workers, women and children, with marks of labor on
their bodies and the factory floor in their souls, now we know about its po-
tential as a growth model for the rest of the world.

Success Stories

According to Neil Kearney, the general secretary of the International Textile,
Garment, and Leather Workers Federation, in 2003 Bangladesh was still
primarily dependent on the garment industry. In his discussion of the end
of garment quotas in 2005, Kearney pointed out: “Garments account for
75% of all exports. The industry employs 1.5 million workers and provides
70% of all formal sector employment for women. Bangladesh is totally de-
pendent on its export trade with the European Union and the US which
take 95% of all [its] textile and clothing exports.”*® Nearly a decade after
the signing of the MOU, garments are still the biggest source of employ-
ment for women workers and a significant source of the nation’s gross do-
mestic product. It would appear that the signing of the MOU saved both
Bangladeshi workers and the Bangladeshi garment development model.
The success story, however, is not as seamless as it appears. According
to Kearney, the situation in Bangladesh’s garment industry for the work-
force, made up of mostly young women, is dismal: “Most work 7 days a
week often 12 to 14 hours per day. Existing labour legislation is largely
ignored. Health and safety is of little consideration. Hundreds of workers
were burnt to death in factory fires in recent years.”> In fact, one month
after the original signing of the MOU to eradicate child labor in garment
production, a switchboard fire in the Lusaka garment factory on August 6,
1995, in Dhaka killed nine people. All of those killed were between the ages
of twelve and sixteen years. Although the fire only lasted a few moments,
those nine died and more than fifty people were injured while attempting
to escape.®® In August 1996, I visited a factory that was producing sweat-
ers in a burned-out shell of a building that had been destroyed by fire two
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weeks earlier. Because the factory owners did not want to miss production
deadlines, they continued production by using two floors of the building
that had blown-out windows and a destroyed interior.

Just as child labor is not the only problem with Bangladesh’s garment
industry, children working in the export-oriented garment industry were
never the only child workers in Bangladesh. According to ILO figures,
96 percent of working children in Bangladesh are in the informal sector
and 4 percent in the formal sector—fewer than ten thousand work in gar-
ments. However, with the signing of the MOU, the ten thousand former
garment workers were allocated a budget in the millions of dollars, while
the ILO allocated a total of only $600,000 to all the other working chil-
dren programs in Bangladesh.®! At the time that the MOU was signed,
Fakrul Islam calculated that 75 percent of Bangladeshi children below
twelve years of age were malnourished and that 85 percent of the popula-
tion of Bangladesh and 60 percent of that of Dhaka lived below the poverty
line. Islam went on to cite Abu Taher, saying that in 1991, in Dhaka alone,
more than 400,000 children worked in the formal sectors. This figure did
not include child workers in the nonformal sectors, in rural areas, or in
other cities, like Chittagong.®?

These figures, along with the fact that most families need the incomes of
their children to survive, were not included in the debates over child workers
in the garment industry. If wages were raised to a livable level, many children
would not have to work in the factories. Also, of jobs available in Dhaka,
those in garment factories often have better pay and better working condi-
tions than alternative jobs, such as those in domestic work or brick making.

Were Bangladeshi child garment workers victims of exploitation or
models of antisweatshop organizing? They were both and neither. The only
actors that participated in the Bangladesh child labor solution—and present
in the negotiations—were consumers from the United States and Europe,
factory owners from Bangladesh and the BGMEA, and representatives from
international organizations. The children who took to the streets, the GSS
who had advocated on behalf of the child workers, UBINIG, BIGU—all
were left out of the agreement. Although the signing of the MOU, the cam-
paigns, and their results are laudable, it remains difficult to see which prob-
lems were solved by its implementation other than those of guilty consumer
consciences, the maintenance of brand purity, and the pressures of protec-
tionism on the part of U.S. labor unions. The politics of capitalist production
and subcontracting in the garment industry returned to business as usual,
with the ten thousand former child workers as the exception to the rule.

During Senator Tom Harkin’s 1997 visit to Bangladesh, he was quick
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to congratulate the BGMEA on its efforts on behalf of the workers and
former child workers. The BGMEA attempted to cash in on the praise and
to take on the role of champion of working rights in order to raise its quotas
for the export of garments to the United States.®® The women and children
who worked in the factories and the people who are the subjects/objects
of protest were still shown as silent, despite the fact that they continued
to work long hours and that they had been out on the streets and in union
offices organizing workers and protesting the original firing of the 9,600
children from the factories. Scholars and activists have to read these appar-
ent silences, interrogate the building of the campaigns, and question the
violence and erasing of difference that they entail and their ultimate failures
in creating the very categories they seek to establish.

Why has there been such a strong focus on the problem of child labor
as emblematic of the new sweatshop? Why does this violation become the
only issue around which consumer protest in the United States is orga-
nized? Of all the countries where the use of child labor is prevalent, why did
Bangladesh—and in particular the Bangladeshi garment industry—draw
so much attention?

Certainly, the use of children—to produce garments or for any sort
of wage labor—is both morally wrong and financially unnecessary, despite
factory owners’ claims to the contrary. Another answer could be that the
campaigns are a replication of developmentalist discourse that portrays
Bangladesh as a “basket case” and children as uniquely innocent.®* In the
case of the everyday workings of the garment industry, children—and
women—need to be shown as innocent, young, and possessing nimble
fingers, in contrast to the rationally calculating individuals who are adult
(male) garment workers, factory managers, corporate heads, and ministers
or secretaries of labor. In the case of child garment workers, we—consumers,
development experts, labor organizers—would protect them from the evils
of exploitation until they reach the age of “consent” to sell the products of
their labor. This age of consent ranges from fourteen to eighteen years old,
depending on national labor law and ratification of ILO conventions.® This
is precisely the “benevolent imperialism” pointed to by Spivak.6¢

The appeal to an ethics—against child labor and exploitation, for
example—apparently outside of capital becomes problematic in an inter-
rogation of the discourses of globalization and transnationality. By viewing
(third world women and) children as outside power, we reframe the debate
as one among white adults about brown children in the developing world.
Although activists should by no means ignore the very real problems faced
by families that make them send their kids off to work, the debate among
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U.S. and European activists and consumers as it is currently framed pre-
cludes discussion of the challenges faced by entire communities and the
communities’ own responses to challenges.

The problem of labor abuse in garment production is never just about
the single, young brown women and children working in garment factories,
despite the emphasis on these individuals. This focus precludes discussion
of other jobs taken up by children—jobs that are outside the export sector
and therefore outside the reach of reforming consumers in the United States
and Europe. Finally, the concentration on child labor in current debates
over sweatshops elides discussions of age, gender, racial, and sexual relations
on the shop floor, in the union hall, in the NGO office, and among the or-
ganizers of these transnational campaigns.

Because of these elisions, the effects of the Harkin Bill and the signing
of the MOU in Bangladesh and the United States are mixed. In the period
since the introduction of the Harkin Bill, the language of protest against
the use of child labor has slipped from that of saving U.S. jobs and unionist
protectionism to solidarity with workers throughout the world. The par-
ticular juxtaposition of “imperiling the jobs of adult workers in the United
States” against protecting the universal “rights of the child” is telling—and
has made the Harkin Bill a synonym for U.S. protectionism throughout
Bangladesh’s garment-producing cities of Dhaka and Chittagong.

The children working in the factories are in a seemingly unmediated
relationship to activists, to consumers, and even to corporate heads. They
have no families, no friends, no union organizers or neighbors; they have
no acquaintance outside the country or even the neighborhood in which
they work. Class becomes monolithic, unproblematic, and unquestionable;
race disappears in the redeployment of imperialist relations; and people are
reduced to subjects ignorant of the outside world, of their position in the
world or in their communities and families, and of rights—and thus they
are objects for salvation. This process of salvation in solidarity’s name is,
then, a reenactment of earlier (colonial) salvations—of an entire history of
“taking up the white man’s burden.” Is child labor the only issue on which
labor protest can be successfully organized? If that becomes the case, then
the possibilities of transnational agency by gendered, raced third world sub-
jects become impossibilities, and we are left with globalization and the tri-
umph of the market(place); the only possibility is then to fight against the
worst abuses in the name of innocents.%

By focusing on the issue of child labor, other questions of working con-
ditions were left out of the equation, though with the implicit notion that
the industry in Bangladesh is “bad.”®® By contrasting “good” working con-
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ditions with “bad” ones, U.S. and European activists and consumers have
contributed to the vilification of Bangladesh as a space of aberration and
backwardness in the normalcy of progress—of capital, of the West, of mo-
dernity. In this way, singling out Bangladesh (and now, Pakistan and India)
as the bastion of child labor serves as a distant echo of the 1971 U.S. State
Department description of Bangladesh as the world’s quintessential basket
case. Bangladesh itself becomes an unruly—ungovernable—child to be dis-
ciplined, and in the process of the implementation of the MOU, it returns
to garment production and to the docile, disciplined, and productive site
expected by imperialist players in the Bangladeshi solution.
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Organizing in Times of (Post)War

If globalization has become the trope of the post—cold war period, the new
sweatshop has symbolized its worst abuses. From the perspective of the shop
floors of garment factories throughout the world, the politics of globaliza-
tion works to frame interrogations of current productive and labor-market
practices. Here I will examine the phenomenon of cross-border, consumer-
oriented protest campaigns that push for labor rights on behalf of women
workers in garment factories in El Salvador and the United States.

This chapter’s title both questions the notion of “post” in the Salvadoran
context and references a 1980s song from Nicaragua by Luis Enrique Mejia
Godoy, “Amando en Tiempo de Guerra” (Loving in time of war).! In El
Salvador, 1993 officially marked the end of the fourteen-year-long civil war.
Wartime development policies and postwar reconstruction alike depended
on the construction and proliferation of export processing zones, free trade
zones, and bonded areas.

What is the relationship of globalization and neoliberalism to war?
During the postwar period, what have been the challenges for union organiz-
ing and the promotion of labor rights in El Salvador? What are the legacies of
war for labor activism? What is the postwar role of the El Salvador solidarity
movement in the United States? What are the problematics of cross-border or-
ganizing between the United States and El Salvador in light of the history of
official U.S. support for the Salvadoran military and the large-scale solidarity
movement of many popular groups in the United States with the people of
El Salvador? Finally, what form can social change take when it is carried out
within the parameters of globalized production and protest?

26
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In order to address some of these questions, I will look at the anti-
sweatshop movement in the United States and its cross-border organizing
work with El Salvador in the middle of the 1990s. The latter half of the
1990s was marked by the rising importance of protests against sweatshop
abuses. Antisweatshop protest has often been combined with various calls
to dismantle the top-down relations that have marked corporate restruc-
turing, the breakdown of welfare states and corporatist pacts, and the in-
creasingly rapid, worldwide movements of finance and productive capital.
Consumer campaigns against sweatshops have called attention to abuses
by transnational capital through a coalition politics of consumers in richer
metropolitan areas with workers (mostly women) in the world’s garment
sweatshops.

I collected my data from interviews, factory visits, and participant ob-
servation in NGO and union offices and focused on the on-the-ground
consequences of transnational coalition politics organized around issues of
workers’ rights in a global industry. I argue that the forms of repertoires of
contention, specifically their contextualization as transnational, delineate
which issues may be addressed in the name of labor rights and depend on
deployments and meanings of power through the discourses and materi-
alities of globalization, transnationality, and legacies of U.S. unionism, the
nation-state, and the solidarity movement in El Salvador.?

In particular, I investigate the New York City—based NLC campaign
against Gap Inc. carried out in 1995 and 1996 to protest sweatshop condi-
tions at the Mandarin International garment factory. The NLC campaign
drew on tactics and networks from the 1980s solidarity movement to ad-
dress labor abuse, union busting, and child labor at Mandarin International,
a garment factory located in an export processing zone on the outskirts of
San Salvador.

The National Labor Committee’s 1995 campaign against Gap Inc. drew
from earlier research it had carried out in Central American export pro-
cessing zones at the beginning of the 1990s. Mandarin International was a
garment factory in San Salvador’s San Marcos export processing zone that
produced clothing for Gap Inc. and for companies such as JCPenney and
Eddie Bauer. Nearly three-quarters of Mandarin International employees,
mostly women between the ages of fifteen and thirty-five, joined together
to form a union (SETMI) on the factory site in 1994. The union was reg-
istered with the Salvadoran Ministry of Labor in early 1995. The company
refused to recognize the union, in direct contradiction to the provisions
of El Salvador’s national labor code, and began firing employees who were
members. The Ministry of Labor did not enforce labor law in the face of
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worker appeals; rather, the Mandarin International workers were catego-
rized under El Salvador’s Law of Free Trade Zones, which was written to su-
persede national labor and trade laws in the specified free trade zones/EPZs
and bonded areas—individual factories that are bonded to conform to the
rules of free trade zones.

Once the firings began, and it was clear that the union would not
be officially recognized by the factory or the government, SETMI, along
with local human rights groups, contacted the NLC to inform them of the
firings. During the first six months of 1995, the NLC organized a trans-
national campaign protesting labor violations at export-oriented factories—
maquiladoras—in Honduras and El Salvador.? The campaign was directed
at U.S.- and European-based activists and consumers, bringing Mandarin
International, its workers, and El Salvador directly into U.S. retail outlets,
corporate headquarters, and neighborhood spaces long dominated by con-
sumption practices, advertising, and profit making.

In the official narratives of participants in the campaign and its resolu-
tion, and in the narrative of the larger antisweatshop movement, the NLC-
Gap campaign has been used as the principal model for transnational labor
protest as well as the solution to the problem of the sweatshop.4 Rather
than judge the NLC-Gap campaign in terms of its success or failure in
any absolute sense, I examine its concrete achievements in the everyday
lives of Mandarin International workers and in the larger political context
of El Salvador.> My analysis differs from official narratives of the cam-
paign and its resolution in that it keeps a focus on the local contexts of
the campaign—the Mandarin International shop floor, Salvadoran politi-
cal economy in the wake of civil war, and activist and solidarity politics in
the United States. In this way, I posit a critique of dominant notions of glo-
balization that take it as an abstract entity resting on and above everyday,
messy relations and practices within specific localities.

Within the larger context of transnational protest, there are three pos-
sible aims of transnational labor protest tactics. First, they could seek to
improve the working conditions in the particular sites targeted. Second,
they could seek to improve working conditions in other sites, industries, or
sectors in a number of countries, including those in the United States and
Europe. Third, they could seek to educate consumers in the United States
about sweatshop conditions in the global garment industry.¢ The NLC-Gap
campaign of 1995 and the organizing model coming out of it certainly have
raised U.S.-based consumer awareness of working conditions worldwide and
the labor violations that go into making brand-name clothing. The effects
of the NLC-Gap campaign of 1995 in the United States were widespread,
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informing activists and consumers alike about the commodity chains of
transnational garment production and the labor abuse built into the current
system. What about its effects in El Salvador and in the worldwide garment
industry as a whole?

Evidence from interviews I carried out in El Salvador, Bangladesh, and
New York between 1996 and 1998 shows that consumer campaigns for
labor rights have been incorporated into an ongoing process of factory-level
discipline. For example, retailers regularly adopt codes of conduct for sourc-
ing and subcontracting that are available on most of their corporate Web
sites. Nike’s code of conduct, for example, says that its business “was found-
ed on a handshake” and that it commits itself to working with subcontrac-
tors who share its commitment to “best practices,” including “Management
practices that respect the rights of all employees, including the right to free
association and collective bargaining.””

The particular set of repertoires of contention® around struggles for
labor rights in the garment industry that have been built up in the course
of transnational organizing have defined and delineated the issues to be ad-
dressed and the violations to be ameliorated. Sweatshops can be excoriated;
the regular workings of capital, however, are not open to question. The ac-
cepted repertoires of contention for transnational labor organizing include a
focus on the use of child labor, bathroom access, and low hourly wages; they
often call for the incorporation of a corporate code of conduct and indepen-
dent monitoring of labor conditions within subcontracting factories; they
use worker tours from sites around the third world and videotaped testimo-
nies, often by young, brown women workers, framed with commentary by
white U.S.- and European-based activists. These repertoires have also predi-
cated the organizations, companies, or individuals on which claims may be
made, such as Wal-Mart, Disney, and Gap Inc., and the people and groups
that have the authority to carry out protest actions in the name of garment
workers, such as NLC representatives themselves and their networks in the
third world and the AFL-CIO and its international allies.

The National Labor Committee

In order to understand the U.S. context and the development of tactics
and repertoires of contention in the NLC-Gap campaign, it is important
to understand the origins of the National Labor Committee in the Reagan
era of proxy war and people-to-people solidarity that marked U.S. relations
with Central America in the 1990s. The NLC was first founded in 1980 in
New York City as the National Labor Committee in Support of Democracy
and Human Rights in El Salvador by David Dyson, a staff member of the
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Amalgamated Clothing and Textile Workers Union (ACTWU), along with
other union activists. At the time of its founding, the group focused on pro-
testing U.S. intervention in the civil war in El Salvador. Despite its critical
stance, the NLC had been founded as part of the larger umbrella of the
U.S. union movement under the leadership of the AFL-CIO. By the 1990s,
the NLC had become an organization independent from the AFL-CIO.
As a central part of their protest of U.S. policy toward Central America,
the NLC criticized the AFL-CIO’s role in U.S. foreign policy, its cold war
support of U.S. interventionism in El Salvador, and its central role in the
international anticommunist unionism that supported counterinsurgency
throughout Central America.

The NLC gained the support of many within the U.S. union movement
who opposed U.S. military intervention, whether in Vietnam or Central
America. The NLC became a nexus of protest against the AFL-CIO’s cold
war policies, through which it grew into a national entity that included in its
membership presidents of twenty-three U.S. unions. With funding coming
from U.S. unions and contacts in the Salvadoran labor movement through
its ties to the North American Congress on Latin America (NACLA), the
NLC began fact-finding trips to El Salvador in the 1980s to investigate
the deaths, disappearances, and human rights violations of union leaders
by the Salvadoran government and paramilitary death squads. Based on
this information, the NLC issued press releases, wrote reports, and took out
newspaper advertisements denouncing human rights abuses and the anti-
union repression policies of the Salvadoran military regime.?

After the signing of the 1992 peace agreements that ended the civil war
in El Salvador, the NLC maintained its ties with Salvadoran labor groups,
human rights organizations, religious organizations, and other nongovern-
mental organizations. At the same time, the NLC began to shift its focus
toward “the economic issues that [have shaped] conditions for democracy
and social justice in the hemisphere, particularly trade policy, job exports,
and international labor standards.”’® The NLC’s activist tactics contin-
ued to send fact-finding missions—throughout Central America and the
Caribbean and eventually into Asia—and to produce press releases, reports,
and paid newspaper ads. In addition, the NLC began to make videos of its
fact-finding missions and to hold televised press conferences about labor
and trade policy in the region. As a result, NLC campaigns were often fea-
tured on television news shows like Hard Copy and 60 Minutes.

In the early 1990s, after the Central American peace agreements, the end
of the cold war, and changes in the U.S. foreign policy agenda, the concerns
of both the NLC and the AFL-CIO shifted, bringing them more in line with
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one another. The NLC'’s focus on the relation between offshore garment pro-
duction and job loss from corporate downsizing in the United States firmly
connected issues of dwindling union membership at home with the policies
of USAID in Central America. The NLC was able to appeal to activists and
consumers alike through its critique of USAID’s funding strategies for the
promotion of neoliberalism in the name of free trade and wartime pacifica-
tion. The NLC backed up its critiques by providing data on garment indus-
try shifts, labor conditions, and production information. Its members would
circulate copies of ads placed in trade magazines like Bobbin that promot-
ed offshore subcontracting for U.S. retailers. These ads highlighted the low
wages, tax benefits, and docility of the labor force in countries throughout the
Caribbean and Central America.

The first report to be published by the newly independent National
Labor Committee, Paying to Lose Our Jobs, appeared in 1992; its followup,
Free Trade’s Hidden Secrets, came out the following year. Even though the
NLC was nominally independent from the AFL-CIO, it continued to work
closely with the U.S. union movement, as shown in these reports that sup-
ported the protectionism that marked early 1990s U.S. unionism. The re-
ports provided documentation of the role that USAID played in setting up
export processing zones in Central America and the Caribbean—in effect,
using U.S. tax dollars to subsidize companies’ moving offshore in search of
a nonunion workforce, low wages, and low or no taxation. Paying to Lose
Our Jobs documented plant closings in the United States and the funding by
USAID that facilitated U.S. businesses moving their production to offshore
production sites. The reports that were featured on 60 Minutes became effec-
tive tools for pushing the reform of USAID. They led to the eventual passage
of an amendment to the 1993 Foreign Appropriations Bill “conditioning all
U.S. foreign aid on respect for internationally recognized worker rights.”!!

The NLC-Gap Campaign

The NLC-Gap campaign in El Salvador served to call attention to poor
working conditions and grievances inside the production network. Within
the master frame of the campaign, however, the organizing efforts of the
women who worked inside the Mandarin International factory were under-
played in favor of highlighting their victimization in the face of corporate
greed. The history of relations inside Mandarin International that led up to
the long unionization drive was, for the most part, left out of the language
and images of the transnational protest campaign. Nor did the resolution
acknowledge that most people who had worked at Mandarin International
were left out of the entire negotiation process.
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Because of the effect of the global-local split, the NLC campaign em-
phasized its own lack of resources and its subordinate position—at the glob-
al scale—relative to a corporation like Gap Inc. As a result, in subsequent
campaigns, the NLC was labeled “the mouse that roared” in the press. At
the same time, the U.S. activists did not appear to understand their own
high level of political and social influence in the various localities in which
they worked. Because of geopolitical and socioeconomic hierarchies among
nation-states, regionally and internationally, actions by groups without
much power inside the United States can have large-scale repercussions in
third world countries like El Salvador. This is especially the case given the
wartime history of U.S.—El Salvador relations. In other words, the NLC
took action as a small, local activist group, while its effects in El Salvador
often had a number of unintended, undetected consequences.

Forms of Protest

The tactics employed in the NLC-Gap campaign come out of particular
local, national, and international histories of protest and contention. In her
chapter in Transnational Social Movements, Jackie Smith (1997) presents a
table of possible tactics of “Transnational Social Movement Organizations,”
organized according to target of activity.!? The tactics employed in the
NLC-Gap—Mandarin International campaign fall under all three of
Smith’s categories (individuals, national governments, and intergovern-
mental organizations) but primarily targeted audiences in the United States
and Canada, especially consumers of Gap Inc’s clothing. Tactics included
protests at retail outlets and at Gap Inc.’s corporate headquarters in San
Francisco, accompanied by calls for consumer boycotts of Gap Inc. and let-
ter writing by consumers and activists to Gap Inc., the Salvadoran Ministry
of Labor, and the management of Mandarin International. A main goal of
the campaign’s tactics was to educate U.S. and European consumers and
others through what Keck and Sikkink call “information politics.” These
attempts to educate key audiences were, as Keck and Sikkink point out,
“what human rights activists . . . call the human rights methodology: ‘pro-
moting change by reporting the facts.””13

The politics of information employed by the NLC, and by the anti-
sweatshop movement as a whole, is the product of particular histories of
repertoires of contention that use testimonials of individuals combined with
news articles and other forms of documentary to tell the “cruth” about a
situation. As Keck and Sikkink point out, this tactic was employed to great
effect in the antislavery movement and “foreshadowed many of the mod-
ern publications of transnational networks, both in its scrupulous attention
to reporting facts and its use of dramatic personal testimony to give those
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facts human meaning and motivate action.”' More recently, the tactics of
witnessing were employed by the Central American solidarity movement
in what Christian Smith calls a “symbolic battle to construct and define
reality.” The battle became one of the relative “potency of contending ‘pack-
agings’ or ‘framings’ of Central American reality.”’

In the antisweatshop movement, this battle over the potency of fram-
ing reality has become one between antisweatshop activists and clothing
retailers in an attempt to shape the imagination and conscience of the U.S.-
based consuming public. The packaging of truth as a tactic of protest, while
useful as an educational project, has led, in the case of garment workers, to
a scripting of reality and a recycling of images that potentially deny agen-
cy to the very people with whom it is standing in solidarity. At Mandarin
International, garment workers had organized a union, registered it with the
Ministry of Labor, and even taken over the free trade zone at San Marcos
by force, but none of this history shows up in the U.S. version of the story;
Salvadoran garment workers in the United States are seen as victims of U.S.
retailers and U.S.-based capital. The complexities and ambiguities in trans-
national gender, class, race, and social relations and the strong histories of
activists have no room in the official story of cross-border labor coalitions.

Christian Smith analyzes the struggle to control the interpretive
packagings—what social movement theorists would call the frames of
contention—of Central America by the 1980s solidarity movement and
the Reagan administration. A focus on these interpretive struggles helps
to shed light on the particular cross-border tactics being used in the battle
over Gap Inc.’s labor practices that constitute its subcontracted production
at Mandarin International in El Salvador. First, many of the antisweatshop
activists working on the NLC-Gap-Mandarin campaign had participated
in the solidarity movement during the 1980s period of civil war in Central
America. Second, and more important, the tactics of witnessing were bor-
rowed, often directly, from the 1980s solidarity campaigns by the anti-
sweatshop movement. As Christian Smith points out:

Any analysis of the battle to use the mass media to define the Central
American “reality” for the American public and Congress must recognize
that the mass media itself is not an open, impartial, and transparent ve-
hicle of communication. Instead, mass media institutions are character-
ized by definite interests, biases, norms, and practices that significantly
condition what and how material gets published and broadcasted to mass

audiences.16

The current effect of global-local separation is an essential part of that condi-
tioning, so that problems in current structures of consumption, production,
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and communication are seen simply as blips within the seamless flow of
globalization, as particular localities that can be fixed without interfering
with the process of globalization itself.'”

Part of the effect of the split between the global and the local is its
definition of an inside and an outside: for globalized protest (and globalized
production), the inside is made up of Sassen’s “global cities,” the retail and
media outlets, and the centers of commerce that they contain. Just as the
public relations machine of the U.S. government under Reagan was large
and well funded, the public relations and advertising budget of Gap Inc.
and other retailers is enormous; it is this side of production that is per-
formed within the global. The outside of the global in this formulation
includes garment factories—in El Salvador, Honduras, Bangladesh, or in
Brooklyn, the U.S. prison system, or parts of Los Angeles—sites of what
Lash and Urry call “post-Fordist ghettoes.”!8

Because, according to Lash and Urry, such spaces are framed as “un-
governable,” they are seen as too messy to be contained within the frame
of the global and are thus relegated to local sites of aberrance. We can see
this in the coverage of labor abuses in garment factories throughout the
world: abuses that are systemic, such as the illegality of union organizing
within the bylaws of export processing zones, along with those that are
locally produced, such as forced birth control, are alike viewed as local
problems that can be rectified while maintaining the efficient running of
the commodity chain as a whole. Once these problems are fixed, consum-
ers and corporations alike can go back to the business of retail without
many qualms.

The discourse of aberrance and ungovernability cannot account for
various types of contextualized agency and activism within these post-
Fordist ghettoes; rather, the language of the local has been deployed as that
which is victim to the global, in a parallel to discourses about the victimi-
zation of garment workers. Contextualized agency ranges from the spirit
possession of women workers in Malaysian EPZs documented by Ong in
Spirits of Resistance and Capitalist Discipline to the community soup kitch-
ens and other self-help organizations organized by women workers in urban
communities throughout the world.!? This framing of the local as outside,
or as the Other, of the global cannot capture the overdetermination of
agency in particular moments and places or within particular relationships,
commuunities, or socioeconomic relations.? The protest tactics in the NLC-
Gap campaign focus on the site of globalization—media outlets, shopping
malls, and the stock market, and specifically in the United States among
Americans with disposable incomes. These global sites are reproduced as
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universal rather than particular, thus potentially limiting which aberrations
are to be seen and which problems can be addressed.

Gap Inc., Mandarin International, and El Salvador: The Official Story

Information politics, a reliance on the tactics of the 1980s Central American
solidarity movement, and the maintenance of a global-local split played a
key part in the NLC’s repertoires of contention, both around Gap Inc.’s
labor practices at Mandarin International and in its other attempts to cast
the spotlight on labor violations in garment factories throughout Central
America and the Caribbean. Such information politics included the mak-
ing of a 1994 documentary video about the garment industry in Honduras,
Zoned for Slavery, and a subsequent tour of the United States by former
Honduran garment worker Lesly Rodriguez, who testified at a Senate hear-
ing on “Child Labor and the New Global Marketplace.”?!

In the wake of attempted unionization and the formation of SETMI
at Mandarin International, 350 suspected union members were fired and
barred from entering the factory or San Marcos. The lockout and firings
at Mandarin International in 1995 pushed the NLC to build on its tactics
of information politics by issuing regular reports to its network of activists
and the press about the situation at Mandarin International. It also spon-
sored a tour of the United States by two young women garment workers
from factories in El Salvador and Honduras.

Where does the focus on globalization by the NLC leave the 350
Mandarin International workers who were fired in 19952 What follows is my
reconstruction of what happened between January 1995 and June 1998. I
pieced this particular narrative together from interviews I carried out in San
Salvador with members of SETMI and Grupo de Monitoreo Independiente
de El Salvador (GMIES), managers of Mandarin International, Salvadoran
unionists, and NGO participants and through the NLC’s press releases and
news articles covering the Mandarin International situation for audiences
in the United States.

The corporate-targeted, consumer-activist campaign that was carried
out by the NLC in 1995 against Gap Inc. centered on working conditions
at Mandarin International. The campaign was initiated after more than 350
workers were fired for forming a union at the factory in January 1995.22 The
factory first opened in 1992 in the Zona Franca San Marcos, on the out-
skirts of San Salvador. SETMI was formally recognized by the Salvadoran
Ministry of Labor in 1995. In the three intervening years, workers at
Mandarin International formally lodged several complaints and filed suits
regarding violations within the factory. Workers had claimed, among other
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things, of being forced to work overtime without pay, of not being allowed
to go to the bathroom when needed, and of not having access to drinking
water on the factory site. Reports of verbal and physical abuse of workers at
Mandarin International were also common.

There had been a couple of earlier actempts to unionize the factory be-
fore the registry of SETMI with the Ministry of Labor. Each time a union
had been started, Mandarin International’s management offered money to
the union leadership or the federation in exchange for the names of people
who had joined. One member of SETMI recalled: “The first two times
workers tried to organize Mandarin International, the labor federation they
had joined with, FENASTRAS, sold the names of the union members to
the owners and everyone was fired.”?? Those who had joined the union in
each case were not only fired, they were blacklisted and unable to find work
in the garment industry.?* The potential of transnational activism is clear
when we understand the industry-wide challenges for women whose em-
ployment options are already so limited. However, this very crucial need for
transnational solidarity is foreclosed with the elision of the everyday agency
of women in their contribution to both garment production and protest.

The NLC-Gap campaign in the United States began in mid-1995 with
a letter to Gap Inc. signed by Salvadoran NGOs, unions, individuals, and
religious groups. After eight months of firings and harassment of union
members, after hundreds had lost their jobs for joining SETMI, labor ac-
tivists in El Salvador faxed news articles about the firings to the National
Labor Committee in New York.? According to a member of SETMI’s di-
rectorate who had been fired in 1995:

We couldn’t move, couldn’t organize. People had already tried organizing
a union two times before, because of the hitting, shouting, and mistreat-
ment by management. I didn’t know what a union was, but soon realized
that it was a good thing. In 1995, we joined up with the CTD [Central
de Trabajadores Democriticos], began organizing in hiding, until we got
the paper from the Ministry of Labor. The directorate was formed, and
the Ministry informed the Mandarin International management that
SETMI had been organized at the factory.?¢

The Mandarin International management refused to recognize SETMI, even
after it had registered with the Ministry of Labor, and tried its usual tactics to
break the union. One SETMI leader recalled: “The manager called us in one
by one and offered us money to end our organizing, saying that other leaders
had left in exchange for payment. I refused and said to the manager, ‘How
cheaply they sold themselves.””?” SETMI leadership was then barred from
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entering either the factory or the San Marcos EPZ after the union refused
to back down from its request to be recognized. In February 1995, when the
guards of the EPZ enforced a lockout of the Mandarin International workers
and refused to allow SETMI leaders inside the zone to talk with manage-
ment, workers in other factories in the EPZ demanded that the Mandarin
International workers be allowed to enter the factory. The head of security at
Mandarin International hit one SETMI member and made her nose bleed;
other security guards began to beat union members, and a widespread fight
ensued within the San Marcos EPZ.28

The factory started firing suspected union members. A SETMI member
described it to me: “They started firing people in groups of six or ten, saying
that they were losing work and needed to let people go.” Before, she recalls,
“we needed a ticket to go to the bathroom, and when they would refuse to
give pregnant women permission all of us would defend her, [but] now we
were powetless against the firings. That has got to stop, we said.”?’ Between
February and May 18, 1995, the estimate of those fired totaled 150. By June
28, the total was an estimated 200, and by July 21, 1995, a total of 350
workers had been fired for union organizing at Mandarin International.3

The remaining nine hundred Mandarin International workers were
locked out of the factory and the zone by management, and five thousand
workers from other factories in San Marcos went on strike to support the
Mandarin International workers.3' SETMI and its supporters took up posi-
tions outside the EPZ gates, eventually pushing through and occupying
Mandarin International and blocking access to the San Marcos EPZ.32 The
director general of Mandarin International, Pedro Mancfa, recalled that
during those days in February, San Marcos was “practically closed down
by the conflictive actions of the union.” Mancia went on to describe his ver-
sion of the events: “For thirty-six hours, the workers held the management
hostage and took over the factory. They planned to move from Mandarin
International and form unions in Jatex, Amitex, S y C Apparel, Lindotex,
GABO, Hangchan, Maquisaltex [garment factories operating in various
EPZs in El Salvador].”3 During the course of our discussion, Pedro Mancia
showed me photos of the women workers from Mandarin carrying two-by-
four sticks of wood with nails sticking out as they patrolled the EPZ during
the takeover. Mancia showed the photos to me as evidence of what he called
the “stubbornness and brutality” of the SETMI workers, but refused to let
me copy them or even hold the photos in my hand. For me, the photos were
evidence of the courage and agency of the SETMI workers, compared to
the three levels of armed guards and body searches that marked the every-
day security of the EPZ.
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For three days, SETMI and its supporters occupied Mandarin Inter-
national and closed down the San Marcos zona franca. A member of
SETMTI’s directorate pointed out: “When we took over the factory, in
February 1995, they had armed guards and we had scissors. They beat us,
but in the end we had to make them come to an agreement and sign, so that
if they fired someone, all bets were off. After the agreement [in February],
there was no more physical abuse, but they still didn’t respect us—especially
the women.3* Not only did the women at Mandarin International have to
fight the management of the factory, the EPZ, and transnational political
economic formations for their right to work without being abused, they had
to fight to organize a union at their work site. The SETMI members were
fighting for recognition as women and breadwinners, as many were single
mothers supporting entire extended families. The production practices of
the garment industry, along with traditional labor organizing models, tend
to focus on people’s identities as workers to the exclusion of all else. The
photos shown to me by Pedro Mancia, the stories told by SETMI workers,
and the evidence of their everyday struggles to care for their families, make
garments, and organize a union in the face of violence, however, cannot be
contained in the monolithic category of worker.

In July 1995, the NLC sponsored a tour of the United States and
Canada by Judith Viera, a former Mandarin International worker, along
with Claudia Molina, a worker from the Orion plant in Honduras. From
July through September 1995, Viera and Molina traveled around the
United States along with Charles Kernaghan and Barbara Briggs of the
NLC, talking about their experiences as garment workers and union mem-
bers in Central American maquiladoras. Viera and Molina were presented
to the U.S. audience as both typical workers and exploited teenage girls.
Both women had talked about their unpaid overtime, limited bathroom
breaks, and the verbal and physical attacks from supervisors at their respec-
tive factories. Bob Herbert's op-ed pieces in the New York Times provided
comprehensive coverage of the tour, followed by his own trip to El Salvador
to interview garment workers and factory owners in order to put added pres-
sure on Gap Inc. to resolve the situation at Mandarin International. Herbert
asks in one editorial: “Claudia Molina and Judith Viera have been brought
to the United States by the National Labor Committee to tell their story.
How long can we, like the big apparel companies, refuse to hear them?”3

Through press releases and news coverage, the garment worker tour,
and mailings to its activist network, the NLC called U.S. consumer atten-
tion to the situation at Mandarin International and helped organize pro-
tests outside Gap Inc.’s headquarters in San Francisco and at retail outlets
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all over the United States. In the meantime, according to one SETMI mem-
ber, the factory managers “had made up a list of the workers—those of us
who were friends, and those who were enemies.”3¢ They also started up a
factory pro-management organization (ATEMISA), which was registered
at the Ministry of Labor as an “association” rather than a union.

In an attempt to preserve its reputation, Gap Inc. replied to the let-
ter and the protests in a written response addressed to the groups from
El Salvador, informing them that Gap Inc. was canceling its current and
future orders at Mandarin International. Gap Inc. also reworked its vendor
code of conduct for labor practices. In it, the company states: “Workers are
free to join associations of their own choosing. Factories must not interfere
with workers who wish to lawfully and peacefully associate, organize or
bargain collectively.”” Despite the new language of Gap’s “Code of Vendor
Conduct,” one leader of SETMI pointed out that it was at this same time
that union support and membership dropped considerably. The cause of
decreased membership can be found in the lockout of SETMI and the fir-
ing of 350 of its members while the management made sure that “those
who joined ATEMISA kept their jobs and got paid, despite the fact that
there was no work to be done after Gap Inc. stopped its orders at Mandarin
International.”8

According to the letter written by senior vice president Stanley Raggio,
Gap Inc. would resume its production at Mandarin International on three
conditions: (1) that proven violations would be corrected so that wages
would be locally competitive, workers would be treated justly, and all parties
would comport themselves ethically and decently; (2) that the Salvadoran
government would demonstrate the ability to investigate and justly resolve
labor conflicts; and (3) that Mandarin International comply with Gap Inc.’s
sourcing principles and guidelines. By December 1995, security guards
from Mandarin International were “persecuting those who had unionized,
looking for people at their houses and threatening them by telephone.”?

Because the campaign had come to a head in the middle of the Christ-
mas rush, it was a considerable threat to Gap Inc.’s annual earnings. In
December 1995, negotiations began in New York between Gap Inc. and
the NLC, along with representatives from two Presbyterian churches
in Brooklyn whose leaders were members of the NLC. A resolution was
declared on December 15 that included three points: (1) Mandarin Inter-
national would meet with the union representatives who had been fired
to negotiate and solve their differences on the premises of the Ministry of
Labor, in the presence of a representative from the Human Rights Attorney’s
Office, with the hope that the union leaders would be rehired; (2) Gap Inc.
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would commit itself to work with religious groups and NGOs to examine
the possibility of forming an independent program to survey the garment
industry in El Salvador; and (3) Gap Inc. would begin working again with
Mandarin International when it could be assured that its orders would re-
sult in humane and productive employment in El Salvador, and the govern-
ment of El Salvador would act in good faith to resolve labor conflicts in a
quick and just manner.#* Gap Inc. would return to Mandarin International
when it could be assured that the factory would conform to its “Code of
Vendor Conduct.”

What Happened?

The National Labor Committee and the human rights and labor groups
working with it to resolve the Mandarin International situation carried out
their project of witnessing on behalf of the Mandarin International workers.
The NLC’s press releases coincide with what I was told in various interviews
with participants and observers of the Mandarin International organizing,
lockouts, and firings that occurred in 1995. The chronicling of events in the
form of press releases, however, poses a political dilemma. Are witnessing
and documentation sufficient as a principal form of political action taken,
or does battle over whose reality is portrayed become a victory only in its
reconfiguration for public relations?

The NLC-Gap campaign in the United States ended with the Decem-
ber 1995 Brooklyn resolution. On January 25, 1996, the reform of the Ley
de Zonas Francas y Recintos Fiscales was approved by the national legisla-
tive assembly. The revised law added a “social clause” to the existing law for
EPZs and bonded areas and established “the obligation on the part of gar-
ment factories to conform with Salvadoran labor laws, giving the Ministry of
the Economy the right to sanction those who do not conform to the law.™!

As of February 1996, at Mandarin International, no one who had been
fired in 1995 for belonging to SETMI had been rehired, and Mandarin
International factory management continued to support ATEMISA .42 The
national human rights advocate and other independent human rights or-
ganizations affirmed allegations that labor violations were still happening
inside the factory. The president of El Salvador, Armando Calderén Sol,
denounced the human rights groups as traitors and ingrates and said that
they deserved “the death penalty” for denouncing the continued violations
of labor rights.%? The leaders of SETMI reported that they were receiving
anonymous death threats. As Gap Inc. again threatened to cancel orders,
and Mandarin International threatened to close shop over the allegations,
negotiations began in San Salvador during March 1996 between repre-
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sentatives from Gap Inc., Mandarin International, the Archdiocese of El
Salvador and other human rights organizations, labor activists, and NGOs
who had signed the original letter denouncing labor practices at Mandarin
International—all of the groups involved except SETMI and ATEMISA.

Because Mandarin International did not recognize SETMI, and
ATEMISA was only an “association” with no formal rights in the work-
place, neither group was allowed to participate in the San Salvador negotia-
tions. Even though they were not invited to the negotiations, both SETMI
and ATEMISA signed the final accord, which provided for the following:
(1) the reinstallation of the ex-leadership of SETMI and the recognition of
SETMI by management; (2) the rehiring of all of the workers who had lost
their jobs during the unionization attempts; and (3) the formation of an in-
dependent monitoring group, the GMIES, to assure that Salvadoran labor
law and the Gap Inc. “Code of Vendor Conduct” would be enforced at
Mandarin International. GMIES representatives would be allowed to enter
the factory unannounced to monitor working conditions; furthermore,
GMIES was allowed to talk to workers and receive reports of their working
conditions and to place a suggestion box on the factory floor for complaints
and suggestions with regard to working conditions.

With pressure from the GMIES and the NLC, Mandarin International
promised to rehire the SETMI leadership over the period of March through
October 1996. Although a few of the SETMI leadership were rehired, the
factory management did not follow through with its promise to rehire the
majority of fired workers and follow Gap Inc.’s “Code of Vendor Conduct.”™4
In September, negotiations were reopened in San Salvador between the
Mandarin International management, Gap Inc., the NLC, and the GMIES
to come to an agreement about the rehiring of all fired employees. As a
result, in January 1997 the factory contacted former workers by telegram
and telephone, while radio, television, and newspaper announcements were
made to invite those fired during the 1995 conflict to apply for reinstate-
ment at Mandarin International. At the end, 160 workers responded to the
announcements and 38 were rehired, with the idea that others would be
rehired according to the needs of the factory. By the following November, a
total of 75 workers had been rehired, and the monitoring group continued
its factory visits and maintained contact with the factory managers, along
with SETMI and ATEMISA. According to GMIES reports,* working
conditions had improved with the implementation of the “Code of Vendor
Conduct” and the presence of the monitoring group.4

SETMI members told me that, although they were rehired and that
working conditions had improved, their lives have been made difficult since
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their return to the factory. One member of the union leadership complained,
“The supervisors of ATEMISA have encouraged workers to make life hell
for the SETMI members; we have been attacked, separated into different
departments, and continually insulted. They have made our lives impos-
sible.” Another union member said, “They make fun of me, and sometimes
do not give me work.”™” Others reported that they have been threatened and
that their coworkers have been warned not to talk to them.

The final agreement between the NLC, the GMIES, Mandarin Inter-
national, and Gap Inc. is not legally binding. Because the GMIES has been
criticized by ATEMISA workers and by the factory managers for taking the
side of SETMI in disputes and is afraid of being denied access to the facto-
ry, its monitors do not feel that they can intervene to a great extent in such
situations, and the insults continue. Also, because SETMI has not grown
in membership since its reinstatement—it has, in fact, been struggling to
maintain its existence—it has remained relatively powerless in the face of
growing ATEMISA membership.

The dispute at Mandarin International and the resulting negotiations
and resolutions have been successful in calling attention to the situation
of workers in the export-oriented garment (maquila) sector in El Salvador,
both within the country and in the international community. Economist
Francisco Lazo, a member of the board of directors at the Center for Labor
Studies (CENTRA) in San Salvador, which forms part of the GMIES,
has argued that the Mandarin International case has been “a good experi-
ment in bonsai: it has not grown, but it looks good.”8 The GMIES was
allowed to work only with Mandarin International, despite its attempts to
work with other factories in the country’s EPZs, and Carolina Quinteros, a
member of the GMIES, pointed out that the country’s factory owners will
not open their production sites to independent monitoring without being
forced to do so0.#” Without a strong, independent union on site, it is difficult
to improve working conditions to any great extent; and unless SETMI can
increase the number of its members, it cannot have much effect on the day-
to-day running of the shop floor.>® One SETMI member argued: “The fac-
tory and ATEMISA are the same thing. The independent monitoring group
took the place of the union in negotiating with the factory, and now I feel
that the factory has imposed itself on the GMIES. They have no power.”!
What then of the transnational organizing campaign and the workers at
Mandarin International?

While the campaign, its resolution, and the independent monitoring
project have served to assure the integrity of Gap Inc.’s brand name and
have made Gap Inc. retail outlets safe once more for progressive-minded
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shopping, their effects on the shop floor have been either ambiguous or, in
some cases, unqualifiedly negative. The GMIES worked hard to solve labor
disputes and to serve the interests of the workers at Mandarin International
by acting as a buffer between workers and the unfair practices of the fac-
tory managers. The GMIES often posed itself, and was supported by the
NLC and North American labor groups, as the solution to the problems of
old-style unionism. In its first public report, from April 1997, the GMIES
stated that its fundamental mandate is “to promote the active participation
of civil society in the prevention of and alternative solution to labor con-
flicts in the garment industry in El Salvador.”>?

The GMIES intervened at times when workers had been fired without
notice or when there were minor disputes between workers and manage-
ment at the plant. In other instances, the group either acted without taking
into consideration national or international labor standards or reverted to
support the hierarchical and patriarchal practices of traditional unionism.
The continued existence of a company union on the site is a violation of
ILO conventions, of which El Salvador is a signatory, and the pat-downs of
women who work on the factory floor—upon entry, at lunch time, and at
the end of the day—continued even after the signing of the 1996 accord.>

Despite the efforts of SETMI and the GMIES, women working in
Mandarin International and in other garment factories continued to work
long hours (voluntarily at Mandarin International, rather than by force),
most in order to make 1,260 colones per month, which is the national legal
minimum wage.>* Often, at Mandarin, production quotas were set at one
hundred or more pieces an hour; only by reaching daily production quo-
tas of eight to twelve hundred pieces a day could anyone actually get paid
the legal minimum wage. When these production quotas are taken into
consideration, overtime is still a necessity, if not an obligation—especially
with consumer prices rising by nearly 10 percent annually. According to
data on real wage growth from the Inter-American Development Bank, in
El Salvador real wages had decreased at the national level by 0.5 percent
between 1994 and 1995, by 6.9 percent between 1995 and 1996, and by
4.5 percent between 1996 and 1997.5

What about the lives of those SETMI members who were fired and
never rehired? I met Judith Viera, one of the garment workers featured in the
1995 NLC tour of North America, in November 1997.5¢ Viera was working
as a cashier at a gas station in Apopa, a town outside of San Salvador not
too far from her home. She told me that when she returned from touring
the United States in 1995, she was met by hecklers upon her arrival in the
San Salvador airport and immediately vilified by the press as a traitor to the
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nation. She could not find work and felt that she was treated badly by all
sides in the campaign, even though, she told me, the apparent success of the
campaign and the December agreement would not have happened if she
had not gone on the tour.

During the tour, Viera said, she would work for the NLC for twelve
hours a day, often without eating or resting. According to Viera, she was
eighteen years old while she was at Mandarin International, where she
worked as a secretary, not as a garment worker. She had been chosen by the
Central de Trabajadores Democriticos (CTD), the union central to which
SETMI had belonged, to represent them on the NLC tour. One SETMI
member said, “Judith wasn’t a member of the union, nor was her sister, but
they were close to the leadership of the CTD.” In fact, Viera herself told
me that she is the niece of Amanda Villatoro, a leader of the CTD, and was
willing to go on the tour of the United States. She was chosen to go, she
says, as the “child symbol” of the Mandarin International/ NLC-Gap cam-
paign, and that it was her “performance” on the speaking tour that really
helped the Mandarin International case.

While the NLC promised to keep her on its payroll because of the risk
she had taken in going on the tour of the United States, Viera said that after
her return to El Salvador she received only four monthly paychecks from
the NLC, for one thousand colones each (approximately $115). The checks
stopped after January 1996; she did not hear from the NLC after that, and
Viera was not sure whether the checks were sent but kept by the CTD,
with whom she was no longer on good terms, or whether they were simply
stopped after the NLC-Gap Brooklyn resolution in December 1995. Viera
told me: “My performance on the tour helped the country and brought to
light the maquila situation and its problems. It also helped the groups in the
United States and added to their image. I feel betrayed and left behind.”

“Una Gran Zona Franca”

In light of El Salvador’s, and the garment workers’, dependence®® on the
garment industry as a source of needed income, the everyday practices of
exploitation, domination, and patriarchy on the shop floor are difficult to
combat. Then-president Armando Calderdn Sol, as part of his bid to coun-
ter the allegations of the corporate campaigns and those of human rights
organizations, labor activists, and unions regarding poor labor practices in
the garment industry, argued that the maquilas represent El Salvador’s only
hope for development. In 1995, Calderén Sol promised to provide employ-
ment for hundreds of thousands more Salvadorans by turning the country
into “one big export processing zone,” an effort, he argued, that was being
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sabotaged by activist groups pushing for greater labor rights. As he told the
national daily newspaper La Prensa Grdfica: “What we have in this country
is amazing, a class of people willing to work, proud to work and aiming
for efficiency and excellence. Since this is the situation, then, why don’t we
make the country into a single free trade zone?” In the same interview, he
said, “globalization means incorporating ourselves into global commodity
chains” at any cost—including giving multinational companies sway over a
large sector of society in return for jobs (see Map 2).5

For Calderén Sol, the choice is one between labor rights and employ-
ment—a threat that has been felt by workers in all sectors. In one of the
training sessions organized by Central de Trabajadores Salvadorefios (CTS)
for SETMI that I attended in 1997, the union spent three hours discuss-
ing the compromise between the need for money and for work, and the
doctrines and principles of unionization. In the training session, the CTS
explained to the SETMI directorate the separate workings and the overlap-
ping jurisdictions of national labor laws, the national constitution, and the
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Map 2. Map of El Salvador, featuring the capital city of San Salvador, the
country’s free trade zones, and the deposits for active improvement where export-
oriented garment manufacturing is centered. The main F1Zs and deposits are
located around El Salvador’s transportation infrastructure (the Pan-American
Highway, the main airports, and railroad lines) in order to make export easier
and faster. The sheer numbers and locations of FTZs and deposits in El Salvador
have transformed it into the big free trade zone promised by former president
Calderdn Sol. Courtesy of Rutgers Cartography.
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law governing the country’s EPZs. Because the jobs were needed, as was
the money they brought in, their debates were focused on how to improve
working conditions, fight for recognition, and draw in other members with-
out jeopardizing their own positions or the garment factory’s production
orders on which those positions depended.

Military Repertoires and Postwar Paradigms

The physical manifestation of the presidential threat and promise to make
El Salvador into one big EPZ is in the locked gates and armed guards that
surround the EPZs. The zones are scattered around the country, with many
on the outskirts of San Salvador itself, and are often difficult to reach and
somewhat isolated. High walls surround the large factory buildings that
often have their own armed guards to deter people from entering or leav-
ing without permission from either or both the director of the EPZ and the
director of the factory itself. Workers are not allowed to enter or leave the
site until they have been fully searched—their bags and personal belongings
examined as well as body searches.®® Such guarding and surveillance ensures
that people who enter do so to make clothing and do not leave except at des-
ignated hours or with prior permission. It also makes organizing or protest
difficult, since people inside the factory walls do not interact with people
outside except before and after work and sometimes during the lunch hour.

The director of the San Marcos EPZ is a former military colonel who
had participated in the recent civil war, and the bunker-like aspect of San
Marcos is evidence of his experience in designing fortified sites. It is ru-
mored that he also served as the military intelligence officer in charge of
union activities and has applied the lessons learned in his past involvement
with labor activists to the running of the EPZ. Other EPZs may not have
army officers as directors, but they are equally fortress-like and militaristic
in their running. Activists and union representatives have had to face this
reality, and they continue to rely on many of the tactics they learned fight-
ing on the other side of the civil war and living with day-to-day repression.
One such tactic is that of alliance building; in this paramilitarized situa-
tion, local and transnational alliances between labor groups, feminist orga-
nizations, academics, church groups, and the international community are
both important and necessary.

Repertoires: Used and (Un)Usable

We have seen some of the tactics used in the NLC-Gap campaign in the
United States and El Salvador. I now turn to analyze some local organizing
tactics that were not taken up within transnational repertoires of conten-
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tion. The results of the December 1995 negotiations and the subsequent ne-
gotiations in 1996 were scripted into the official narrative of the Mandarin
International campaign. As told by Gap Inc., the NLC, and North
American consumers, it was a protracted struggle that ended with the even-
tual criumph of the October 1996 rehiring of the union members. Other
local organizing initiatives were left out of the Mandarin International
story. El Salvador’s human rights, labor, and activist communities, with the
support of international solidarity organizations, have organized a number
of local and transnational organizing campaigns in the garment industry.

In 1996, the Committee in Solidarity with the People of El Salvador
(CISPES) sponsored a tour of the United States by Ana Maria Romero, a
union member at the GABO factory in San Salvador, and Wilmer Erroa
Argueta, a telephone worker and member of the Salvadoran Association
of Telecommunications Workers (ASTTEL). Romero and Erroa testified
before the U.S. Congress on working conditions and labor repression in
El Salvador. The GABO factory, like Mandarin International, was located
in the San Marcos EPZ. In 1996, GABO workers organized a union at the
factory. The GABO union was subsequently destroyed through mass firings
and workplace intimidation of those who joined.

During her 1996 tour, Romero gave her own testimony of life as a gar-
ment worker and talked about labor control in the garment industry in
El Salvador. Romero told an audience in the United States: “The managers
are above the law. . . . All foreign firms are generally able to treat the work-
ers however they see fit. But, for all the abuses, Salvadorans do not want
the companies to leave the country and take away much-needed jobs.”®! As
a result of the tour and the CISPES campaign, Romero was vilified by the
Calderén Sol government and in the national press as a “bad Salvadoran”
who wanted to destroy the nation’s economy. CISPES was targeted as a
radical U.S. protectionist group whose goal was to send garment produc-
tion back to the United States, thus robbing Salvadorans of their means
of subsistence. In another linking of patriarchy with garment production,
Calderén Sol personally told the press: “I can only call them inhuman trai-
tors, who strike against the Salvadoran family.”¢

One effort to combat the attacks in the press and by government and
business representatives was the formation of the Coordinating Group for
Dignified Employment in the Maquila (COSDEMA) in 1996, after the
attacks on Judith Viera, Ana Maria Romero, and the national and inter-
national organizations that supported them. COSDEMA was created by a
number of Salvadoran groups that focus on labor rights, including unions,
NGOs, solidarity organizations, women’s groups, human rights groups, and
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research organizations. COSDEMA initiated a campaign in El Salvador
that was called “For a Just Christmas Bonus and a Dignified Salary in the
Garment Industry.”

The campaign was supported internationally by CISPES, and mem-
bers of the group visited the various maquilas and EPZs throughout the
country to encourage workers to denounce violations of labor rights, low
salaries, and the non- or underpayment of the annual Christmas bonus.
COSDEMA did not last much longer than the Christmas campaign. Many
have argued that its formation demonstrated the need for many organiza-
tions to work together in order to come up with a solution to the problems
of maquila workers. Its demise could be attributed to the postwar atmo-
sphere of competition that still exists among unions and labor organiza-
tions in El Salvador, a legacy of the civil war and international cold war
unionism that pitted unions against one another for political reasons. The
competition among union and labor organizations was fostered as part of
counterinsurgency tactics and often organized and funded by the American
Institute of Free Labor Development (AIFLD), AFL-CIO’s international
section. COSDEMA’s short lifespan proved the necessity for a “strong and
capable union movement to assume its role as an organized class . . . in
order to coordinate the diverse organizational sectors in society” interested
in promoting workers’ rights.%3

Such coordination could not be sustained for longer than the life of
a particular campaign. Since any given company can simply stop produc-
tion in the face of labor conflicts, COSDEMA’s participants argued, pro-
tests have to be carried out at the transnational level in order to mirror
transnational corporate structures. The GMIES and others also played an
important part in calling the government and the factory to account over
working conditions and questions of human and labor rights. According to
participants and observers of the Mandarin International conflict and other
labor-based campaigns aimed at the maquila industry, the presence of an
international solidarity group like the NLC was important in the process
of negotiating the conflict, though the outcome was not always good for
workers such as Viera.

With the Mandarin International case, although the union was the sub-
ject of the negotiations, the management of the factory prohibited SETMI
from taking an active part in negotiating or deciding on the resolution of
the conflict. Even before the corporate campaign began, SETMI’s member-
ship had been gutted by mass firings, and most of those fired were never re-
hired.®* Inside Mandarin International, the GMIES worked to ensure that
there would be discussion between the management of the factory and the
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members of SETMI and ATEMISA. The presence of the GMIES on the
shop floor meant, however, that SETMI was not able to engage in collective
bargaining with the factory management. Instead, it was often the inde-
pendent monitors who brought employee complaints to the notice of the
managers and returned to the shop floor with the managers’ response.

The relationship between the GMIES, SETMI, ATEMISA, and the
Mandarin International management brings up the larger issue of the ef-
fects and efficacy of third-party monitoring programs to make factories
accountable for labor violations. While Mandarin International was one
of the first factories in which a program of independent monitoring was
employed, it has now become the precedent for many such programs. Just
as corporate codes of conduct for labor conditions have become accepted
tools for specifying labor rights at various levels of the commodity chain,
third-party monitors have become accepted agents to verify compliance
with those codes. A number of companies have hired accounting firms to
monitor their labor and environmental conditions and to produce regular
reports that are similar to audits of labor conditions at the subcontracting
level. Mandarin International is monitored not only by the GMIES, but
also by an internal monitor for Gap Inc. who visits there and other factories
in El Salvador and Guatemala that subcontract for Gap Inc. in order to take
note of working conditions, complaints, or problems on the shop floor.

Three models of monitoring are practiced in the garment industry. The
first, supplier certification, has suppliers applying for certification from an
independent group that monitors labor standards. Once suppliers get a seal
of approval, retailers can source their production from those suppliers certi-
fied by the program. For example, the U.S. policy activist group Council
for Economic Priorities (CEP) developed a supplier certification program
called SA8000. The second model for monitoring labor conditions is that
of independent monitoring, of which the GMIES is an example. In the
Netherlands, aid agencies, trade unions, and retailers’ associations have co-
ordinated to set up the Fair Trade Charter Foundation, which includes all
three constituencies, to monitor the implementation of a code of conduct for
the garment industry. In the third model, retail companies themselves over-
see the process. Nike has established such a program, hiring the accounting
firm Ernst and Young to monitor its subcontractors and provide reports to
the company about labor standards in factories producing its products. Just
as Gap Inc. has not released the recommendations of its own monitor in
Central America, Nike has not allowed public disclosure of these reports.®5
Corporate monitoring and nondisclosure mean that retailers cannot be held
accountable for working conditions in any significant way.
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What are the positive effects of garment industry monitoring? Monitors
are able to document the enforcement of labor standards and compliance
with corporate codes of conduct at various levels of subcontracting. When
monitoring is in place, factories can be made accountable to a set of stan-
dards in order to maintain orders and production ties with participating
retailers. The documentation and enforcement of an agreed-on set of stan-
dards also provide concrete information about the names, locations, and
conditions of particular factories as well as data about labor conditions in
the industry as a whole. However, 2// monitoring—whether it happens or
not, how it happens, and what is done with the monitors’” reports—is op-
tional. When monitoring reports are not made public, for example, there is
no public accountability for corporations. In other words, labor standards
still depend on corporate goodwill.

While public disclosure of subcontracting is a solution to the problem
of accountability, monitoring programs pose a larger dilemma: if shop-floor
organizing and collective bargaining are not recognized legally, or if unions
are not respected, then workers have to accept monitoring in place of col-
lective bargaining or shop-floor organizing. We saw with the GMIES at
Mandarin International that unionists were resentful because the poten-
tial for them to exercise their power in organizing or collective bargaining
was diminished by the very legitimacy of the monitoring group, while fac-
tory managers were resentful of what they saw as the pro-worker bias of the
monitoring group.%®

The blurring of lines between the responsibilities of monitoring and
those of collective bargaining potentially leads to greater inaction on resolv-
ing conflicts than would otherwise have been without the third-party pres-
ence on the factory floor. When monitors are in day-to-day contact with
factory owners, managers, union members, and other workers, they are put
in an awkward position. Their very independence, in fact, is dependent on
being allowed to enter the factory premises. Maintaining an attitude of ob-
jectivity in the face of daily disputes, some of which are minor and some of
which constitute labor violations, is often impossible.”

Union-to-Union International Solidarity?

In addition to being the focus of a highly publicized corporate campaign,
El Salvador was also the Central American headquarters for the reforma-
tion of the AFL-CIO’s international organizing project. AIFLD, a cold war
project that often employed tactics of counterinsurgency in the name of
labor organizing, was reconstituted in 1996 as the Solidarity Center of the
AFL-CIO.% The Solidarity Center’s new organizing mission continued the
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former focus on union-to-union solidarity without the rabid anticommu-
nism and ties to the CIA that marked its predecessor.®” The Solidarity Center
employed an organizing model that emphasized worker participation and
empowerment, rather than the old hierarchical structures and politics of
U.S. foreign policy that tend to ignore the everyday reality of the factory
floor, and looked to incorporate international solidarity campaigns into its
organizing efforts. For the maquila sector, it meant collaborating with the
U.S. garment union UNITE to apply corporate pressure in support of labor
organizing efforts in Central America and the Caribbean. In keeping with
this new collaborative effort, the Solidarity Center began an organizing ini-
tiative called “Group 3” in an attempt to bring together three union federa-
tions interested in organizing the maquilas.

Because of the politicization of El Salvador’s union movement during
the war, and its subsequent dispersal, many of the existing union federations
are corrupt, debilitated, or still unable to reorient their politics to fit the
postwar situation.”® Many unions depended on funding from AIFLD for
their existence and tailored their politics to such funding; other unions had
participated with the guerrillas under the umbrella of the Frente Farabundo
Marti de Liberacién Nacional (FMLN) and are still living with the legacy
of wartime repression, violence, and counterinsurgent antiunionism. A
number of unions continue to look for international funding to supplement
their budgets, focusing more on networking with NGOs than on shop-
floor organizing.

Finally, postwar conditions for labor organizing are still adverse; while
unionists are not necessarily threatened by death squads, they still do not
have the backing of the nation-state or the respect of the capitalists that
would bolster national labor laws and allow them to organize export-
oriented manufacturing sectors. The Ley de Zonas Francas still exempts
free trade zones/EPZs and bonded areas/deposits of active perfection from
national labor and trade laws, so while unions have had a number of suc-
cesses in organizing nationally, the maquila sector continues to represent a
serious challenge. This has led to barriers in organizing workers at the fac-
tory level; given the immense difficulty of organizing in the maquila sector,
union efforts have often been destroyed before they even began.

The other obstacle to organizing that has faced the traditional union
movement is that the majority of the maquila sector consists of urban
women between the ages of sixteen and thirty-two.”! Of the 60,000 people
employed in the export-oriented garment industry in El Salvador, “78% . . .
were women, of which about 50% were single mothers.””? According to
feminist activists in El Salvador, the Salvadoran union movement has been
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marked not only by a top-down orientation, but also by patriarchal methods
of organization. Men continue to lead the majority of unions, even those
organizing in the maquila sector; women workers and those in the union
leadership are often too overworked to be able to participate in organizing
actions, and their double workday continues to go unrecognized by men
higher in the union hierarchy. This orientation has often led union federa-
tions to ignore the interests and issues that are important to their women
members and to focus on politics and fund-raising rather than shop-floor
organizing.”3 Fitzsimmons and Anner argue, “[P]oliticized unions are likely
to respond differently to a change in their political environment than those
that focus on bread-and-butter labor issues.”74

Only those unions that focus on “bread-and-butter” issues have at-
tempted to address the needs of women on the shop floor and in the union
meetings. It is these unions that have met with the most success in orga-
nizing the maquila sector. The three federations that make up the Group
3 each have different political leanings, with Federacién de Asociaciones
y Sindicatos Independientes de El Salvador (FEASIES) on the left, and
the CTS and the Centro Nacional de Trabajadores Salvadorefios (CNTS)
forming the center-right of the group. The federations began to meet in May
1998 to discuss methods for organizing the maquila sector, including inter-
national solidarity efforts, corporate campaigns, and a clearer focus on the
gendered aspects of maquila production. At that time, there was still much
work to be done on the ground before any effort could be coordinated. The
CNTS had a factory organized with the SI TEMSAL union, which counted
more than 51 percent of the workers in its membership. Besides SETMI, it
was the only garment workers’ union that had organized at the level of the
factory and not been annihilated.

In my discussions with garment workers and union organizers, many
outlined for me how maquila-sector organizing attempts had been de-
feated in the past.”> Corrupt unions would enter a labor dispute to repre-
sent workers who were on strike, locked out, or had reported abuses by the
management of a particular factory. These unions would force factories to
pay workers indemnities for labor violations but would take a considerable
percentage of the factory’s payment to the workers as a commission for rep-
resenting them or would sell protesting workers’ names to the factory man-
agement so that they would be blacklisted from working in the garment
industry. In either case, the payments were little better than extortion from
factory owners and betrayal of the workers.

Shop-floor organizing attempts have also been destroyed through the
introduction of a company-supported union into the factory, as was the
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case with ATEMISA in Mandarin International.”® These company unions
offer extra benefits to workers, such as participation in discount buying
clubs for groceries and lunch programs, in return for affiliation and the
renunciation of independent organizing attempts. As we saw from the ex-
perience at Mandarin International, such methods of encouraging workers
to join a company union can be combined with firing organized workers en
masse and blacklisting them from future employment.

Unions and labor organizing were one of the many battlefronts of
El Salvador’s civil war. Because for many years unions were either active
combatants or fighting for existence rather than for membership, they do
not have the capacity to organize workers and to recruit membership from
the factory ranks. There is a need for new coalitions of groups to fight for
workers’ rights in light of the peace agreements, neoliberal politics, and the
privatization of most industries and services in El Salvador. This need has
arisen precisely because of the progressive debilitation of the union move-
ment over the past twenty years and the continued lack of new alterna-
tive organizing methods. It is in this situation that transnational organizing
could do its best solidarity work. This is especially true given the history
of people-to-people solidarity between the United States and El Salvador
during its civil war, and the ability of groups in El Salvador to contribute
to information politics that would educate North Americans, Europeans,
and third world workers about their context and their organizing efforts.
Buc first, North-South hierarchies that maintain organizations in the global
North in positions as brokers must be reconfigured, and the focus on image
making and consumption must be dismantled in order to bring forth the
centrality of the politics of production and the agency of women working
and organizing in the maquila sector. Such moves depend on a disman-
tling of race, gender, national, and class hierarchies in protest that will lead
to their reconfiguration in both transnational organizing and production.
These are the challenges of organizing in postwar times.
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The Ideal of Transnational Organizing

The consumer campaign carried out against celebrity talk show host Kathie
Lee Gifford and U.S.-based megaretailer Wal-Mart targeted working con-
ditions at factories producing Wal-Mart’s Kathie Lee line of clothing. The
campaign was a joint effort of the NLC and UNITE, the U.S.-based Union
of Needletrades, Industrial, and Textile Employees.! When it burst into
public view in the summer of 1996, the Kathie Lee campaign seemed to
be a model of transnational organizing among labor activists and garment
workers whose shop-floor organizing attempts had been thwarted by the
neoliberal rewriting of national and international trade laws, creating hyper-
exploitative subcontracting regimes throughout the world.

The campaign focused on Kathie Lee Gifford’s subject position as a
white, middle-class mother and her bourgeois raced, gendered body.
Through its media-focused tactics, it created a scandal that affected Gifford’s
reputation, media presence, and brand name, along with that of Wal-Mart.
The “Kathie Lee” scandal drew attention to the effects of national and inter-
national structures of labor, trade, and health laws on workers in Honduras
and New York City alike. Unlike the Bangladesh anti-child-labor cam-
paign, to which Wal-Mart could respond by touting clothing “Made in the
USA,” this campaign emphasized the links between U.S. and third world
production sites in ways that made nativist responses difficult to mobilize.
Furthermore, the campaign was able to bring to light the connections be-
tween garment workers from Honduras and New York City, TV personali-
ties and public relations firms, and state and national government officials
in the United States and Honduras.

54
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The resolution of the scandal was marked by Gifford’s appearance on
television in tears, while her husband, former football player Frank Gifford,
handed out envelopes of money to garment workers in Manhattan, all or-
chestrated by a public relations agent hired by the couple. Despite the fact
that Kathie Lee Gifford joined New York governor George Pataki in cre-
ating a statewide task force to improve garment industry conditions, the
nation’s media outlets covered the scandal to such an extent that the sum-
mer of 1996 was marked in New York City tabloids as the summer of the
sweatshop, with immigrant workers, labor violations, and poor working
conditions in New York’s garment industry featured on front pages for sev-
eral months.

After this, then-president Clinton convened a garment task force that
introduced the much-disputed Fair Labor Agreement (FLA) to deal with
working conditions in the garment industry, while student activists all
over the country created the United Students Against Sweatshops (USAS)
to protest the sourcing of their universities” clothing. Kathie Lee Gifford’s
name has since been linked periodically to the use of sweatshops in various
parts of New York City and Central America.? The Kathie Lee campaign
sparked a number of policies, organizations, and activism during that pe-
riod. What were the effects of the Kathie Lee campaign on the shop floors
of garment factories in the United States and Honduras and on the politics
of transnational labor organizing?

In this chapter, I examine the Kathie Lee campaign in light of its his-
torical relation to the development of the revitalized union movement in
the United States, especially as part of the larger political project of build-
ing and maintaining the boundaries of the nation-state, both internally and
externally.? Internally, it has replicated older divides of race, class, gender,
and immigration status; externally, it has marked a reconstitution of the
United States’ national pact within the space of globalization, transnation-
ality, and neoliberalism. As with earlier versions of the pact, some people
speak, while those left out of the pact are spoken for.

Unionism, New and Old

Within the realm of the transnational, the new unionism, as marked by the
Kachie Lee campaign, could be seen as a marker of U.S. foreign policy dur-
ing the Clinton administration. Anticommunist, cold war labor-organizing
tactics were replaced by other forms of patronage whose boundaries were
at the same time flexible and exclusionary. These boundaries defined a
privatized space of politics that constituted a global, yet U.S.-centric, “civil
society” best exemplified in the work of Robert Putnam.# This privatized
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space is characterized by the prevalence of the NGO model and an entre-
preneurial citizenship that takes up the work of the dismantled welfare
state in a politics of neoliberalism.> The structure of the NGO model is one
where private voluntary organizations not only take up the former work of
the welfare state but are often organized with a top-down structure similar
to corporations, frequently becoming their own public relations agents.

The Clinton-era “new unionism” was fashioned along the lines of the
corporate NGO model and as such was fundamental to the reproduction
of the U.S. nation-space, the delineation of it as global and transnational,
and the modes of participation of people falling both within and outside its
parameters. Domestically, the cold war unionism of the United States—
i.e., the policies of the AFL-CIO—had been exemplified by pacts with man-
agement, the “pure and simple” unionism advocated by Samuel Gompers,
and exclusionary immigration politics.® Internationally, the AFL-CIO’s
projects, produced by the exceptionalist formation of the U.S. nation-state,
often paralleled U.S. foreign policy in the name of humanizing production
relations in lieu of labor militancy or collective bargaining. The post—cold
war labor politics of transnationality, by contrast, focused on making cor-
porations into global good citizens through Clintonian politics of consent
rather than through legal strictures. By focusing on the good citizenship of
corporations and CEOs, the politics of the market and the quest for global
flexibility remained unchallenged in quests for labor rights. The other side of
corporate good citizenship was the encouragement of politicized consump-
tion, boycotts, and the value of the brand name as a basis for protest, and
on consumers’ buying power as a basis for political access and participation.

Recycling Testimony: Agency, Power, and the Problem of Transnationality

The 1996 Kathie Lee campaign began with a focus on consumer protest
around a Honduran garment factory, but quickly expanded to link labor
violations there with sweatshop production in New York City. The NLC-
UNITE tactics borrowed from the 1995 NLC-Gap campaign and from
carlier labor and solidarity campaigns; included congressional testimony,
news conferences, and television spots; and featured a tour of the United
States by fifteen-year-old garment worker Wendy Diaz. Diaz had worked
at Global Fashions, the Choluma, Honduras, factory that subcontracted
production for the Kathie Lee Plus clothing line. The National Labor
Committee worked with UNITE on the cross-border campaign that in-
cluded New York and Honduras. Through the sharing of information,
strategy, and funds, the coordinated campaign brought to light the con-
nections between sweatshops in the United States and garment production
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throughout the world. The campaign was coordinated around production
practices and labor violations in factories making Wal-Mart’s Kathie Lee
label and under the explicit joining of brand name, celebrity image, and
labor violations.

The Honduras segment of the campaign was based on information gath-
ered by the NLC during research trips for its 1995 Gap campaign. Through
meetings with garment workers, who provided them with Kathie Lee cloth-
ing labels, and with the help of the Committee for the Defense of Human
Rights in Honduras (CODEH), NLC directors Charles Kernaghan and
Barbara Briggs were able to document labor violations and worker abuse at
Global Fashions.” Abuses included the nonpayment of wages and compul-
sory overtime, limited bathroom breaks, lack of potable water, and, in some
cases, the employment of underage workers. When the NLC wrote letters
to Gifford and to Wal-Mart to denounce working conditions at Global
Fashions, Wal-Mart’s first response was to cancel its orders at the factory.

The NLC and other labor activists had learned from the experiences in
Bangladesh and El Salvador that taking orders away from the factories in
violation would not be helpful for the women and men working there be-
cause they depended on their jobs and their wages to survive. In the case of
the Kathie Lee campaign, the NLC criticized Wal-Mart’s cancellation of its
orders. In a push for Wal-Mart and Gifford not to cancel orders at Global
Fashion, NLC executive director Charles Kernaghan testified in front of
the Senate’s Democratic Policy Committee on April 29, 1996. In testimony,

Kernaghan named Global Fashion, the Honduran subcontractor, along
with Wal-Mart and Kathie Lee Gifford, saying:

Like many assembly plants offshore, Global Fashion was and is a hu-
miliating place to work. The women—about 80 percent of the (workers)
are women, the majority of whom are very young—need to raise their
hands to receive permission to use the bathrooms, which are kept locked.
Bathroom privileges are limited to two visits per day, one in the morning

and one in the afternoon.?

In his testimony, Kernaghan offered the example of fifteen-year-old Suyapa
Johana Nolasco Guerra, who had worked at Global Fashion since 1994.
Kernaghan portrayed Nolasco’s experience as typical of conditions at the
factory, where daily production goals would reach three to four thousand
pieces a day. Nolasco had told Kernaghan, who, in turn, told the congres-
sional committee: “The supervisors make us work on holidays, telling us
that they are going to pay double. They even make us work on Sundays, and
don’t pay us double but straight time.” According to Kernaghan, Nolasco,
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then fourteen, was fired after one year of working at Global for “writing
down the day’s production goal.” Kernaghan concluded his synopsis of
Nolasco’s situation by quoting her as saying, “Other workers were similarly
threatened and fired without justification.”?

The rhetoric of Kernaghan’s congressional testimony replicated previ-
ous descriptions of working conditions and labor abuse in garment facto-
ries, from child labor (as exemplified by Kernaghan’s reiteration of Nolasco’s
age) to impossible production quotas and gross underpayment of wages.
In his testimony, Kernaghan repeated details about garment production in
Honduras identical to those described in the 1994 NLC video Zoned for
Slavery:

Charles Kernaghan . .. revealed that Kathie Lee’s budget line of
garments—prices run from $10 for a blouse to $40 for a blazer—had
once been produced by child laborers in a seamy Honduras factory called
Global Fashion. “They bring the kids to work in broken-down school
buses,” he says. “You’d swear you're at high school, but you're not. You're

in these factories where they work 14-hour shifts.”!!

The image of children riding on a reconditioned yellow U.S. school bus
to the EPZ instead of to school, in order to work long hours in a garment
factory, was the central trope of the 1994 video. The facts provided by
Kernaghan’s testimony and the reality put forth in Zoned for Slavery were
horrifying to congresspeople and consumers alike. The rhetorical strategies
employed in both the testimony and the video are based on the assumption
that U.S. consumers—and congresspeople—are central to both the per-
petuation and the elimination of these horrors.

The same facts, the same working conditions, and the same pieces of
clothing that are brought out to make the point of consumer complicity are
displayed in each subsequent campaign. In the 1993 Dateline NBC piece on
child labor in Bangladesh, the 1994 video Zoned for Slavery, the Mandarin
campaign and tour of 1995, and the 1996 Kathie Lee campaign, the for-
mula is repeated. Such rhetorical strategies, coupled with a lack of substan-
tive change in the relations of the industry as a whole, bound the sweatshop
as a site of aberrance for the normal workings of capital while at the same
time leaving the garment industry and garment workers’ everyday lives out-
side the critique. The sweatshop becomes a space outside the everyday, a
space that can be taken up by the transnational. Transnational campaigns
thus serve to consolidate a repertoire of working conditions that are readily
identifiable as those of the global sweatshop, around which consumer mo-
bilization can be organized. At the same time, garment workers continue to
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work long days, producing clothing for export to U.S. consumers; the ideal
sweatshop is consolidated in the name of conscientious consumption.

Three aspects of the recycling and repetition of a particular combina-
tion of working conditions as constituting the global sweatshop are especial-
ly problematic. First, by marking certain violations as particularly abusive,
as abnormal, other working conditions and relations inside and outside the
factory are normalized, ignored, or regarded as externalities—unfortunate,
inevitable, and ultimately irrelevant side effects of the production process.
The normal workings of capital—as manifested in garment production—
are maintained outside the narrative of the sweatshop. Those conditions in-
clude wage labor and exploitation, long hours, gendered divisions of labor
and gender gaps in pay, armed guards at the entrances and exits of factories,
production quotas that are often impossible to meet, and raced divisions of
labor on a global scale that reserve garment work for third world women
in Honduras and the United States. In the citation of a range of aspects
of garment work as abnormal or offensive, not only are factory conditions
outside the official narrative naturalized, they are, in effect, relegated to the
structural realm, as that which is outside of political and social relations
and outside of practice. While the unmentioned working conditions be-
come globalized, and therefore outside the reach of local and transnational
organizing efforts, those that are constantly cited move into the realm of
typology—-categories against which working conditions can be measured,
quantified, and finally rationalized.

Second, the repetition of a set of typical factory conditions catego-
rized as unacceptable, in conjunction with the use of individual women
with proper names and histories as prototypical case studies, relegated
women who had been working and suffering in the factories to the realm of
nonsubjectivity. The individual histories of the women whose experiences
were cited as typical were translated into case studies of interchangeable
garment workers. They fit into the case studies as prototypical poor, third
world women workers, whose participation in garment production and pro-
test could be used to reinforce the larger point of both (U.S.) consump-
tion practices and (U.S.) consumer activism. In the end, Suyapa Nolasco’s
story was no different from that of her compatriot Wendy Diaz, who was
the equivalent of Lesly Rodriguez, Judith Viera, and Nazma Akhter. All of
these women, through their testimonies, their experiences as producers, and
their position as tellers of truth, provided performances of sweatshop condi-
tions for the benefit of U.S. consumers and activists. Through the practice
of transnationality, difference is maintained in which U.S. consumers are
able to occupy the space of modernity against the women and men who
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make clothing in the aberrant space of the third world sweatshop. These
experiences and testimonies became the raw data around which successful
campaigns were built.

Nolasco, Diaz, Rodriguez, Viera, and Akhter become the rhetorical
equivalents of Rosa Martinez, the garment worker touted in advertisements
in Bobbin as exemplifying the “Quality, Industriousness and Reliabilicy” of
El Salvador’s garment industry, who can be hired for 57 cents or 33 cents
an hour, depending on the year.!? Although the names change, as do the
women who are witnesses to, and victims of, global garment production,
both names and people serve as the building blocks for U.S.-based labor
activists and consumers to construct their ideal(ized) sweatshop around
which consumer constituencies can organize.

Third, because the idealized sweatshop is a space of disempowerment
and the prototypical worker can only practice the agency of victimhood—
despite the texturing both are given in the campaign through the repetition
of key details—only U.S. consumers and transnational corporations are ca-
pable of enacting change. In the case of Kathie Lee and Global Fashions,
Kathie Lee Gifford was the only one (a) held accountable for labor viola-
tions and (b) able to change and improve working conditions. This particu-
lar campaign was not organized around attempted unionization or around
long-term activism by workers at Global, so organizers did not think to
coordinate their actions with people working or organizing at Global
Fashions. In fact, the details given about conditions at Global, and about
workers’ lives there, reinforced the powerlessness of people involved in the
production process. Neither garment workers in the United States nor those
in Honduras were granted the agency of citizens, even those who actually
held U.S. citizenship status.

Gifford, however, was granted that power and was appealed to as a per-
son who cared about children, as a potentially good celebrity-citizen who
would be able to protect workers at Global Fashions. In this case, Gifford’s
celebrity-citizenship is a privileged site from which to act—in a consumer-
driven campaign, where citizenship and buying power are linked, celeb-
rity status is the most privileged site of all. In an ironic twist of noblesse
oblige, it is Gifford’s position as the host of Live with Regis and Kathie Lee
that seems to grant her a higher level of citizenship, moral authority, and
responsibility than most Americans. In this way, Gifford’s lapse into sweat-
shop production could be chalked up to innocence: her white, upper-class
womanhood, which she could then mobilize to change working conditions
in both New York and Honduras. Gifford’s subject position, in the end, is
both the target and the solution to the campaign and to the antisweatshop
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activism and legislation engendered by the discovery of working conditions
at Global Fashions.

By granting Kathie Lee Gifford the ultimate power to rectify labor
abuse in the factories that subcontract production in her name, the Kathie
Lee campaign also reinscribed U.S. sovereignty over capitalist produc-
tion relations and over Central American (gendered) subjects. Thus the
supremacy of the U.S. nation-state could be fixed firmly within transna-
tionality. Through the rhetorical strategy of emphasizing isolated sweatshop
conditions in a larger industry and the working conditions of particular
individuals—of individual women battling over working conditions—
Gifford was the one individual woman granted agency, both for herself and
for garment workers producing clothing under the name of her label. Labor
and trade law, rules of collective bargaining, and shop-floor organizing fell
out of the debate. Instead, capitalist relations were rewritten as questions of
Kathie Lee Gifford’s morality and the purity of her brand and, secondarily,
those of Wal-Mart. The entire debate, the entire campaign, was translated
into one about whether American power, American idealism, and American
democratic ideals could be redeemed. The redemption would be symbol-
ic, and it would be embodied by Kathie Lee Gifford. Was this, in fact, a
rearticulation of Manifest Destiny, with white womanhood as the new
hero(ine)? The target of this rearticulation, rather than the “empty space”
of the American nation-state in need of civilizing, was the aberrant space of
the global sweatshop that could be civilized through the practice of trans-
national, redemptive white womanhood.

Kathie Lee’s Response and Redemptive White Womanhood

When the NLC confronted her with Kernaghan’s congressional testimony,
Gifford responded on her television show, Live with Regis and Kathie Lee.
On May 1, 1996, two days after Kernaghan’s testimony, Gifford appeared
on the ABC show dressed in an outfit from her Kathie Lee line of clothing,.
Gifford tearfully responded to the testimony, saying: “You can say 'm ugly.
You can say I am not talented. But when you say that I don’t care about
children and that I will exploit them for some sort of monetary gain, for
once, Mister, you'd better answer your phone because my attorney is call-
ing you today. How dare you?”!3 On the show, Gifford often talked about
her children by name and detailed her family life as both idyllic and “typi-
cally” American; to call into question her dedication to children was to call
into question her entire credibility. The claim that her label employed child
labor and sweatshop conditions also called into question, it would seem,
Gifford’s own beauty and talent.
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That Gifford, and her brand name, would be linked to sweatshop con-
ditions and child labor was especially damaging. The tags for Kathie Lee—
branded products point out that a share of the proceeds from their sale goes
to children’s charities. As Gifford said in June 1996: “When I signed on
[with Wal-Mart], my overriding thought was that I had found a way to pro-
vide a continuing source of funding for . . . housing and care for AIDS and
crack-infected babies of New York City.”'4 In 1995, Gifford earned $9 mil-
lion a year from her clothing line, $1 million of which was donated to the
Association to Benefit Children, which started houses (for children with
AIDS or with crack addiction) named after Gifford’s two children.!>

Kathie Lee Gifford’s celebrity status was combined with her love of
children in positioning her subjectivity. By targeting Gifford’s image of
caring, white, Christian, all-American womanhood, the campaign shifted
its central focus from the shop floor of Global Fashions to Gifford herself.
While pushing for Gifford to take responsibility for working conditions at
Global, Kernaghan, as Krupat argues, “kept asking the key question: Didn’t
Kathie Lee have a responsibility to see that her name was well used?”1¢
Because the Kathie Lee label bore her name, alongside that of Wal-Mart,
the NLC'’s rhetorical strategy was directed precisely at Gifford’s subject po-
sition in such a way that it made possible both criticism and potential for
salvation—of Gifford’s persona and of her brand name.!”

When first confronted by the NLC and Kernaghan’s testimony,
Gifford denied knowledge of the factory conditions, saying that when
she found out about abuses at Global, she immediately called Wal-Mart
and said, ““This is obscene if this is happening.’ They said, “That happened
months ago; we found out about it and took care of it.””!8 In fact, “taking
care of it” meant pulling out of Honduras, blacklisting Global Fashion and
moving production to Nicaragua. It should be noted that the shifting of
production from Honduras to Nicaragua had been orchestrated earlier in
1996. Ostensibly, this was to take the sweatshop stigma—particularly that
of child labor—away from the Wal-Mart and Kathie Lee brands, since,
as Wal-Mart stated, “they found conditions were poor in Honduras.”
However, in discussion with the National Labor Committee, Wal-Mart
argued that they could make clothing more cheaply in Nicaragua. Wages
in Nicaragua’s Las Mercedes free trade zone were an average of 24 cents
an hour, as compared to the 31 cents an hour that was the average in
Honduras.” In an interview with Barbara Briggs of the NLC, she told
me that Nicaraguan garment workers said that a wage of 24 cents an hour
would barely buy one meal a day for their families. Such conditions led
to clandestine union organizing in Las Mercedes, whose labor violations



THE IDEAL OF TRANSNATIONAL ORGANIZING 63

were documented in a November 1997 three-part Hard Copy series on
Nicaraguan sweatshops.?’

While Gifford was claiming ignorance of working conditions in the
factories bearing her name, Wal-Mart’s solution to the sweatshop problem
was to move its production sites away from media scrutiny, in this case from
Honduras to Nicaragua. This media-focused cut-and-run solution is the
other side of Wal-Mart’s promotion of goods tagged as “Made in America”
in its stores.?! The National Labor Committee criticized Wal-Mart for cut-
ting and running; Kernaghan’s response combined political economy with
morality: “You don’t exploit the kids for a year and then walk away and get
off scot-free. They owe these kids something.”?> What Kernaghan did not
point out was that such exploitation was central to the everyday practice of
neoliberal political economy.

The regime of flexible accumulation and the geographic mobility of
capital are most evident in clothing and footwear production. This implies,
as David Harvey argues, “relatively high levels of ‘structural’ (as opposed
to ‘frictional’) unemployment, rapid destruction and reconstruction of
skills, modest (if any) gains in the real wage, and the rollback of trade union
power.”?3 As Doreen Massey points out, “There is . . . a hierarchy of owner-
ship, supervision and control, a hierarchy of the relations of economic own-
ership and possession.”?4 By having already moved out of Honduras into
Nicaragua, Wal-Mart was amassing more profit for itself within a regime
that was created to benefit large capitalist firms like Wal-Mart through the
expansion and geographical dispersal of the labor force. Not only would
Wal-Mart be able to exploit a new group of workers in Nicaragua, it would
be able to do so for lower wages. At the same time, Wal-Mart portrayed
its cut-and-run tactics as humanitarian, thus attempting to legitimate itself
and salvage its brand in the process.

What about New York?

Wal-Mart’s attempt to legitimize its production practices by taking advan-
tage of its capital and productive mobility ensured that production sites and
workers—such as those in Honduras, Nicaragua, and New York City—
would have to compete with each other for orders. As an added benefit
to Wal-Mart, these production sites could be played off each other to
promote labor quiescence, lower wages, and preservation of the company’s
brand-name and corporate image.?> Wal-Mart avoided responsibility for
labor violations and mistreatment of workers by moving production sites.
In the same way, Kathie Lee Gifford tried to deny responsibility for con-
ditions at Global Fashion by saying that since she was neither the retailer
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nor the factory owner, she could not be expected to have knowledge about
worker abuse.

A central part of Wal-Mart’s avoidance tactic was to tag as many of its
goods “Made in America” as possible. Such strategic branding responded
to public relations problems that arose in the early 1990s, when corporate
downsizing and job loss had been linked directly to companies moving
offshore in search of low wages and no unions; it was in this context that
transnational labor organizing and the “new unionism” of the 1990s be-
came prominent. Links between downsizing and globalization of produc-
tion were central political issues for the NLC, the AFL-CIO, and UNITE,
as well as for other labor and consumer activists. In 1992, the NLC report
Paying to Lose Our Jobs made the linkage explicit:

In 1980, 70 percent of all apparel purchased in the United States was
produced domestically. Today, imports account for half of the U.S. ap-
parel market. A National Labor Committee study found thircy U.S.
apparel manufacturers operating plants in El Salvador, Honduras, and
Guatemala, as well as sixty-eight other U.S. clothing manufacturers
and retailers outsourcing to the “Three Jaguars.” The National Labor
Committee was able to determine that these same companies were in-
volved in fifty-eight plant closings and eleven mass layoffs in the U.S.
since 1990, which left 12,234 U.S. apparel workers jobless.2¢

In this explicit connection between layoffs, plant closings, and imports,
U.S. activists were mirroring U.S. corporate and government agendas that
used protectionist rhetoric such as the “Made in the USA” campaign to ap-
peal to U.S. consumers. Thus, it was a short step from connecting layoffs
and economic recession in the United States with globalized production to
blaming third world workers for the loss of U.S. jobs. A decade later, such
arguments were made with regard to the outsourcing of U.S. telemarketing
and customer service work to India, the Philippines, and Mexico.?” In the
NLC literature, USAID and the U.S. government take their share of blame
for promoting the Caribbean Basin Initiative (CBI) and the infrastructure
for building export processing zones.?8 In the larger U.S. political context of
the early 1990s, U.S. workers and media blamed not only corporations for
the loss of U.S. jobs but also workers in Central America and the Caribbean
for taking U.S. jobs. The restructuring of production practices under post-
Fordist models fell out of this dominant narrative, and all that was left was
a form of protectionism easily manipulated by U.S. corporate interests.

This early protectionism on the part of union organizers in the United
States was replaced in mid-decade by an appeal to worker solidarity and



THE IDEAL OF TRANSNATIONAL ORGANIZING 65

the push for companies not to cut and run when their subcontractors were
caught in labor violations. However, the transnationalization of workers’
rights—through the linking of labor violations in the world’s export pro-
cessing zones with those in garment sweatshops employing immigrants in
U.S. cities—still fell short of organizing for the labor rights of all work-
ers. In fact, it promoted a new form of labor aristocracy with similar divi-
sions; some workers’ rights were defended, while others were left to fend
for themselves under the auspices of transnational solidarity and the new
union movement. Those left out tended to be the poorest, mostly women
and mostly nonwhite immigrants, and residents of Latin America, Asia,
and Africa.

While the NLC was focusing on working conditions in Honduras
at Global Fashions, UNITE had discovered sweatshop violations at Seo
Fashions, a New York City factory producing clothing for the Kathie Lee
clothing line. For the first time, labor conditions in Central America were
linked tactically to those in New York City, through tracing the subcontract
ing chains for clothing produced by a brand with a celebrity endorser and
sold by a large U.S. retailer. For all of these reasons, the Kathie Lee brand
became the perfect target for a transnational protest action. The researchers at
NLC and UNITE were able to join forces tactically to push for better labor
conditions in each site as part of an integrated strategy that would highlight
labor violations in both sites simultaneously. Workers at Seo Fashions, in
Manbhattan’s garment district, were owed tens of thousands of dollars in back
pay. The New York Daily News broke the story with information gathered
from UNITE, reporting that a week earlier, fifty thousand blouses made at
Seo for the Kathie Lee line were shipped to Wal-Mart, to sell for $9.96 each,
while Seo workers had not been paid for nearly three sixty-hour work weeks.

Seo was one of an estimated 2,000 to 2,500 “sweatshops” in New York
City, according to federal labor officials. The factory was located in a build-
ing on West 38th Street that housed other garment factories—all of which,
according to a U.S. Department of Labor investigator, were “riddled with
safety and health violations.”?* Workers interviewed during the initial inves-
tigation said that they were forced to work six- and seven-day weeks on the
fifty thousand blouses, without being paid overtime. According to Raphael,
who had worked at Seo for six weeks: “The first week, I was paid $160 in
cash. I sewed on the machine. I worked from 7:30 in the morning uncil
6:30 at night. That was from Monday through Saturday. On Saturdays, I
only worked until 3 in the afternoon.”° In describing the working environ-
ment at Seo, Lina, then an employee of Seo, said: “Everything is dirty, the
trash isn’t picked up, and the two bathrooms aren’t fit for pigs to use. There
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is never any soap or toilet paper, and the plumbing doesn’t always work. So
imagine the smell.”3! These conditions are typical in an industry that sub-
contracts along several levels, and in a country where only 800 inspectors
police 22,000 garment contractors and 6 million workplaces in other U.S.
industries.?? The U.S. Department of Labor, acting quickly in response to
publicity over Seo, fined Wal-Mart $22,000 for repeated violations of fed-
eral labor laws and held the company liable for more than $47,000 in back
wages to the forty-five garment workers at Seo. The Department of Labor
sought $29,348 in back pay for missed wages, and $18,062 for thirteen
weeks of overtime.3?

Kathie Lee Gifford and her husband Frank, a sportscaster for ABC,
were hit even harder by the latest publicity. The day after the report appeared
in the Daily News, Frank Gifford, claiming that Kathie Lee was “too devas-
tated” to accompany him, went to Seo and handed out envelopes containing
$300 to each of the garment workers in the New York factory. As he handed
out the envelopes, Gifford, apparently placing himself in the position of an
emissary of U.S. business interests—and American liberal moralicy—to the
immigrants who worked at Seo, said: “I am very sorry, and I apologize for
our country. God bless all of you.”?4 In this way, by apologizing on behalf of
“our country” and invoking God, Gifford was able to displace his wife’s—
and his own—complicity in maintaining sweatshop conditions onto the
U.S. nation-state. In so doing, he was also drawing a firm line between him-
self as an American and the immigrant workers as outsiders.

Frank Gifford emphasized that the money handed out to the Seo work-
ers “isn’t salary. This is an emergency measure.” Earlier that day, Kathie Lee
Gifford had announced on Live with Regis and Kathie Lee that she was “sick
to [her] stomach” to learn about conditions at Seo. Gifford went on to prom-
ise, “We're going to go down there and take care of it,” wanting “the full
power of the law” to be applied to Seo.?> The quick response of both Giffords
was a reflection of their embarrassment, their horror at the situation, and, es-
pecially, their desire to protect—and enhance—their name and their brand.
The latter was evinced by their hiring of public relations agent Howard
Rubenstein to work with the Giffords on the “handling” of the situation.3¢

With the revelation of sweatshop conditions at Seo Fashions, and
the Giffords’ highly publicized response, there was a general furor in the
press—ranging from the New York Times to People Magazine and Star
Magazine—over Wal-Mart, garment production, and the Giffords. While
the Giffords went to the extreme of hiring their own public relations firm,
all sides were battling for media attention and favor. On the same day that
the Giffords were repudiating sweatshop practices on television and public-
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ly handing out money to Seo workers, UNITE president Jay Mazur issued

a press release, stating:

Kathie Lee Gifford has been caught up in a system out of control.
Millions of workers around the world, including young girls in Honduras
and—as we have just discovered—immigrants in New York City, are
producing clothes under sweatshop conditions that our union and many

other people of good will succeeded in eliminating 50 years ago.

Mazur’s points were the first to historicize the Kathie Lee scandal as part
of the history of the labor movement and to link it to the larger system of
garment production:

The system is integrated in a vast global web of design, production, distri-
bution and selling in which it is impossible to isolate any single part from
the whole. To put an end to sweatshop production requires a systematic

approach by corporations, labor organizations and governments.3’

In the initial press release, Mazur contextualized the resurgence of
sweatshops and the Kathie Lee Gifford scandal within garment production
as a product of corporations, labor organizations, and governments. These
statements back up Gifford’s claim that she was scapegoated while at the
same time serving as a reminder that shop-floor organizing was crucial to
eliminating sweatshops earlier in the century. However, Mazur did not go
so far as to detail how, if sweatshops were “eliminated 50 years ago,” this
“vast global web” of the garment industry—employing sweatshops, home
working, labor repression, and worldwide production chains as central op-
erating principles—was built; neither does he explore the AFL-CIO’s com-
plicity in supporting U.S. foreign policy and trade initiatives over the course
of the preceding fifty years.

Such an analysis would involve detailing the participation of his union
in movements of capital and governmental trade and immigration policies.
The Mazur press release and the NLC-UNITE collaboration, along with
the Kathie Lee scandal as a whole, could be read as a counterhegemonic
moment—one that connects the production process, and the workings of
capital, with the current media frenzy. However, this is not, to use Gramsci’s
conception, a moment of “catharsis,” indicating “the passage from the pure-
ly economic (or egoistic-passional) to the ethico-political moment . . . This
also means the passage from ‘objective to subjective’ and from ‘necessity
to freedom.”38 Specifically, by historicizing the “new sweatshop” and lay-
ing bare the connections between earlier organizing and the current period,
and the connections between garment producing sites in various parts of
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the world, a moment of counterhegemony was opened up. However, the
tumult of publicity directed at sweatshops and the subjectivity of Kathie
Lee Gifford tended to reproduce hegemonic discourses around women, the
third world, immigrants, workplace organization, and consumption prac-
tices. It also worked to reestablish the primacy of commercial media outlets,
image making, and globalization as naturalized frameworks within which
production, consumption, and protest were to be carried out.

Mazur stated the need for “new legislation . . . to assure that accept-
able standards are met throughout the industry . . . [that] would mandate
corporate responsibility for all domestic production and link standards for
environmental and workers rights to our international trade agreements.”
For the first time, sweatshops were at the top of the news throughout the
summer of 1996. The Kathie Lee scandal now included the involvement not
only of the NLC, but also that of UNITE, the Giffords, their publicists,
and various media outlets, including a New Yorker cartoon on “Sweatshops
of the Rich and Famous” (Figure 4).

On Late Night with David Letterman, Letterman made Kathie Lee
Gifford the subject of his sarcastic top ten list, “The Top Ten New Items
from the Kathie Lee Product Line,” which included a new “Sweatshop
Barbie” and a new workout video titled “Sweatin’ in the Sweatshop.”0
Earlier, the Washington Post ran a cartoon in its editorial section featuring
a cut-out paper doll of Kathie Lee Gifford next to a tag of her Wal-Mart
Kathie Lee brand. The Kathie Lee doll was wearing a “complete low-wage
wardrobe,” with arrows pointing to each item of clothing the doll wore
and citing the factory, the hourly salary, and working conditions. These
popular culture representations of the sweatshop helped bring production
practices and labor abuse into dominant images of fashion and advertising;
at the same time, they reinscribed and reinforced the power of consump-
tion and consumers, all the while trivializing the everyday lives of garment
workers.

In the midst of the extensive media coverage and attempts at spin con-
trol, New York governor George Pataki and state attorney general Dennis
Vacco took legal action against Seo and against sweatshop production in
New York State. Within a week of the Seo Fashions revelations, Pataki
proposed “hot goods” legislation that would prohibit “the sale or distribu-
tion of apparel produced in sweatshops that cheat workers of their wages.™!
The “hot goods” legislation did not specify of what the normal payment of
wages would consist. Pataki argued that such legislation would “crack down
on sweatshops,” upholding New York’s “proud history of shielding work-

ing men, women and children from exploitation and endangerment.” The
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Hello, and welcome to another edition of ‘Sweatshops of the Rich and Famous.””

Figure 4. During the summer of the sweatshop in 1996, popular culture refer-
ences to celebrity sweatshops were everywbhere, from this New Yorker cartoon
to the David Letterman show. Copyright The New Yorker Collection 1996;
Michael Maslin from cartoonbank.com; all rights reserved.

legislation was passed the following month, with the Giffords attending the
signing and committing themselves to work on its implementation.

Just as Mazur included a promotion of the “past 50 years” of sweatshop
eradication, Pataki placed himself in a larger “proud history” of New York
State, positing New York as central to the larger history of unionism. This
thetorical linking to a (mythical) past served to emphasize the irregularity of
Seo Fashions, “exploitation and endangerment” in the garment industry, and
the phenomenon of sweatshop production. Normalcy consisted of Pataki’s

» «

“working men, women and children,” “shielded” by Mazur’s “people of good
will,” defined, as Pataki went on to say, by “legitimate businesses that pay fair
wages, provide a safe working environment, and contribute to the economic
and social health of New York and the nation.™? Mazur and Pataki placed
themselves in the position of defending workers against sweatshop condi-
tions while they pointed to an eatlier period, or to a larger industry, where
such conditions did not exist. By linking themselves to the larger history
of production and to the industry as a whole, where sweatshops were sup-
posedly an aberration, Pataki, Mazur, the NLC, and the Giffords were able

to posit the hope of salvation for themselves, their organizations, and the
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production process as a socioeconomic whole. Overall, the Kathie Lee cam-
paign neatly brought together histories of unionism, clearing of consumer
consciences, and othering garment workers in New York City factories and
third world EPZs. What about the power formations that go into these dis-
courses of transnationality?

Kathie Lee Meets Wendy Diaz

The Kathie Lee campaign was the most highly publicized battle over sweat-
shops in recent history, with its myriad press releases and television appear-
ances and its strange coalitions. The National Labor Committee acceler-
ated the level of coverage, bringing fifteen-year-old Wendy Diaz, a garment
worker from Global Fashion, to tour the United States in June 1996 and to
speak about working conditions. Diaz became the star witness for the abus-
es by Wal-Mart and Kathie Lee Gifford in Honduras, talking with activists,
students, and religious groups and testifying in front of the U.S. House
of Representatives Subcommittee on International Operations and Human
Rights. Diaz’s testimony in front of the congressional subcommittee de-
tailed conditions at the factory: “At Global Fashion, there are about 100
minors like me—thirteen, fourteen years old—some even twelve. On the
Kathie Lee pants, we were forced to work almost every day from 8:00 [a.m.]
t0 9:00 p.m. . . . Sometimes they kept us all night long, working.™3 Diaz’s
first publicized appearance in the United States was organized by the NLC
and UNITE, where she met Kathie Lee Gifford on June 6, 1996, at the
residence of John Cardinal O’Connor in Manhattan. This was symboli-
cally important, since Cardinal O’Connor had been a known advocate of
workers’ rights throughout his tenure as archbishop of New York.

Earlier protagonists in the Kathie Lee campaign—including Ker-
naghan, Mazur, Esperanza Reyes of the Committee for the Defense of
Human Rights in Honduras, and the Reverend David Dyson of the People
of Faith Coalition—attended the meeting and witnessed the discussion be-
tween Diaz and Gifford. Appropriately enough, since the meeting was held
at the archbishop’s residence, everyone involved offered apologies and for-
giveness, and all promised to do their part to end sweatshop abuses in the
garment industry. Diaz said to Gifford, “I hope you can help us put an end
to all this maltreatment. In that way we can have better treatment, better
wages, and I would like you to permit independent monitoring of the fac-
tory.”44 Diaz was asking Gifford directly to change the working conditions
that she had experienced at Global Fashions, publicly claiming a voice in
order to ask for a program of independent monitoring similar to the one in
place at Mandarin International in El Salvador.
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With this request to Gifford, Diaz shifted the terms of the debate back
to Honduras and to Global Fashions. Gifford’s response was both an exon-
eration of herself and the recognition of the morality of Diaz’s request. In
part, Gifford said: “I believe all children are God’s children. I had no idea
what was happening, but now that I know, I will do everything I can to help
you.™ In her statement, not only did Gifford affirm the rectitude of Diaz’s
cause, but she recalled her own dedication to children—as God’s—and em-
phasized her own innocence. Though Gifford promised to help Diaz, she
did not specify how. The discussion was not about industry conditions or
large-scale solutions; it was about Gifford’s individual morality and her per-
sonal pledge to Diaz.

Diaz and Gifford set the stage for other apologies and other moral com-
mitments, which took the form of resolutions. Although Wendy Diaz took
the courageous stand, brought her experiences to the United States, and
confronted Kathie Lee Gifford, other participants in the conference focused
on Gifford’s subject position. In this way, relations of class, race, and empire
were reinscribed through dominant gender formations that concentrated
on the morality of the white middle-class celebrity rather than on the cour-
age of the Honduran garment worker. Celebrating Gifford as a prime ally
and shifting from Global Fashions to the global garment industry, UNITE
president Jay Mazur said: “The struggle against sweatshops at home and
abroad has won a powerful ally in Kathie Lee Gifford. Let us hope that
Wal-Mart and other large retailers will now assume their corporate respon-
sibility to help clean up this industry.46 Charles Kernaghan continued to
center on Gifford’s subject position, in the form of an accolade:

Kathie Lee Gifford deserves tremendous credit and support for the major
step she has taken to defend worker and human rights by calling upon
Wal-Mart to return to the Global Fashion plant in Honduras and estab-
lish independent monitoring. The minute Global abides by the standards
of decency in the workplace, Wal-Mart’s return will be a watershed mo-

ment setting new human rights’ standards for the entire industry.%

After the accolade came Kernaghan’s apology to Gifford: “In our efforts to
defend the rights of children and women working in the assembly plants
of Central America, we never intended to hurt anyone personally and are
truly sorry for any pain caused to Kathie Lee Gifford and her family by this
work.”™8 Although Diaz’s and Kernaghan’s congressional testimonies about
Global, the complaints of Seo workers, and the conditions at each factory
were the material of the campaign, the final battle was over the salvation
of Kathie Lee Gifford and, secondarily, of Wal-Mart. The congressional
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testimonies Kernaghan and Diaz provided after the meeting at the arch-
bishop’s residence were, in many respects, the denouement of the story.

In this campaign, two women’s bodies were pitted symbolically against
one another—in the press, at the meeting in the archbishop’s residence—by
the campaign’s organizers. To have a fifteen-year-old Honduran girl travel
to New York City to say that the clothes with Kathie Lee Gifford’s name
and the brand name of Wal-Mart were made under inhuman working con-
ditions was a difficult blow—to Gifford’s name and to her credibility as a
symbolic mother and a television icon.

Although at the beginning of the campaign, when confronted with
working conditions at Global Fashions, Gifford had claimed that she did
not know about the factory conditions and, being neither the owner nor the
manager of the factory, could not be held responsible for the labor condi-
tions there, by the end she had become a prime weapon for activists in this
particular sweatshop battle. Gifford shifted the blame for conditions at Seo
and Global from herself and Wal-Mart to American consumers, manufac-
turers, and citizens. In this way, Gifford rhetorically was not only able to
salvage her (brand) name, but was also able to place herself at the center of
an American moral salvation narrative whose target was women and child
garment workers throughout the world. After meeting Diaz, Gifford stated:

Wendy Diaz has a message that compels every American consumer, every
American manufacturer and every American citizen to ask, “Under what
conditions are the products we buy being manufactured?” Her courage
is to be admired while her personal call to action is nothing less than
critical for the entire garment industry. Ms. Diaz needs to be heard by

everyone with a conscience.4®

Interestingly, not only were the “facts” presented in the U.S. Congtess sec-
ondary to this meeting between Gifford and Diaz, but the garment indus-
try, the working conditions, the garment workers, and the sites in San Pedro
Sula and Manhattan had, by the end of the campaign, dropped out of the
media(ted) battle.>

A Bonanza All Around?

These two cases of labor violations forced Gifford and her husband to hand
out money to workers in New York City and pushed Wal-Mart to accept
independent monitoring in Honduras. Gifford had stated that she would
employ independent monitors for working conditions at all factories pro-
ducing clothing for her brand, but an independent monitoring system was
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never put in place for the Kathie Lee line or for any of Wal-Mart’s clothing
lines. According to Wal-Mart policy:

Wal-Mart, not Kathie Lee or her company, chooses the suppliers that pro-
duce the Kathie Lee merchandise. The suppliers then select the factories,
which are inspected and must be certified before production begins. If
the factory fails in the certification, no merchandise is allowed to be pro-
duced in the factory. Wal-Mart and its suppliers ensure that all inspec-

tions are completed before any Kathie Lee merchandise is produced.>!
p y p

But after the promises were made and Gifford’s name brand was restored, the
press did not cover the follow-up, so the Wal-Mart policy never became
part of the official record of the Kathie Lee campaign.

The official record was made on the day of the June 6 meeting between
Diaz and Gifford. After the meeting in the archbishop’s residence, the at-
tendees issued a joint communiqué, whose ostensible subject was the gar-
ment industry as a whole. The communiqué stated that the group had
agreed to the following:

The challenge of eliminating sweatshops can only be met when corpora-
tions, governments, unions and concerned citizens assume their respon-
sibilities. By acknowledging the reality of labor abuse in the apparel in-
dustry and speaking out against it, Kathie Lee Gifford has admirably met
her responsibilities.

Workers, like those in the Global Fashions factory in Honduras, who
insist on exercising their legal and moral rights, should not be punished
by losing their jobs. ... Kathie Lee Gifford believes an independent
monitoring program . . . should be implemented so that abuses can end
and jobs can be protected.

Kathie Lee Gifford agreed that she would encourage Wal-Mart to re-
turn garment manufacturing to the Global Fashions factory providing
that conditions at the plant consistently meet standards that protect labor
and human rights and that conditions are monitored by independent or-
ganizations such as the Committee for the Defense of Human Rights in

Honduras.>?

It is telling that the communiqué focused mostly on Kathie Lee
Gifford. It did not address the efficacy of independent monitoring. Rather,
each point included a reference to Gifford, to her agency and her moral au-
thority; Kathie Lee’s humanity was privileged over that of the people who
worked in the garment factories supposedly at the center of the campaign.
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After the June meeting, Diaz continued her NLC-sponsored tour of
the United States. During that period, Diaz, Gifford, Kernaghan, repre-
sentatives from the U.S. Department of Labor, Honduran apparel manu-
facturers, child labor activist Craig Kielburger, and others testified in front
of the U.S. House of Representatives. Later that summer, Gifford and her
husband “pledged at a press conference with Labor Secretary Robert Reich
to lead a star-studded campaign against child labor and sweatshop condi-
tions the world over.”>3

The summer of sweatshops educated U.S. consumers, retailers, legisla-
tors, and television watchers about garment factories, sweatshop produc-
tion, and the possibility for hope, as embodied by Gifford and Diaz. Krupat
pointed out:

By the P. T. Barnum standard of name recognition, the publicity was a
bonanza all around. On the level of survival skills, these adversaries were
well matched. The Giffords had fame, money, and an adoring public on
their side; NLC had the moral authority of teenaged Wendy Diaz. Under
the circumstances, Kernaghan didn’t care too much about being villain-
ized. “We fight to win,” he says.>4

The publicity bonanza continued and drew in celebrities, CEOs, politicians,
and numerous media. On August 2, 1996, U.S. president Bill Clinton and
U.S. secretary of labor Robert Reich issued a joint statement at a White
House meeting attended by Phil Knight of Nike, Kathie Lee Gifford,
Senator Tom Harkin, and Representative George Miller. Clinton began the
meeting by lauding the fact that “our economy produced nearly 200,000
more new jobs [in the United States] in July.” He went on to say that “we
now have the economic equivalent of our dream team: strong growth, mil-
lions of jobs, low inflation, low unemployment and growing incomes.”>
Clinton’s opening statement at the White House meeting was planned
for the one-year anniversary of the discovery of the El Monte, California,
sweatshop.’¢ The presidential statement echoed the self-congratulatory
tone of those attending the June meeting at Cardinal O’Connor’s resi-
dence while at the same time celebrating Clinton’s own accomplishments.
In fact, Clinton’s speech framed the current meeting as part of the larger
success of the booming U.S. economy. Like the participants in the June
meeting, Clinton congratulated Kathie Lee Gifford: “When Kachie Lee
Gifford learned that some of the garments with her name on them were
being produced under terrible working conditions, she didn’t bury her head
in the sand. Instead she reacted quickly, decisively and responsibly. That is
what the rest of us must do as well.” Couching his statements by invoking
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U.S. history and notions of American character and saying, “Our nation
has always stood for human dignity and the fundamental rights of working
people,” Clinton outlined the program that was to begin with that White
House meeting. Clinton stated that the group of politicians, CEOs, union
and labor activists, and celebrities he had convened had agreed to do two
things: “First, they will take additional steps to ensure that the products
they make and sell are manufactured under decent and humane working
conditions. Second, they will develop options to inform consumers that the
products they buy are not produced under those exploitative conditions.” In
this statement, Clinton did not rule out exploitative working conditions—
he just promised to find ways to inform consumers of products that were
free of such conditions. Again, Clinton relegated working conditions to an-
other option for consumer choice.

Clinton was quick to emphasize that “human and labor rights are not
brand names. They are the most basic products of our democracy.” However,
he went on to cite the companies participating in the initiative, including
Phillips Van Heusen, L.L.Bean, Patagonia, Nicole Miller, Warnaco, Tweeds,
Frank and Kathie Lee Gifford, Liz Claiborne, and Nike. These companies,
Clinton said, “have pledged to live up to their responsibilities.” Now termed
the White House Apparel Initiative, the meeting, along with the statement
on fair labor practices, was the culmination of the Kathie Lee campaign.
With the initiative came the final triumph of the campaign, celebrating
the integrity of (particular) brand names, of American democracy, and, as
Clinton concluded, of “our free enterprise system.” Clinton’s free enterprise
system was populated by corporate good citizens, who “make America the
place that it ought to be, and set a standard for the entire world.” Central to
Clintonian corporate good citizenship are policies of neoliberal restructur-
ing, post-Fordist flexible accumulation, and a reconfiguration of the welfare
and national-developmentalist states.”’

After the Campaign

In Honduras, the independent monitoring project was never implemented
at Global Fashions, and it was declared a failure by unionists and activists at
the Kimi factory, where it was put into practice, for very much the same rea-
sons that I discuss in chapter 2 on the monitoring experiences at Mandarin
International in El Salvador.’® In Manhattan, Bonewco Fashions, who had
subcontracted the Kathie Lee goods to the now-closed Seo Fashions, paid
$19,623 in back wages to forty-five former employees of Seo, along with the
$22,000 in civil money penalties that had been assessed for the “repeat and
willful” violations.>® Seo Fashions was shut down, the workers were paid
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some of their back wages, and Kathie Lee became an example for other ce-
lebrities whose names were involved in garment production.

Working conditions in New York City’s garment industry, however,
remained abysmal. According to one activist with the Chinese Staff and
Workers Association (CSWA), “In [Flushing, Queens,] Manhattan’s China-
town, and Brooklyn’s Sunset Park, there are garment factories operating in
basements, in garages and in people’s homes. These are Latino, Chinese,
African-American workers, 40 to 50 percent of whom have noticeable health
problems” (Map 3).%° The conditions remain the same, and thousands of
people have been left out of the Kathie Lee campaign and its success story.
Even in its transnationality, the campaign continued to focus on branding
and corporate citizenship, and in the end it left the garment workers to fend
for themselves in an industry that had been changed very little despite the
media frenzy surrounding the summer of the sweatshop.

Back to New York City?

After the Kathie Lee campaign, the problem of sweatshop production in New
York City and Honduras was not solved. In New York City, in particular, the
light shed on the industry, along with Governor Pataki’s “hot goods” legisla-
tion, caused unforeseen complications. As Peter Kwong points out:

In August 1996 . .. Brooklyn District Attorney Charles Hynes con-
ducted his own raids on sweatshops in [Brooklyn’s] Sunset Park in co-
ordination with the New York State Labor Department, the New York
State Department of Finance, and the New York City Fire Department.
Dozens of officers, wearing bulletproof vests and armed with semi-
automatic weapons, smashed into the sweatshops, ordering everyone to

freeze, place their hands on the table, and keep silent.®!

Kwong documents that during the Sunset Park raids government
agents broke into employers’ offices to search through records. A number
of factory owners were arrested and taken into custody for “violating mini-
mum wage laws, flouting the tax code, and breaking factory fire and safety
regulations.” These actions, in and of themselves, were greatly needed, and
completely within the purview of New York State labor and fire regulations.
However, Kwong points out, “Workers were permitted to leave the factories
only after they were questioned, photographed, and their files reviewed.”?

This well-intentioned move by government agencies to improve work-
ing conditions and contribute to the eradication of sweatshops in New York
City reinforced immigrants’ own fears about their legal status, work permits,
and residency. In written testimony, one undocumented worker stated that
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Map 3. Map of New York Ciry, featuring the garment districts of Manhattan,
Flushing, Queens, and Sunset Park, Brooklyn. These neighborhoods have the
highest concentration of garment factories and are also home to large Chinese
and Latino immigrant communities, the source of much of the labor force for

these factories. Courtesy of Rutgers Cartography.

the police never explained that the raids were targeting the employers of the
factory, who were violating labor, fire, and tax laws.®3 An unintended conse-
quence of the campaigns was that immigrant garment workers in New York
City were left without jobs, and more were afraid to speak out about work-
ing conditions because of their fear of U.S. Immigration and Naturalization
Service (INS) interventions that would deprive them of jobs.
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The “hot goods” Brooklyn raids were carried out at the same time as
a series of INS raids on New York factories. In 1996, over two thousand
people were arrested in New York City for not possessing the correct govern-
ment documents allowing them to work in the United States. One woman,
Mara, who was interviewed after an INS raid on a Manhattan sweatshop,
described being handcuffed and arrested, after which she was taken to
a jail in eastern Pennsylvania and asked to pay $2,000 for her release or
face deportation within two weeks. The overcrowded factory in which she
worked—there was no room for even one more sewing machine—was cited
for several health violations, including no ventilation, unusable toilets, no
drinking water, and no emergency exits.

However, INS commissioner Doris Meissner, who had been confronted
by UNITE about the practice of arresting workers for lack of papers while
ignoring labor and health violations, laid the blame for sweatshops on the
workers. Meissner said: “We’re not going to permit this exploitation, but
workers have to speak up and tell us about these abuses. . . . The reason
why we’re having these raids is to make sure that every day there are less
undocumented workers, and although the process may last a long time, the
ultimate goal is deportation.” Neatly targeting garment workers rather than
the managers and owners of factories, Meissner reasoned that INS raids
were, in fact, helping to get rid of sweatshops, since without undocumented
workers, there would be no labor abuses in the garment industry.®4

Because the Sunset Park raids by New York State under the “hot goods”
legislation were mistaken by workers as INS raids, the response to them
in the Sunset Park community was marked by unforeseen class alliances.
According to Kwong, while no factory owners contested the charges that
they violated the minimum wage, nor did they dispute the fact that their
factory conditions were those of sweatshops, they accused the district attor-
ney’s office of racism for targeting only Chinese-owned factories. The owners
spread the rumor throughout the community that the raids were, in fact, to
target and arrest undocumented workers. Although the raids ostensibly had
been carried out to protect workers and improve working conditions, the
next week saw a demonstration in Sunset Park of fifteen thousand Chinese
workers carrying banners with slogans such as: “Garment Factory Is the
Heart of Chinatown’s Economy,” “Against Arbitrary Arrest,” and “We Need
Our Jobs.” Kwong argued that the workers had no choice but to march,
since their employers closed the factories for a couple of hours that day and
paid workers to show up for the protest. The factory owners threatened that
employees would be fired if they did not attend. To observers, however, this
seemed to be a show of ethnic solidarity that proved that “Chinese workers
really did not mind working under sweatshop conditions.”®
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The Kathie Lee campaign was portrayed as a story of successful trans-
national organizing, but it is important to point out the gender, race, class,
and citizenship hierarchies that produced the success. Kathie Lee Gifford
was transformed from a sweatshop sinner to a white woman savior of brown
women and children garment workers throughout the world, while George
Pataki was able to pass “hot goods” legislation that could promote New
York as a past and present defender of working men, women, and children.
Bill Clinton appointed a group of prominent retailers and labor activists
to come up with the FLA, while the corporations participating in the FLA
were touted as good citizens and the garment industry was symbolically pu-
rified of the taint of sweatshops. Even Wal-Mart’s profits grew. According
to John Lupo, Wal-Mar¢’s senior vice president and general merchandise
manager for apparel, “We had the best numbers ever in May [1996], so
there was no impact at all [from the Kathie Lee protests].” At the same
time, Lee Scott, Wal-Mart’s executive vice president for merchandise, an-
nounced a new line of Kathie Lee curling irons and hair dryers. The only
anomalies were Global Fashion in Honduras, where independent monitor-
ing was never implemented, and Sunset Park, Brooklyn, where garment
workers protested the “hot goods” actions and asked to keep their jobs.

Spin, Glohalization, and the Nation-State

Wal-Mart came out of its sweatshop scandal of 1996 with more credibility
than it had before, as did the NLC, while Kathie Lee Gifford has been able
to remake herself into a champion for children’s and workers’ rights.®¢ The
consequences of these campaigns, however, are messier than one would ex-
pect. What of the central anomalies to the success story? Why was Global
Fashions not placed under the auspices of independent monitoring—why,
in fact, was the production for the Kathie Lee line moved from Global
Fashions to Nicaragua? Why were “hot goods” raids carried out in Sunset
Park without communicating that working conditions were the target rath-
er than the workers’ immigration status? Why did Chinese garment work-
ers and employers take to the streets of Sunset Park to protest the raids?
When globalization is viewed as both the principal frame for action
and an (overarching) actor, the stage of action becomes global. Because
Honduras, Sunset Park, Seo, and Global Fashions were seen as aberrations
of globalization, they could be overlooked in their particularities even as
they remained at the center of protest. The global refers to, Jessop argues,
“a complex, chaotic, and overdetermined outcome of a multiscalar, multi-
temporal, and multicentric series of processes operating in specific struc-
tural contexts.”” These contexts are elided in the protest against the sweat-
shop. In the case of the Kathie Lee campaign, activists saw themselves as
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fighting against global entities: NLC director Charles Kernaghan pointed
out, “U.S. corporations want an open field for their globetrotting in search
of misery and low wages; the two always go hand in hand.”$

Neither globalized capital nor the sweatshop is as self-contained as they
are made to appear. Companies, in what Kernaghan called their “celebrity
endorsements and slick marketing campaigns,”® rely on national, regional,
and local structures of law, territorial boundaries, citizenship structures,
ethnic and racial exclusions, gender relations, and notions of community—
as do transnational, or globalized, protest campaigns. The subject position
of Kathie Lee Gifford was essential for both the production and protest
of sweated labor. Gifford served as the face of Wal-Mart and as the new,
salvaged face of the antisweatshop movement. In this way, both capital and
protest employed standard U.S. notions of gender, class, race, and mother-
hood as part of a global/transnational vocabulary. Gifford also was the main
protagonist in a quintessentially (neo)liberal story of individual struggle and
achievement. In this particular story, Kathie Lee Gifford fought against the
assaults to her name, was exposed to suffering, and then, through her hon-
esty and hardheadedness, won the day and the resulting capital profits.

The Honduran factory workers were embodied by Wendy Diaz, who
also embodied hierarchical U.S. notions of citizenship, race, gender, class,
and age. Diaz was a young, brown Central American woman who worked
in a sweatshop, therefore the perfect foil and perfect adversary for Gifford.
As Kernaghan pointed out:

When Kathie Lee Gifford came face to face with 15-year-old Wendy
Diaz and heard what it was like for her and other 12, 13 and 14-year-
olds to work for 13-hour days sewing Kathie Lee pants for Wal-Mart
in a Honduran factory—under armed guard, being screamed at to work
faster and earning only 31 cents an hour—Gifford responded as all de-

cent Americans would.”®

Diaz, upon meeting Gifford, confronting her, and, finally, taking part in
her forgiveness, also participated in her exculpation. In a parallel to garment
production, once Diaz’s work is done, Global Fashions is easily forgotten in
the celebration of Gifford and the day-to-day profit making of Wal-Mart.

George Pataki and Bill Clinton participated in attempts to reconcile
corporate imperatives with American morality and the structure of U.S.
laws. The actions of the U.S. nation-state appear as background—through
legislation, congressional committee meetings, presidential task forces,
trade laws, and, finally, raids on garment factories. These raids, and the
community responses to them, rested on racist, exclusionary, and hierar-
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chical formations of the U.S. nation-building process as part of Manifest
Destiny; the gendered, classed, and raced geography and community rela-
tions of New York City; the politics of immigration, citizenship, and na-
tional origin; and notions of the paternalistic state.

These formations exclude immigrants, conflate class with race, and
rely on law enforcement to maintain boundaries. The ultimate recourse to
force—in the guise of the law—can be seen in both the district attorney’s
raids looking for sweatshops and the INS raids looking for illegal workers.
It is also in this context that the march in Sunset Park was organized. In
this way, the ethnic, racial, and class boundaries of the nation-state were
maintained and reconfigured within New York City and between the
United States and Honduras. With the vindication of Kathie Lee Gifford,
neoliberal politics, and capitalist production relations, Global Fashions, Seo
Fashions, and poor brown women working in garment factories in Sunset
Park and Nicaragua could be safely set aside in the name of triumph during
1996’s summer of sweatshops.



4

Disciplining Bodies

The notion that the global economy is both the site and the object of post-
Fordist labor regulation mobilizes a spatial and conceptual shift from the
terrain of the national to that of the transnational. This shift produces
transnational discipline as an erasure of all that has come before; the project
of making the new global worker is fundamentally different from earlier
Fordist disciplinary projects that produced national forms of subjectivity.
In this chapter, I move away from notions of the erasure, replacement, or
supplanting of disciplinary forms to engage with site-specific practices of
regulation and discipline both within the global productive processes of the
garment industry and within the politics of transnational protest. Are there
particular transnational practices of labor regulation and discipline?!

The previous chapters offered critiques of globalized production and
transnational protest and the strategic and theoretical position of the shop
floor within these formations. Central to the critique offered in this chap-
ter is an examination of how the categories of gender, class, nation, race,
and history are deployed in the practices of transnational protest campaigns
and in the literature on social movements, globalization, and the new inter-
national division of labor. In my examination of the geography and produc-
tion practices of the garment industry and the specific relations of the shop
floor, processes that are apparently transnational in nature depend on local
histories, geographies, laws, and projects of nation-state building,.

The second part of my analysis involves the circulation and reproduc-
tion of brands, corporate and celebrity names, and the ways in which signs,
symbols, and representations of advertising reproduce—and add value to—

82
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capital. Once particular sets of abuses, disciplinary functions, and labor-
ing subjectivities are documented, how does such documentation manifest
itself at the level of the retail outlet, the corporation, the nation-state, or
the international arena? What is the position of the shop floor in relation to
public relations and advertising? How is the social reproduced within this
doubled process of added value: on the shop floor and in the retail outlet,
board room, advertising agency, and transnational protest campaign?

One effect of transnational labor protest and of the agendas set forth by
the groups organizing them is that workers’ rights are discussed in limited
ways. Bringing production processes into the purview of consumption and
advertising foreclose possibilities for understanding everyday practices of
discipline and subject formation on particular shop floors located in par-
ticular sites of nation-states, sociolegal formations, and transnationality.
How are the phenomena of EPZs and the militarization of work spaces—
with body searches of workers upon entering and leaving the workplace and
armed guards at factory entrances—addressed in the campaigns? How,
for example, are the disciplinary functions of the informal schools set up
in Bangladesh and the “learn to earn” programs for former child garment
workers related to advertising campaigns for Levi Strauss and Wal-Mart?

Abuse and the Global Sweatshop

The campaigns that I examine document a number of labor abuses and pro-
duction practices that mark current garment industry formations. Through
protest, the practice of witnessing, and the use of testimony—Dby people
who work in garment factories and by sympathetic “experts” such as de-
velopment practitioners, union organizers, and academics like myself spe-
cializing in labor relations—labor activists constantly redeploy a particu-
lar repertoire of workplace abuses as defining the new global sweatshop.
This process of documentation is carried out, for the most part, through
media-centered campaigns and the utilization of images in practices such
as culture jamming, which seek to debunk the power of corporate media
practices and representations through alternative critical advertising cam-
paigns.? Antisweatshop activists have carried out culture jamming on a
large scale through an explicit linking of corporate reputation and brand
names with production in sweatshops worldwide.

One example of the often-cited violations that are mobilized in cam-
paign after campaign is in the National Labor Committee’s description of
the Beximco Factory in Bangladesh’s Savar export processing zone outside
of Dhaka. Beximco workers faced conditions such as “forced overtime, 122
hours [a day], seven days a week, 80-hour work week . . . Paid less than %5 of
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the legal overtime rate. Not uncommon to be forced to remain in the factory
beyond 8:00 p.m., working a 24-hour shift right through the night. Days off
are very rare.”? Outside that repertoire are, for example, the militarization
and geographical isolation of most export processing zones and the high-tech
ways in which control, discipline, and limited access are maintained inside
and outside the zones. The Sarvar export processing zone, like the San Marcos
free trade zone outside San Salvador discussed in chapter 2, is located an hour
outside of the city by bus, in the middle of large fields, and is surrounded by
fences, locked gates, and an elaborate system of armed guards to restrict ac-
cess to those without “legitimate business” within the zone.

Because such militarization and isolation are structural factors central
to the everyday running of the EPZ, they cannot be cited as part of the
repertoire of the sweatshop; they are boundaries that frame the exceptional
space of the sweatshop in order to maintain it as outside the normalized
circuits of globalization. In this way, EPZs throughout the world depend on
the geographical and legal boundaries and contexts of the nation-states in
which they are situated in order to be part of globalized circuits of power.

Within the United States the boundaries of the new sweatshop are
drawn through the notion of force as an exception. The 1995 discovery of the
virtual enslavement of seventy-two Thai garment workers in an El Monte,
California, garment factory became definitive of the new U.S. sweatshop.
Julie Su, an attorney with the Asian Pacific American Legal Center, de-
scribed the conditions discovered at El Monte on August 2, 1995:

[A]bout 70 garment workers were found sewing for some of the nation’s
top manufacturers and retailers behind barbed wire with armed guards
and the threat of harm to their lives. They were being paid less than 60
cents an hour and were not permitted to leave. . . . They lived in crowded
conditions where they sewed in one room and then slept in another

room.4

Other conditions, cited in workers’ testimonies, videos, and activist media
spots, included the nonpayment of wages, scheduled and restricted bath-
room visits, and mandatory pregnancy tests and enforced birth control.
These conditions reflect earlier sweatshop conditions in the United States,
such as that of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory, where on March 25, 1911,
146 of 500 employees, mostly young, low-paid, women immigrant workers,
died when a fire broke out in the factory, which had insufficient safety pre-
cautions and no fire escapes. As a result, “the International Ladies’ Garment
Workers Union (ILGWU), the union to which some of the Triangle workers
belonged, stepped up its organizing efforts and fought to improve work-
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ing conditions for garment workers.”> The narrative of U.S. exceptionalism
within normalization of the global is troubled through a focus on the past
and present existence of sweatshops such as Triangle and El Monte in the
United States that employed women immigrant workers under oppressive
conditions.

This distinction between global and local sweatshop conditions repro-
duces the United States as the definitive site of both exception and global-
ization. Labor abuses that are left out of most sweatshop narratives include
factory fires and deaths of garment workers in Dhaka, documented in an
Asian-American Free Labor Institute (AAFLI) informational flyer on work-
place hazards:

The Sharaka Industries, Ltd., garment factory in a Dhaka suburb was a
fire trap. As usual, the main door was locked. The stairwells were too nar-
row. So it wasn’t surprising that, once ignited, the December 27, 1990,
fire quickly engulfed the workplace. The toll: twenty-five dead and about
one hundred others injured. Most of the dead and injured were women

and children.

The same flyer also highlighted a fire in a toy factory in Bangkok in which
188 people died and a series of fires and explosions in Taiwan and China.
All the examples pointed to locked doors, barred windows, and blocked pas-
sageways as contributing to the death tolls.® In Bangladesh, fires break out in
dozens of garment factories every year, killing hundreds of workers because
of locked doors and lack of fire escapes.” Other commonplace hazards that
are documented but not often well publicized include respiratory problems
from airborne dust and threads due to the lack of proper ventilation, and
repetitive stress injuries of arms, shoulders, and hands from working long
hours at a sewing machine.® Recent campaigns also revealed the lack of a
living wage among garment workers throughout the world—an important
subject, given the fact that in El Salvador, for example, most garment work-
ers are not even paid the legal minimum wage for the hours they work.?

El Monte’s horrific conditions, the fire hazards at factories in Bangkok,
Bangladesh, and China, the lack of a living wage in Central America, and
Beximco’s hyperexploitation of its workers are all examples of extreme force
in the process of labor extraction, superseding and supplementing everyday
disciplinary practices such as militarization, production quotas, and geo-
graphic isolation. They also serve to mark an apparent return to an earlier
age of sweated labor. The conditions cited as abusive are violations of inter-
national labor and human rights law and are therefore compelling to both
activists and consumers. The very enormity of these abuses marks them as
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media worthy; their shock value serves to affect the profitability of name
brands and logos for corporations and consumers. For this reason, such egre-
gious abuses are often cited within the repertoire of the global sweatshop.

Recognition of regimes of torture, abuse, and control in globalized pro-
duction sites of the garment industry is an essential first step to their rectifi-
cation. At the same time, these examples of extreme abuse are both ground-
ed in and reproduce a larger political economy of production, consumption,
and image making. In the conception of the new global sweatshop, the fig-
ure of the post-Fordist garment worker, who—for purposes of production
and consumption—has been portrayed as both a throwback to an earlier
period of sweatshops and as the new subject of globalization, is the cru-
cial subject of sweated labor. It is clear that by citing such conditions—and
subjects—as exceptions to the global, they can be relegated to the realm of
the excessive outside of normalized globalization.

Such regimes are neither simply a throwback to earlier moments nor
something completely new. The division of production practices into
Fordist and post-Fordist temporalities posits a continuist interpretation of
labor history in capital and, at the same time, obfuscates the ways in which
local histories, practices, and relations are brought into regimes of discipline
and reproduction. Body searches carried out at Mandarin International in
El Salvador, for example, although a common feature of garment factories
throughout the world, also mirror the tactics of anti-insurgency campaigns
during the recent war, thus mixing post-Fordist labor control with the
practice of wartime repression.!® These regimes of force and Foucauldian
disciplinary practices are products of everyday struggle, Fordist regulation,
Keynesianism, inequalities of income and access to media and retail outlets,
and empire, war, capital, public relations, and nation-building.

Sweatshop Abuse and Globalized Rectification

One form of global rectification of sweatshop abuse has been the institution
of corporate codes of conduct for labor conditions in garment industry sourc-
ing. I return to codes of conduct here to discuss their prevalence through-
out the industry and the awareness of these codes by retailers and factory
managers alike. In a 1996 U.S. Department of Labor survey of leading U.S.
manufacturers and retailers, thirty-seven of the forty-eight companies sur-
veyed provided copies of their codes of conduct.!! Conditions covered by
codes of conduct included the general Family Dollar Stores statement: “We
are committed to legal compliance and ethical business practices in all our
operations.” Some codes of conduct were more specific, prohibiting the use
of forced or child labor, prohibiting corporal punishment or sexual abuse of
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employees, and requiring compliance with fire safety regulations.!? In order
to ensure their competitiveness, especially in the face of the 2005 imple-
mentation of the Multifiber Agreement under the WTO that signaled the
end of quotas, individual factories in various countries have responded with
improvements of specific working conditions, such as the provision of puri-
fied water, ventilation fans, and clearly marked fire exits.

One factory manager of Brothers Fashions in Dhaka said that such
improvements—including forbidding the employment of children under
the age of fourteen—are implemented to attract orders from what he called
“first-class” companies like Tommy Hilfiger and Calvin Klein, although
neither of these has instituted codes of conduct.!® At Brothers Fashions, the
management made sure that people did not work for longer than ten hours
a day. Brothers’ managers also said that they planned to provide a medical
program, higher salary, and shared company ownership to the employees
to minimize the turnover rate and help the factory attract more lucrative
production contracts. The same general manager pointed out that such im-
provements in health and safety conditions are essential because “everyone is
conscious of political disturbances” that drive away the first-class companies.

But other factories have continued to operate even after having been
caught in severe violations of labor standards. In April 1996, a fire broke out
at Tri Mode France, Ltd., a garment factory occupying the second, third,
and fourth floors of a six-story complex in Mirpur, Dhaka. The fire spread
from Tri Mode to Suntex Fashions, a factory that produced sweat suits,
occupying the fifth and sixth floors of the building (Figure 5). According
to witnesses, the factory gates had been kept locked for the month before
the fire while new stairways were being built. When the fire broke out at
lunchtime, the few people who remained in the factory were trapped, and
twelve Suntex workers died.'¥ When I visited the factory three months later,
although Suntex had not reopened, Tri Mode was again producing sweaters
in the burned-out shells of its third and fourth floors (Figure 6). The fac-
tory space contained new knitting and sewing machines, supplies of yarn,
and people working in assembly lines. Tri Mode employees were working
to produce a shipment of sweaters for France in a charred building with ex-
posed wires and beams, water dripping from pipes, blocked stairwells, and
entire walls—formerly made of glass—that had been blown away and were
only gaping holes facing the outside of the building.

Labor violations and their rectification have naturalized the “science”
of Taylorist production regimes, often in the midst of fire, health, and safe-
ty violations and severe repression and exploitation of workers. While the
latter are a central part of antisweatshop activism, the former—scientific
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Figure 5. Outside the Tri Mode/Suntex factory complex in Dhaka, three months
after the fire. Jute cloths have been placed in the window frames in lieu of win-
dows. Even though the floors are burned out, work continues inside.
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Taylorism—contributed in a significant way to the process of corporate and
retail marketing. When Frederick Taylor wrote his Principles of Scientific
Management in 1911, his objective was “To point out . . . the great loss
which the whole country is suffering through inefficiency in almost all our
daily acts. . .. [T]he remedy for this inefficiency lies in systematic man-
agement.”? In the case of Suntex and Tri Mode, Taylorist management
techniques—including the necessity of getting orders out on time—were
being carried out within the burned-out shell of a building. Retailers depend
on subcontractors’ implementing Taylorist “principles of scientific manage-
ment” and use computerized tracking of production and design in order to
maintain the high turnaround rate for clothing timed for changing seasons,
fashions, and marketing strategies. Whereas the anticorporate campaigns
of image making rely on depictions of the “worst” abuses for success, corpo-
rate image making and branding regimes rely on the high turnaround and
centralized styling that computerized Taylorist regimes provide.

Taylor’s science assumes that people who work in factories lack basic in-
telligence, “either through lack of education or through insufficient mental
capacity,” who then require “scientific management,” where “fully one-half
of the problem is ‘up to the management.”!¢ Taylorist principles combine
standardization of production practices, the breakup of work into assembly

Figure 6. Garment workers produce sweaters bound for France in the burned-
out Tri Mode/Suntex factory complex, Dhaka.
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lines (each person doing one part of assembling the product over and over
again in short intervals), and strict hierarchies with close shop-floor super-
vision. Taylor describes his system of management:

By having a man . . . who understood this law [of scientific management],
stand over [a factory worker] and direct his work, day after day, until he
acquired the habit of resting at proper intervals, he was able to work at an
even gait all day long without unduly tiring himself. . . . The writer trusts
that it is now clear that even in the case of the most elementary form of

labor that is known, there is a science.!”

The application of “science” to production practices would not only increase
output, but also make “labor troubles of any kind, or a strike, impossible.”18
aylor summarized his science of management as follows:
Tayl dh f g t as foll

Harmony, not discord.
Cooperation, not individualism.
Maximum output, in place of restricted output.

The development of each man to his greatest efficiency and prosperity.!?

Taylorism has continued to dominate productive practices through the
current period. Figures 7-12 show the gendered divisions of labor that go
along with Taylorist organization: men work as material cutters, finishers,
inspectors, and packers, all of which are better-paying jobs; women work as
sewing machine operators, trimmers, and helpers. All of the managers in
Bangladesh with whom I talked about gender divisions on the shop floor
cited the cliché of women’s nimble fingers and told me that women were
“settled” and “passive” and could sit still at a sewing machine for hours on
end without complaining or even feeling it, while men were “active” and
“had” to work in jobs where they could move around and take breaks for
tea, cigarettes, and walking outside.?0

Labor on the factory floors is divided not only by gender and class but
also by age and experience. The youngest and oldest workers on the floor—
those without enough experience to operate the sewing machines and
those whose eyes and coordination are not as sharp after years of repetitive
sewing—are employed as helpers who trim and cut loose threads on finished
garments and bring more material for the machine operators to sew. These
multiple hierarchies are at work in all levels of production—from home-
based work subcontracted from small factories to larger factories, buying
houses, and retailers—and such hierarchies are maintained in the name
of transnational efficiency and flexible production practices. Global pro-
duction practices have, in fact, intensified Taylorism; divisions of labor in



Figure 7. Helpers, mostly young women who are apprentice sewing-machine
operators, trim excess thread from finished clothes in a garment factory, Dhaka.

Figure 8. Women working as machine operators and helpers in the production
line of a garment factory, Dhaka.



Figure 9. Women work through lunch to meet quota as others take a midday
break, Dhaka.

Figure 10. Men use jigsaws to cut cloth from patterns, Dhaka. They wear cloths
over their noses and mouths to protect their lungs from the fibers and dust that
permeate the factory.



Figure 11. Man supervising women garment workers, Dhaka. Production goals
are posted on the blackboard at the front of the factory. As the machine operators
sew, they can look at the board and see the hourly production goals and ro whar
extent these are being met. Supervisors move around the factory, observing work,
telling operators to work harder, correcting their work, and making sure they are
keeping up with individual production quotas over the course of the day.
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Figure 12. In Dhaka, women making baseball caps for the U.S. market. This facto-
ry, run by a former Oxfam employee, was considered a model in Dhaka: it provided
regular lunch hours, a day care room (which was never used), and a less stringent
production quota than other factories.
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production are now not confined to the factory floors but implemented
in commodity chains and multiple, transnational levels of subcontract-
ing that render labor organizing on a large scale complex and difficult to
carry out.

Discipline and Transnational Domination?

The Lenor garment factory, a recinto fiscal?' in Santa Elena, a town just
outside of San Salvador, combines Taylorism with piece-rate payment, anti-
unionization tactics, and computerized production. Every week, the factory
bulletin board posts the top ten workers—those who produced the most
pieces during the week—and the bottom five ineficientes—those with the
least output. According to the owner of Lenor, Arturo Carfas, an engineer by
training, there is a high turnover rate at the factory because he tries to “keep
the good ones and get rid of the bad ones” on a regular basis. In another
layer of labor discipline, the workers at Lenor are squeezed because, Carias
argued, he himself is being squeezed by the quota system that restricts the
number and type of items and the number of vendors that have access to
the U.S. market. The quota system is the everyday term for the Multi-Fiber
Agreement of 1974, a piece of U.S. legislation that delineated the number
and types of clothing imports into the United States.?? The agreement was
adopted globally by industrialized countries in the 1980s. This agreement
detailed the number and type of garments that could be exported to the
United States and Europe from any given country over the course of a year.
It was replaced on January 1, 2005, with the Multifiber Agreement, which
ended national quotas and allowed any country to export any amount and
type of clothing and textiles as long as there was demand in the receiving
country. Before 2005, the quota allowances, according to Carias, would
go to those companies that were part of the export pandilla (gang), who
networked with and supported each other and maintained connections to
U.S.-based retailers.?

I spent a day at the Youngone Fashions factory, located just across
the road from the Beximco factory, inside Bangladesh’s Savar EPZ on
the outskirts of Dhaka. In a parallel to Lenor’s posting of ineficientes, the
Youngone factory posted, at each workstation and assembly line, large,
color-coordinated tally sheets on poles to monitor production levels. The
tally sheets are stationed above the people seated at sewing machines and in
finishing areas, at the eye level of managers, buyers, and others who walk
around the factory observing production processes. Each color code signi-
fies overall production levels, the level of coordination among people work-
ing on a particular line, and how well individual workers are doing rela-
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tive to the daily production goal.? Whenever an individual worker, or an
entire line, is behind the daily production goal set by management, people
are required to stay extra hours to complete the goal. Since the production
goals at Youngone, like those in every factory I have entered, are usually
impossible to meet in an eight-hour day, people are forced to work overtime
without compensation in order to keep their jobs. Payment by the piece is
one way that garment manufacturers—such as Seo Fashions in New York
City—are able to avoid paying minimum wage. With production goals os-
tensibly aimed at an eight-hour day, overtime is considered making up for
inefficiency, and people are paid only for that set number of pieces, no mat-
ter how long it takes to produce them. Piecework is part of a system of disci-
plinary functions—tally sheets, quotas, management surveillance, and the
posting of the names of inefficient workers—that are part of the repertoire
of conditions in the ideal sweatshop; they are all central to the everyday
production of garments throughout the world.

Youngone Fashions, a South Korea—based company and the largest
garment-manufacturing company working in Bangladesh, employs 5,200
people at the Dhaka site and another 13,400 employees in Chittagong. The
Dhaka building, owned by Youngone, is an enormous red brick edifice. Its
six floors contain eighty-five production lines; a water treatment plant; a fa-
cility that designs, produces, and dyes synthetic materials; and its own com-
puterized design area. The design area houses industrial engineers, computer-
generated cutting and pattern planning, silkscreen, and embroidery.
Youngone seems to be an ideal Taylorist, (post-)Fordist production site; it
maintains daily disciplinary functions on a large scale and produces for re-
tailers in the United States, Europe, and throughout East Asia. Youngone
also has an on-site health clinic for workers and their families, a cafete-
ria that provides its employees with lunch—consisting of rice, lentils, and
sometimes vegetables, meat, eggs, or fish on the side—and, for those work-
ing overtime, an evening tiffin (lunchbox) with tea and bananas. Because
the majority of Youngone’s orders come from Nike, for which it produces
athletic clothing and outerwear in Dhaka and shoes in Chittagong, the Nike
code of conduct for labor practices is posted on a large board inside the fac-
tory entrance in both Bangla and English. However, in the Bangla version,
the line guaranteeing the “rights of free association and collective bargain-
ing” is missing.?> Managers at Youngone justified the omission because the
EPZ bylaws forbid unionization. Instead, the factory assigned counselors to
the workers, and eventually an in-house union would be created to “discuss
grievances and know about and deal with disgruntled workers.”2¢

It is impossible to enter the Youngone factory without prior permission.
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One has to pass through a guarded gate at the EPZ entrance and then
through the Youngone factory’s own guards and checkpoints. Entering
the site with official permission is to participate in a particular form of
Mitchell’s concept of “enframing” of factory life.?”

The factory and its inhabitants were presented to me as a bounded site,
and I was the objective observer. Everything in the factory was laid out,
presented, for my viewing and consumption. I was able to enter through
the connections offered to me by fictive kinship—a complex network of
relationships, acquaintances, and an elision of Bengali relationship ties—as
the sister-in-law of the factory’s Bangladeshi assistant manager, whom I had
never before met. In fact, I was not aware of the existence of the assistant
manager until the day before my visit, when a nephew of my aunt told me
that he had made arrangements for me to visit the factory on the following
day. The executive vice president of the factory, Don Hamilton, was a British
man who took my relationship to the assistant manager—of brother/sister-
in-law—at face value. Everyone knew that I was writing a book on the gar-
ment industry that looked at gender and labor practices, and they allowed
me inside despite this and because of my ostensible kinship with the as-
sistant manager. In this way, Hamilton assumed formal family ties rather
than the tenuous, fictive, recent—and, in fact, momentary—relationship
that it was.

Don Hamilton had worked for forty years in garment manufacturing
as a buyer in Hong Kong and a factory manager in Nicaragua, El Salvador,
Guatemala, Costa Rica, and, most recently, Jamaica. Although willing to
meet visitors, Hamilton was suspicious of my intentions. After providing an
accounting of production levels, the number of employees, and worldwide
export data, along with a history of Youngone in Bangladesh, Hamilton
asked, “Are you one of those rabble-rousing bluestockings, come around to
destroy our livelihoods?” He went on to say that if I were a do-good union
organizer or an undercover reporter, he would make sure that, if I were
to expose Youngone, the assistant manager—my fictive brother-in-law—
would be fired. At this point, nearly ten years later, the situation on the
ground has shifted to such an extent that I can finally discuss Youngone in
a public medium. If the gates of Sarvar and Youngone were a physical mani-
festation of production discipline, Hamilton’s accusatory performance and
his attempt to link my family ties with my ethical stance added another,
more personal layer to the disciplinary structure at Youngone.

During the initial meeting, before allowing entry into the factory,
Hamilton provided me with a copy of an article from the February 5, 1998,
Asia edition of T7me magazine that documented sweatshop abuses in the
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U.S. protectorate of Saipan, in the Northern Mariana Islands. Hamilton
told me that most people allowed their preconceptions to rule over judg-
ment when dealing with labor conditions, and since clothing made in
Saipan was labeled “Made in USA,” it was easy for companies to hide abu-
sive working conditions. Hamilton went on to argue that while clothing
made in Bangladesh was of higher quality and working conditions were
much better, the “Made in Bangladesh” label was, in effect, bad publici-
ty for clothing makers that had to be countered by higher than average
workplace standards. The stigma of the “Made in Bangladesh” label was
compounded, he argued, by the problems of protecting intellectual prop-
erty and building up infrastructure for shipping and transportation and the
refusal of the “United States and European public .. . . to pay for clothes;
they want [everything] cheaper.”

My tour of the factory site was already being constructed through
Hamilton’s discussion of the industry and of his own and Youngone’s posi-
tion as part of the industry. Hamilton went on to say that there was no time
to work on “cultural traditions, [such as] yelling and screaming at under-
lings. [Even though] foreign bosses try to cure it, it will take hundreds of
years to get rid of the cultural thing.” Hamilton used racism and colonialist
notions of culture to pathologize working conditions at Youngone, placing
the blame for abuse on Bangladeshi culture rather than on production im-
peratives. This echoes debates in El Salvador, where factory owners, govern-
ment representatives, and the media blame Taiwanese and Korean manag-
ers of maquilas for worker abuse—despite the fact that physical abuse and
daily disciplinary functions are common in factories owned by Taiwanese,
Korean, Salvadoran, and U.S. companies—in an attempt to displace abuse
onto racist notions of culture and backwardness. In another racist attempt
at cultural pathology, this time combined with Foucauldian surveillance
practices, Hamilton added that besides monitoring the workforce to look
for signs of unhappiness among Youngone workers—a clear reference to
union-busting practices—there were counselors available who would “patrol
the dining hall to make sure [the employees] use spoons to avoid staining
the garments.” Since most Bangladeshis eat with their hands, this was an at-
tempt to single out eating practices, unionization attempts, and verbal abuse
as distinctly Bangladeshi and particularly “cultural,” ills that Hamilton
insisted could be cured through (his own British) foreign intervention.

Hamilton and the assistant managers went on to enumerate the various
features of the factory that put it ahead of its competitors with regard to
working conditions. Within the factory, which makes outerwear for Nike,
Tommy Hilfiger, L.L. Bean, Elan, Land’s End, and EMS, there is a facility
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to produce padding, down processing, and dye processing and a water treat-
ment plant with its own electrical generator, separate from the generator
used for the rest of the factory. Since the materials used in outerwear are
flammable, there are two people on every floor who are trained in fire emer-
gencies, and fire drills ensure that 5,200 people can take off their shoes and
exit the six-story building in less than five minutes.

The Youngone factory was close to the Taylorist ideal, right down to
the management’s conviction that if it is aware of unhappy employees and
is able to monitor shop-floor relations at all times, then it can avoid union-
ization of the workforce. Hamilton said, “Well-managed companies will
work with unions and with workers, and there will be no labor problems.
Without the [on-site] counselors, who patrol the factory throughout the day
to determine [whether] people [are] sitting around, there would be labor
unrest.” Hamilton maintained that it was his forty years of experience in
the garment industry that enabled the Youngone factory to work to produc-
tion capacity, systematically and with high quality control. Hamilton clear-
ly posited himself as a Taylorist hero, where his management style, com-
bined with constant surveillance and other disciplinary practices, served to
keep workers on target. Employees are happy, Hamilton said, because of the
services provided by the company and because of amenities such as Hindi
film music that is piped in through the intercoms to the shop floors and the
buses that transport people to and from work on a daily basis.

Youngone is publicly listed on the South Korean stock exchange, but
none of its work is done in Korea. Nike has a liaison office in Bangkok from
which they subcontract work to factories like Youngone. Hamilton point-
ed out that Youngone has employed fifteen Bangladeshi college-graduate
women to help with orders, design, and merchandising. The industry,
Hamilton argued, “is run by women because they are more dedicated to
work and have a feel for the industry. We have women [sewing machine] op-
erators and men [pattern] cutters.” The new international division of labor,
with its gender, race, and classed hierarchies, is made clear by Hamilton,
who said, “The company is run by Bengalis,” without noting his own posi-
tion as the British executive vice president and the majority of stockholders
who are South Korean. He concluded: “The garment industry is notorious
for chasing around the world for the lowest wages, milking it dry, and mov-
ing on for lower wages. Youngone is not like that; we have invested in this
country for better or for worse.”

This notion of “for better or for worse,” a reference to Christian mar-
riage vows, shows the heterosexist underpinnings of the NIDL: women
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work in low-paying jobs supposedly to supplement the earnings of the male
breadwinners in their households, and Youngone is married to Bangladesh
in order to produce garments and reproduce capital. The story of Youngone’s
investment in Bangladesh “for better or for worse” was repeated to me over
and over throughout the day. During my time at the factory, I was given
lunch and countless cups of tea, and I was told that I could talk to whom-
ever I liked and could ask as many questions as I wanted about any subject.
It is important to note that throughout my visit to Youngone I was accom-
panied by several managers who commented on and discussed what I saw
on the factory floor, in Bengali and English. With Hamilton we exclusively
spoke in English, and with the women working on the floor we spoke con-
sistently in Bengali. All the while, Hamilton’s warning about the potential
consequences of my use of the information provided about the factory was
reverberating in the back of my mind.

The management presented Youngone as the ideal work site. Even when
I asked them questions about the Harkin Bill, child labor, or working con-
ditions at the factory, managers were quick to say that Youngone was not
guilty of the violations that were part of the industry as a whole. Hamilton
first mentioned “labor unrest” when we were touring the cafeteria site. As
he was telling me about the food provided and the structure of the lunch
period, Hamilton said that there had been a protest by the workers over the
type of lentils (dal) they were given with their rice at lunch. He said that
one of the cooks hired by Youngone had been from Chittagong and had
made dal according to a Chittagong recipe. Hamilton told me, “Since most
of the Youngone employees are from the Dhaka area, when the cook from
Chittagong made dal in the Chittagong style, the recipe wasn’t up to the
workers’ par. We had a bit of labor unrest over the issue of Chittagong dal.”
Hamilton went on to assure me that the “unrest” was settled by the ubiq-
uitous counselors, who encouraged him to eventually fire the Chittagong
cook. Over the course of the day, various Youngone managers brought
up the question of labor unrest again and again, always blaming it on the
Chittagong-style dal.

Later, after the factory floors had closed and thousands of employees
had left for the day, the managers told me that in 1997 Youngone had not
continued its annual tradition of giving employees new calendars for Eid ul-
Milad, the Muslim holiday celebrating the Prophet Muhammad’s birthday.
Because there were no calendars that year, there was more unrest: they told
me that hundreds of workers stormed the main office and locked several
managers inside to protest the lack of calendars. Hamilton corrected the
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account, saying that it was not Youngone workers who locked the manage-
ment in the office; rather, it was the work of “outside agitators, looking to
stir up trouble among Youngone employees.” While recounting the story of
calendars, locked-up management, and outside agitators, Hamilton darkly
attributed the outside agitation to the Beximco factory just across the street
from Youngone. He said that since working conditions at Youngone were so
much better than those at Beximco, the Beximco management wanted to
make Youngone look bad to buyers—hence, the calendar protest. Clearly,
there was more to the story of labor unrest than dal or calendars; the very
fact that everyone was so willing to talk about it at such length and constant-
ly cite dal recipes was a clue that I needed to find out what was going on.

The combination of the end of the working day and Hamilton’s broach-
ing of labor unrest opened up discussion by the managers around the ques-
tion of outside agitators. Hamilton repeated his praise of the on-site “coun-
selors,” a term he used interchangeably with factory “social workers,” clearly
part of the widespread system of surveillance instituted at the factory and
connected to the deletion of the right to organize from the code of conduct
posted at the factory’s entrance. Without the presence of the counselors,
Hamilton told me, the outside agitators would have fomented labor unrest.
In the midst of this discussion, during which I mostly listened to the man-
agers talking to each other—performing for me as their sole audience—one
of them left the room and came back with a blue winter jacket with a big
Nike logo “swoosh” on the back. He offered the jacket to me, saying “Bhabi
[sister-in-law], we want to present this to you as a gift, so that you will re-
member us after you leave the factory and Bangladesh.” I refused the jacket,
thanking them and saying that I could not accept a gift from them since I
had been at the factory as an observer, for research purposes; it would not
be right for me to accept the jacket.

Following a thirteen-hour tour of Youngone, the managers wanted to
take me out to dinner to continue our conversation and describe the labor
unrest that had erupted, they said, over the “small” matters of Chittagong
dal and Eid calendars. Hamilton explained, “Youngone workers have the
best conditions in Bangladesh, and because we spoil them so much—with
free cafeteria food, social workers, a factory health clinic, bus system, and
a formal wage scale—they take advantage by complaining about the small
things.” The daylong presentation of Youngone by its executive vice presi-
dent and numerous managers, assistant managers, and counselors showed
clearly the structures and practices of discipline, surveillance, and modes of
protest that were part of the everyday workings of the factory. My discus-
sions with the management of Youngone also brought to the fore questions
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of symbolic violence, disciplining, and my own intellectual, moral, and po-
litical compromise.

Symbolic Violence, Discipline, and Field Research

Bourdieu defines symbolic violence as one of “the elementary forms of
domination, in other words, the direct domination of one person by an-
other,” which are employed when a “social machine . . . has not yet devel-
oped the power of self-perpetuation.” In this situation, Bourdieu argues,
the “dominant class” has to “work directly, daily, personally, to produce
and reproduce conditions of domination which are even then never entirely
trustworthy.” Bourdieu goes on to say:

Thus the system contains only two ways (and they prove in the end to be
just one way) of getting and keeping a lasting hold over someone: gifts
or debts, the overtly economic obligations of debt, or the “moral,” “af-
fective” obligations created and maintained by exchange, in short, overt
(physical or economic) violence, or symbolic violence—censored, euphe-

mized, i.e., unrecognizable, socially recognized violence.?8

Since this symbolic violence is domination exercised in its “elementary
form, i.e., directly between one person and another, it cannot take place
overtly and must be disguised under the veil of enchanted relationships.”?
My encounter with the Youngone management was marked by multiple
forms of discipline and symbolic violence. Symbolic violence was played
out through the fiction of kinship ties, my eating food provided by them,
and their offering me the gift of a jacket. We can see the same relations
on the factory floor, through the cafeteria and provision of lunch for the
Youngone workers, and even in the Eid ul-Milad calendars, which is why,
I would argue, the managers focused so much on these in our discussions.
The jacket, as a gift and as a commodity, was marked by capitalist relations
of production and consumption. It was the product of Youngone workers’
labor and was branded with the Nike logo. Their very treatment of me as
both researcher and guest was part of the process of disciplining me and the
narrative I would build upon leaving the building.

Thislocalized mode of discipline—among individuals—was at the same
time transnational. During my dinner with the managers, their discussion
of labor unrest opened up—beyond dal and calendars—and became more
explicit, including a lockout of the Youngone workers by the management,
the use of paramilitary forces to beat up workers, and the imprisonment of
those who led a unionization drive. This is part of what Bourdieu describes
as the “intelligible relation—not a contradiction—between these two forms
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of violence [overt (physical or economic) violence and symbolic violence],
which coexist in the same relationship.”3°

While the managers were joking over dinner about the summer of 1997
and the labor unrest, I interrupted and asked if there was, in fact, more to
the story than what they had told so far. Hamilton, laughing, asked, “You
really don’t know what happened last July, do you?” I asked them to tell
me what happened, and all of them started laughing, finally deferring to
Hamilton, who told me about the six thousand workers who were locked
out of the factory and the workers who were beaten up by local security
guards and police forces.

Bourdieu argues that there is an intelligible relation between overt vio-
lence and symbolic, censored, euphemized violence. He argues,

Hence, the censorship to which the overt manifestation of violence, espe-
cially in its naked economic form, is subjected by the logic characteristic
of an economy in which interests can only be satisfied on condition that

they be disguised in and by the strategies aiming to satisfy them.3!

In chis case, Youngone management’s veiled allusions to unrest and the jok-
ing way in which the story of the lockout was told were part of a structure
disguising relations of domination. Earlier in the day, the managers had
told me about discrete moments of unrest, caused by insignificant things
like the spices used in food or the giving of calendars. Later, at dinner, they
went on to say that the summer before had seen a massive lockout of six
thousand Youngone workers after they had barricaded the management in
their offices for hours on end and presented a list of demands about wages,
forced overtime, bathroom access, and the unreachable daily produc-
tion quotas—not about calendars and dal recipes. The managers told me
that none of the problems would have happened if security and employee
screening had been tighter because the problems had been caused by a few
troublemakers who had “infiltrated” the Youngone factory in the guise of
“legitimate” employees. They said that the factory was under investigation
by the Nike headquarters because the union organizers had reported the
incident to European activists who had then complained to Nike.

When I asked what specifically Nike was investigating, Hamilton told
me that police and paramilitary forces had been called in to suppress the
“riots” that resulted from the lockout. Several people were held in detention
by the local police after being beaten up by the paramilitary forces called in
to take control of the situation; nine of them were still being held—more
than six months later. In fact, according to a July 14, 1997, article in the
Dhaka newspaper Independent, more than three hundred Youngone work-
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ers had been injured in attacks by police armed with long sticks, and fifty
workers had to be admitted to local clinics for injuries. The nine workers
still in detention the following January were held under the Special Powers
Act, which enables the government to detain people on the grounds of mere
suspicion. It was this hidden story of workplace repression that the managers
were trying to finesse by inviting me to the factory, calling me sister-in-law,
giving me tours, lunch, dinner, and offering me a jacket as a parting gift.

Bourdieu points to such symbolic violence as part of the precapitalist
economy. I disagree with his progressivist narrative that pits the “modern”
against “pre-capitalist”; such mechanisms of domination are central to power
formations in all sites. It is useful, all the same, to theorize the ways in which
Foucault’s arguments about discipline, surveillance, and governmentality
are accompanied by Bourdieu’s analysis of symbolic violence. Bourdieu
points out,

Because the pre-capitalist economy cannot count on the implacable, hid-
den violence of objective mechanisms, it resorts simultaneously o forms of
domination which may strike the modern observer as more brutal, more
primitive, more barbarous, or at the same time, as gentler, more humane,

more respectful of persons.

Youngone, both in its everyday practice and in the course of my visit to the fac-
tory, manifests this combination of symbolic violence and governmentality.
Hamilton told me that there would be no more problems of “labor un-
rest” at Youngone since they had “gotten rid of” all of the “troublemakers”
after the lockout. According to the European activist organization Clean
Clothes Campaign, who wrote a letter in favor of the detained Youngone
workers, Hamilton confirmed the “termination” of ninety-seven workers
while “complacently [referring] to certain facilities provided to workers at
Youngone Hi-Tech, such as transportation and a subsidized lunch.”3? The
Youngone lockout and firing of its workers and the use of paramilitary forces
against the protesting Youngone employees were much more carefully docu-
mented outside Bangladesh than inside the country, and the memory of the
1997 lockout was preserved by European activists. Why has such a large
conflict been suppressed or forgotten by both Bangladeshi working women
and more generally within Bangladesh? I think it has precisely to do with
the combination of symbolic violence, outright force, and Foucauldian dis-
cipline that I experienced during my time at the factory—added to which
is the national dependence on the garment industry and the positioning of
garments as the national development model I discussed in chapter 1.
When I left the managers at Youngone after the dinner, they pushed the
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Nike jacket into my hands. In the end, I accepted it and then gave it away
immediately afterward. The gift of the jacket and the threat of firing my
fictive brother-in-law were supposed to mask, be other than and be outside
of, the relations of physical violence and economic extraction that marked
Youngone—the Nike swoosh would seal the pact. Within Bangladesh, the
story of Youngone did not receive much attention because of the same pro-
cess of masking physical or direct domination. It was not widely covered
by the national media, nor was it discussed in the communities of garment
workers with whom I talked. Youngone is Bangladesh’s number-one foreign
investor. As the Clean Clothes Campaign points out:

[Youngone] operates nine factories in two export processing zones, one
near Dhaka and one near the port of Chittagong. Moreover, as a national
weekly recently reported, Youngone is the principal sponsor of an export-
processing zone (the KEPZ) yet to be built. “More than 1.2 billion dol-
lars would be invested at the KEPZ over 10 years in 130 factory units by
investors from across the world.” . . . This KEPZ is scheduled to employ

more than a hundred thousand workers.34

Relations of domination, in the form of structures of capital, the impera-
tives of the developmentalist state, and the need for employment, won the
day against potential public outrage over the treatment of the five thousand
workers at Youngone.

Discipline and the Legacies of Counterinsurgency

In the case of El Salvador, the larger structures of capital, the imperatives
of the developmentalist state, and the need for employment combine with
the particular legacy of the civil war and the U.S.-sponsored counterinsur-
gency campaigns in the country, which I discussed in chapter 2. During the
Salvadoran civil war, the U.S. government, under the Reagan administra-
tion, in conjunction with the USAID and the AIFLD, carried out a number
of development and labor organizing projects that have shaped political-
economic relations in present-day El Salvador. These projects, in addition
to combating the FMLN insurgency in El Salvador over the course of the
1980s, set up the legal framework for free trade zones and bonded areas
and for postwar labor repression. The legacy and practical effects of U.S.
counterinsurgency policy are part of parallel projects of neoliberal restruc-
turing that took place in other parts of the world.

EPZs and FTZs throughout the world grant corporations tax incen-
tives, a guarantee of nonunionized labor, transport subsidies, and other
promotional policies to attract companies to set up production facilities.



DISCIPLINING BODIES 10§

Union movements worldwide have been destroyed through corruption,
dependence on particular political parties, and on the regional counter-
parts of AIFLD, e.g., the Free Trade Union Institute (FTUI), the African-
American Labor Center (AALC), and AAFLI. In El Salvador, particularly,
these projects exemplified the convergence of “low-intensity warfare”—the
U.S.-supported proxy wars throughout Central America in the 1980s—and
neoliberal political economy. Hugh Byrne points out that U.S. strategy in
Central America combined “military assistance to stop and ultimately defeat
the Salvadoran insurgents [and] the diplomatic track” with “political and
economic reforms in El Salvador and elsewhere [and] the Caribbean Basin
Initiative to win congressional backing and the support of regional leaders.”

In El Salvador the labor movement was both a central battleground and
a key player in the civil war. Fitzsimmons and Anner argue that the politi-
cal polarization that occurred during the civil war in El Salvador affected
all aspects of civil society.3® In the case of labor organizing, the unions that
were most politicized during the war, with links either to the leftist guerrilla
group FMLN or to the U.S.-sponsored counterinsurgency project funded by
AIFLD, had the most difficulty shifting their organizing agendas. Only those
unions and nongovernmental organizations that were either politically unaf-
filiated during the war or more independent by the war’s end were well able
to carry out organizing projects in a number of industries. This weakening of
large sectors of organized labor, combined with the move to export-oriented
garment production—through the proliferation of zonas francas and recintos
fiscales—throughout the country, led to serious barriers to organizing. It is in
the face of these barriers that the transnational labor campaigns were orga-
nized in El Salvador’s garment export-processing (maquila) sector.

As of 1997, there were seven EPZs in El Salvador, six of which were
built after 1992.37 According to 1996 statistics from the Vice Ministry of
Industry and Commerce, the 208 factories within the seven EPZs pro-
duced $765 million in exports, up from $90 million in 1990. Vice minis-
ter Rolando Alvarenga Argueta estimated that, besides the direct employ-
ment of 30,000 people, the maquila sector in 1996 generated approximately
60,000 indirect jobs on which 200,000 Salvadorans depended.?® This 750
percent growth in maquila exports between 1990 and 1996 was an essential
part of the postwar reconstruction process, where job creation and infra-
structure building were highlighted by the Salvadoran and U.S. govern-
ments as a crucial part of the project of rebuilding.

San Bartolo, El Salvador’s first EPZ, was built in 1974 with funding
from and under the direction of USAID, but the construction of other zones
was halted by the war. At the end of the 1980s, USAID showed renewed
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interest in promoting the construction of EPZs in the country as a way of
generating nontraditional exports and providing large-scale employment.?
This resurgence of interest in maquila production in El Salvador was the
long-delayed manifestation of earlier U.S. policies toward the country dur-
ing the war. In the wake of failed agrarian reform policies supported by the
U.S. government during the war, AIFLD and the Salvadoran oligarchy sup-
ported centrist unions, arguing that they would stabilize the country and
provide an alternative to both the left and the right.

FUSADES, the Spanish acronym for the Salvadoran Foundation for
Economic and Social Development, was created in 1983 with funding from
USAID in order to revitalize traditional agricultural exports and to pro-
mote export growth under the Caribbean Basin Initiative.4? At the begin-
ning of the 1980s, “external nonmerchandise flows—mainly in the form of
aid grants from the United States and, to a lesser extent, from money sent
back by Salvadorans living abroad—replaced coffee as the principal source
of foreign currency in El Salvador’s economy.”! FUSADES was founded by
Salvadoran elites as a nonprofit association whose purpose was to revital-
ize private enterprise in the country. To that end, FUSADES received over
$100 million from USAID to promote “nontraditional” exports between
1984 and 1992.42

At the end of the war and after, FUSADES became the country’s main
promoter of maquila production, exports to the United States, and building
more EPZs in El Salvador. Its wartime mission of export promotion was
easily translated into one of postwar reconstruction through private invest-
ment. In its funding agreement for 1991, USAID instructed FUSADES
to “aggressively promote El Salvador abroad, seeking direct foreign invest-
ment, co-investment, and long-term subcontracting opportunities through
the use of overseas promoters.” In 1991, FUSADES established offices in
Miami and New York City, and at the 1991 Bobbin Apparel Show the
FUSADES exhibit drew about one hundred people interested in outsourc-
ing or investing in El Salvador.4> As the FUSADES 1991 report indicated,
it then had more than 250 people working “under the same roof.” In that
same year, with USAID funding, FUSADES built offices in Santa Elena,
an elite enclave outside San Salvador, next to the newly constructed U.S.
Embassy compound.4

The FUSADES-promoted infrastructure of EPZs, clustered between
San Salvador and the port city of Acajutla, and the mirrored-glass offices of
FUSADES next to the U.S. Embassy compound mark El Salvador and its
economic recovery as central to global/postwar disciplinary practices. The
country—with the help of USAID—made every effort to create the “big



DISCIPLINING BODIES 107

free trade zone” promised by former president Armando Calderén Sol in
1995.4 The five EPZs built between 1992 and 1994 (ranging in size from
the smallest, El Progreso, at 225,000 square feet, to the largest, San Bartolo,
at 5,106,250 square feet) have provided jobs for both generals and people
displaced by the war and have proven to be fruitful ground for the applica-
tion of disciplinary practices learned in counterinsurgency.

‘The zonas francas have provided foreign reserves for the country and an
outlet for USAID projects—as well as a limited extension of FUSADES’s
mission. To foreign investors, El Salvador’s EPZs provide “industrial energy,
industrial waste collection and disposal, plenty of potable industrial water,
telephone, fax, telex, water sewage treatment, maintenance, cleaning and
security for common areas, customs office and international communica-
tions lines.”¢ The law that governs the country’s EPZs provides for total ex-
emptions from income taxes, municipal taxes on assets and patrimony, im-
port duties, taxes on dividends and value-added taxes, and supplies limited
options to sell products in the local market.#” As one investment brochure
points out: “In order to operate an efficient and profitable business in a Free
Zone a large labor force to pool from is a necessity. El Salvador offers just
that. A skilled and semi-skilled labor force numbering in the hundreds of
thousands. Companies from around the world have commented favorably
on the work ethic and productivity of the Salvadoran worker.”8 The “work
ethic and productivity of the Salvadoran worker” for a “total houtly cost” of
85 cents came with the EPZ management’s concentrated effort to prohibit
unionization and labor activism within the zones in a manner similar to
Youngone’s.

From the middle of 1994 through the end of 1995, at least four thou-
sand garment workers were fired from factories in El Salvador’s EPZs, mostly
because of pregnancy or union organizing.4 During that same period, mass
firings were part of a larger climate of conflict throughout the Salvadoran
magquila sector. Although the Mandarin International conflict in 1995
was the most highly publicized, it was not the only instance of attempted
unionization, mass firing, and lockout of workers. In the San Marcos EPZ,
one thousand workers were locked out after the organization of the SETMI
union at the Mandarin factory and “security guards had hit Mandarin
employee and union affiliate Christina Dominguez Herndndez in the face
with a club, making her nose bleed.”® The year after the Mandarin con-
flict, four hundred workers at the GABO factory in San Marcos were fired
after organizing a union at the site, and the factory eventually shut down.
Two years eatlier, in 1994, a GABO employee died after the manager of the
factory refused to give her permission to go to the doctor. Former GABO
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workers, who were fired for attempting to assist their colleague, said: “Julia
Esperanza Quintanilla, 24 years old, suffered from strong stomach pains
and asked permission to get medical treatment at the ISSS (the Salvadoran
Social Security Institute). . . . [T]he permission was denied by the person in
charge at the time . . . and Quintanilla died the next day.”>!

The situation in San Marcos was similar to those at other EPZs and
recintos fiscales in the country. Between 1994 and 1998, there were thirty-six
initially successful attempts at union organizing in El Salvador’s maquila
sector. By 1998, only three of those unionization projects remained, and
only two of them were still active to a greater or lesser degree.>?

Since 1994, there has been significant press coverage—nationally and
internationally—of the maquila industry and mistreatment of workers,
the majority of them young women. The press coverage and reports of the
Human Rights Commission cited the following violations as common:

A probationary period of two weeks without the benefit of salary to
“qualify” for a position; forced overtime and unpaid vacations; illegal sal-
ary deductions for sick days; illegal salary deductions for arriving late
to work; firings for being pregnant; firings for trying to form or join-
ing a union; keeping “black lists” of alleged unionists; unjustified firings;
firings without severance pay; sexual harassment or assault of workers;
physical and verbal mistreatment of workers; hiring of minors, and other

violations.>?

These documented violations, and the high level of national and inter-
national publicity around them, resulted in the mass firings of garment
workers and denunciations of the violations and firings by unions and
NGOs within El Salvador and internationally. According to a 1998 survey
by the Salvadoran Human Rights Commission, Procuraduria General de
la Defensa de Derechos Humanos, accusations persisted that some factories
abused their workers and that some women were not hired because they
were pregnant. The report presented the following survey results:

37.7 percent of the workers surveyed stated that they had been mistreated,
37.7 percent had been threatened, 3.2 percent had been harassed sexually
by bosses, and 3 percent had been harassed sexually by other workers. . . .
7.8 percent of workers in its survey sample were not paid legally required
extra pay for working beyond the normal 44-hour workweek, a strong

indication of forced overtime.>4

After all the coverage of abuses, especially in the mid-1990s, many of
the same conditions persisted. A 1995 study by CENTRA, a think tank
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that documents working conditions and labor rights, cited four reasons why
abuses persisted, despite having been documented and denounced:

(1) Lack of respect for human and labor rights: . . . FUSADES and our
government omit informing foreign investors of the constitutional man-
date to comply with labor law when they are promoting the competitive
advantages of El Salvador. (2) The non-working Ministry of Labor: . . .
the labor conflicts in the maquilas have demonstrated the urgent neces-
sity of restructuring, reorganization . . . and modernization of this insti-
tution. . . . (3) Legal loopholes; and (4) Internal limitations of the union

movement.>

The continued documentation of abuses and the lack of recourse for
improving working conditions were aspects of the overdetermined nature
of the industry in El Salvador where political economy, international re-
lations, postwar rebuilding, structural adjustment, and elections to office
manifested themselves. One woman I interviewed, who wished to remain
anonymous, said: “They are selling the poverty of the country. The factory
owners do it, as do the unionists, NGO people, and academics, too.”>¢

In the wake of the twelve-year civil war, the union movement, espe-
cially, was decimated. Ruiz and Garcia argue:

the labor and union movement, after having expended its energies during
the 12 years of struggling for the political and social rights in the armed
conflict that our country suffered, lacks direction and familiarization
with the very work of unionism. The level of qualification that the pres-
ent moment demands is very high, and in the case of the maquila, clearly

we have seen its limitations.>”

Marina Rios, a feminist organizer of garment workers with the Movimiento
de Mujeres Mélida Anaya Montes (MAM), pointed out: “Maquila work is
difficult, and it is difficult to make contact with the women who work in
the factories. Women are scattered throughout the factories, and the work
day is long.” Rios went on to say that “the union movement in El Salvador is
broken and exhausted,” and that it was time to find “a different model, one
that takes into consideration the point of view of women.”>8

El Salvador’s unions often competed with each other for international
legitimacy and funding. “If the Unién Nacional Obrero Campesino
(UNOC) says that it has 200,000 members, the Unién Nacional de
Trabajadores Salvadorefios (UNTS) says that it has 250,000. All of a sud-
den, the UNOC announces that it has 300,000.”>° This competition is
both a sign of the difficult challenges facing unions in the current period
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and a legacy of the war and counterinsurgency politics. Ruiz and Garcia
argue that “the union movement, in its current difficult state, needs to con-
front an enemy that has new and better advantages compared to traditional
bosses. . . . The current enemy has an unusual level of impunity to violate
the labor code, and the unions need a high level of organization, coordina-
tion, solidarity, [and] astuteness” in order to carry out shop-floor organizing
or address labor violations.%

The legacy of the civil war on the union movement, and that of AIFLD,
USAID, and the U.S. State Department, has been especially debilitating.¢!
Upon its reentry into El Salvador in the early 1980s, AIFLD, in conjunction
with then U.S. State Department policy, “set out to help build a ‘democratic
center’ . . . by creating a base of support for the Christian Democratic Party
among rural and urban unions.”? To that effect, AIFLD gave organizational
guidance and funding to form the Popular Democratic Unity (UPD), sup-
porting Reagan’s strategy of “democratization” in El Salvador. According to
Barry and Preusch, UPD members went door to door in 1984 to encourage
people to support civilian José Napoleén Duarte’s candidacy for president
in the middle of the civil war. Organizers for the UPD were often flown to
Washington to tell the U.S. Congress that there was strong popular support
for agrarian reform, the electoral process, and the Christian Democratic
Party. When later in 1984 AIFLD saw that one sector of the UPD—the
UCS (the Salvadoran Communal Union)—was becoming critical of the
Duarte administration, they demanded that the UCS leave the UPD and
join another federation. AIFLD warned the UCS and others “not to ‘push
Duarte to the left’ . . . [and] AIFLD’s brass-knuckle tactics ultimately split
the UPD and caused great bitterness towards the AFL-CIO.”63

Two years later, AIFLD supported the Salvadoran and U.S. govern-
ments in their efforts to discredit a left-leaning labor union in El Salvador,
the Unién Nacional de Trabajadores Salvadorefios (UNTS). AIFLD went
so far as to hold a press conference in order to “release documents alleg-
edly captured from the FMLN that AIFLD said revealed a secret guerrilla
plan to manipulate the union movement . . . [saying that] Marxist-Leninist
guerrillas had infiltrated the union movement to foment discord between
labor and the Duarte government.”*4 The divisiveness fostered by AIFLD’s
involvement in El Salvador’s labor movement was carried through to the
period of maquila organizing. Many groups wanted to claim to be doing
the “real” organizing and accused others of concentrating on fund-raising
and self-promotion.

In 1996, a group of NGOs, unions, human rights groups, and oth-
ers came together under the name COSDEMA. COSDEMA published its
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mission in the national newspapers, accusing governmental and business
sectors in the country of carrying out a campaign “to intimidate garment
workers so that they will not demand the defense of those rights that sup-
port them as both workers and as human beings, under the unspoken threat
of losing their jobs.” The group went on to “make a call to all garment work-
ers, as well as national and international institutions, governmental or non-
governmental, to . . . give dignity to the employment of garment workers
and, in this way, to guarantee employment and labor stability for them-
selves.”® The group worked together for several months, and, Marina Rios
pointed out:

COSDEMA continues to be important [as a model for activism]. But
the problem of different types of interests remains—questions of hege-
mony, finances, who will lead, since there are those who would like to
take control over the rest. What we need is a specific cause around which
we can work in order to have agreement within the group. We have to see

ourselves as complementing each other.%¢

One of the big challenges to labor organizing under the system of trans-
national subcontracting and the rewriting of trade and labor laws in EPZs
has been that of sustaining the work over time: factory owners and manag-
ers are able to move transnationally, and workers are often in the factories
for up to twenty hours a day. Disciplinary formations have become trans-
national even as they depend on local histories of war, nation-building, co-
lonialism, race, class, gender, and sexuality.

Discipline and Difference

Many of the protests and much of the press coverage of abuses focused on
those factories owned by Asian capital, and critiques of the garment in-
dustry have often been overlaid with racism on the part of press outlets,
government officials, and unions. During the Mandarin strike, Juan José
Huezos, leader of the union federation FENASTRAS, arrived at San
Marcos and shouted to the workers, who were not then affiliated with
FENASTRAS, through a megaphone. Huezos declared: “We are telling
you that FENASTRAS has already sat down to negotiate with the Chinese,
and the first thing we have achieved is that nobody will get less than full
severance pay. Do you disagree with this, companeras?”®” The emphasis on
the ethnicity or nationality of owners and workers, often combined with
gendered notions of difference, was a central part of El Salvador’s national
labor rights discourse. While questions of gender relations and difference
on the shop floors are brought into the discourse of global labor rights, the
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use of racist and nativist rhetoric by local capitalists and workers alike often
went unmentioned.

The notion that abuses of workers by managers and factory owners is a
problem of cultural difference, for example, a problem of Chinese managers
not knowing how to treat Salvadoran workers, is often repeated by the man-
agers themselves. In this context, “Chinese” was used to refer to Taiwanese
and Korean managers alike. Mr. Jhon, owner of the GABO factory, argued
for the need for better training of the managers on treatment of workers:

Before, we had problems with some companies that were not accustomed
to the ways of Salvadorans. It was a problem also recognized by our gov-
ernment. Now, if a Korean company wants to open a factory, it has to be
approved by the government of Korea, a process that means training and
education about cultural norms, so as not to create problems for other

companies or reflect badly upon the Korean people.®®

The language of cultural difference, along with the raced, gendered bod-
ies of the GABO factory’s owners and its workers, stood in as a marker of
the highly contested realm of relations of power, money, class, race, and
gender. This, in turn, was intertwined with the realm of capital accumula-
tion and social reproduction.®” Gender and race, along with immigration
status, serve as markers of discipline both nationally and globally. Within
Central American orientalist discourses, Asian bodies are marked as “cul-
turally other” capitalists, while in New York City, their bodies and legal
status mark them as both “culturally other” and objects of capital.

The Production and Consumption of the Global Worker

I have examined the global worker as a gendered, raced, classed, and na-
tional subject of activism, production, and consumption. This figure of a
quintessential globalized worker adds another layer to the larger project of
capitalist discipline. A focus on a particular type of worker and a particular
set of abuses, in the consumer-oriented transnational campaigns for labor
rights, is part of the search for resistance against global corporate domina-
tion. In the search for resistance, hope, and authenticity within the frame-
work of globalization, labor activists have managed to leave aside other
structures of domination, other histories, and exclusions into which the at-
tempts at resistance fall.”

By citing the worst abuses of production, the ultimate forms of domi-
nation, and extraction as exceptional to normalized production, consumer
action can become the ultimate form of resistance and the ideal manner
in which to save working bodies from the machine of capital. This is the
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perfect combination of Taylorist discipline and sweated labor with adver-
tising image and the marketing imperatives of corporate research and de-
velopment. Consumer-based activism becomes a quintessentially “new”
solution to the “old” problem of sweatshops. By maintaining the idea that
the Taylorist science of production, as Harvey and others have argued, has
given way to flexible production systems as part of a post-Fordist regime of
“flexible accumulation,” activists and corporate heads alike are able to cite
consumption as the only alternative. According to Harvey,

Turnover time—always one of the keys to capitalist profitability—stood
to be reduced dramatically by deployment of the new technologies in
production (automation, robots) and new organizational forms (such as
the “just-in-time” inventory-flows delivery system, which cuts down radi-
cally on stocks required to keep production flow going). Bur accelerating
turnover time in production would have been useless unless the turnover time

in consumption was reduced.”!

Consumers are depended on, in this new formation, both to keep the en-
gine of flexible accumulation running smoothly and to become the political
conscience of this system of accumulation. Consumer protests against the
global sweatshop romanticize the Fordist factory, post-Fordist production
practices, and the Keynesian welfare state. While post-Fordist production
rests on Taylorist theories of regulation and on uneven development pat-
terns worldwide, consumer-centered activism elides this into a focus on the
global. It also depends on projects of bodily abuse that can be traced to
anticommunist counterinsurgency tactics, early twentieth-century sweat-
shop production practices, and consumers who are willing to maintain
their levels of consumption as part of acting on their political convictions.
‘The practice of consumption, then, is reconciled with the very forms of dis-
cipline that consumer activists are attempting to document and protest.



Women First?

On a summer day in June 1995, Judith Viera stepped up to the podium in
Miami at the founding convention of UNITE, the Union of Needletrades,
Industrial, and Textile Employees, to tell her story. Viera described her co-
workers’ struggles to form a union at a factory in El Salvador. Armed guards
denied entry to anyone without an identification card and, Viera said, carried
out full body searches of those they did allow to enter, the majority of whom
were women between the ages of fifteen and thirty years old. Viera described
the regimen of severely limited bathroom visits and forced birth control at
Mandarin International, a factory producing clothing for the U.S. market,
subcontracted by companies such as Gap Inc., JCPenney, and Eddie Bauer.
She also talked about the mass firing of more than three hundred Mandarin
workers and a lockout of over five thousand garment workers at the free
trade zone when, after many attempts, they were able to form a union that
was recognized by the Salvadoran Ministry of Labor. In chapter 2, I dis-
cussed the conditions at Mandarin International and Viera’s participation
in the NLC-Gap campaign; in this chapter, I return to Viera in order to
address questions of gendered agency in transnational labor organizing.

Viera’s testimony in Miami about unionization struggles at Mandarin
was timed strategically to coincide with the founding convention of
UNITE. Viera’s testimony also launched the tour of the United States and
Canada by Viera and Claudia Molina, a Honduran garment worker, and
caught the attention of both labor activists and the U.S. consuming public.
Viera had been brought to the United States by the NLC, and her partici-
pation in the tour and in the founding of UNITE signaled the reinvigo-
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ration of garment workers’ organizing and a renewed commitment to im-
migrants and third world women in the United States and throughout the
world. UNITE was created through the merger of the ACTWU and the
International Ladies’ Garment Workers Union (ILGWU) at a time when
they faced severely dwindling membership and criticism for their brand of
“business unionism” and lack of shop-floor organizing. UNITE became one
of the first sites of the “new unionism” that marked the union movement in
the United States over the course of the 1990s. The testimonies were part
of a larger campaign to push the U.S.-based retailer Gap Inc. to take re-
sponsibility for labor violations in Central American factories producing
clothing under its brand names. Viera’s and Molina’s testimonies about gar-
ment work, workplace abuse, their own position as young women of color
in the new international division of labor, and the widespread activism that
occurred as a result of their efforts, jump-started the Mandarin campaign.
The transnational protest campaign connected factories in Honduras and
El Salvador with retail outlets in the United States, ending in the agreement
between the National Labor Committee and Gap Inc. on December 15,
1995, at a church in Brooklyn Heights.

As discussed in chapter 2, the Brooklyn agreement called for a rein-
statement of the fired Mandarin workers, company recognition of the
union and the right to organize, and an independent monitoring group
made up of nongovernmental organizations and local human rights and
religious groups. The independent monitoring group was set up to observe
the Mandarin factory and was to have unlimited access to inspect the fac-
tory, verify compliance with the national labor code, and guarantee union
recognition by the management.

The Double Edge of Transnational Labor Protest

The NLC-Gap agreement and the transnational labor rights campaign that
featured Viera and Molina were seen as proverbial success stories and thus
were replicated in subsequent labor rights campaigns and subsequent tours
of the United States by young women garment workers from throughout
the third world. In this chapter I examine the ways in which women are
mobilized, defined, and deployed as a category in various contexts of trans-
national organizing: What are the positions of women in transnational
labor organizing? To what extent do transnational labor politics complicate
agency in garment factories employing women throughout the third world?

Transnational labor organizers take up categories of gender, race, class,
and nation in ways that are monolithic, misogynist, and difficult to con-
test. The space of the “new sweatshop” as a site of national and discursive
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production is both central to and in excess of the global imaginary. First,
in garment production sites such as Mandarin in El Salvador, Seo Fashions
in New York City, and Samrana Fashions in Bangladesh, local patriarchal
and gendered practices are deployed in producing clothing for the world’s
retail outlets.! Second, in transnational protest campaigns against labor vio-
lations of women workers in the global garment industry, these categories
and practices appear to be challenged in sophisticated ways by spokespeople
like Viera on behalf of her coworkers at Mandarin. Third, in corporate ad-
vertising and retail consumption practices, gendered, raced, classed, and
national hierarchies are redeployed in the name of difference in order to
maintain the circulation of capital for the benefit of U.S. retailers.

The speaking tours of the United States by garment workers find their
roots in the abolitionist movement, when former slaves would provide tes-
timony about their experiences in order to educate the (white, nonslave-
holding) public. Paul Gilroy, in 7he Black Atlantic, argues that the writings
of Frederick Douglass and others are “notable for marking out the process
whereby the division of intellectual labour within the abolitionist move-
ment was transformed. The philosophical material for the abolitionist cause
was no longer to be exclusively generated by white commentators who ar-
ticulated the metaphysical core of simple, factual slave narratives.”?

Given their roots in the abolitionist movement and their focus on the
raced, classed, and gendered experiences of women workers in the United
States and throughout the third world, transnational protests against the
new sweatshop would appear to be an example of what Lisa Lowe, in her
work on Asian-American women’s activism in the garment industry, calls
“the complex encounters between transnational capital and women with-
in patriarchal gender structures, [where] the very processes that produce
a racialized feminized proletariat both displace traditional and national
patriarchies and their defining regulations of gender, space and work, and
racialize the women in relation to other racialized groups.” According to
Lowe, this challenge has the potential to produce “new possibilities pre-
cisely because they have led to a breakdown and reformulation of the cate-
gories of nation, race, class, and gender, and in so doing have prompted a
reconceptualization of the oppositional narratives of nationalism, Marxism,
and feminism.” Lowe goes on to say that the shift toward “the transnation-
alization of capital is not exclusively manifested in the ‘denationalization’
of corporate power or the nation-state.” She argues that, perhaps more im-
portant, “it is expressed in the reorganization of oppositional interventions
against capital that articulate themselves in terms and relations other than
the singular ‘national, ‘class,” or ‘female’ subject.”



WOMEN FIRST? I17

The antisweatshop campaigns, however, reconsolidate configurations
of nation, race, class, and gender at the transnational and local levels and
are evidence of the double-edged effect of transnational organizing. Gilroy’s
discussion of the role of testimony in the abolitionist movement can help to
theorize the current antisweatshop movement, showing how Lowe’s notion
of the “reorganization” of capital, corporate power, and the nation-state—
and oppositional interventions—can also mean retrenchment alongside the
opening up of possibilities for activism on the part of the “racialized, femi-
ninized proletariat.” This particular combination of retrenchment and pos-
sibility point toward the need to interrogate more closely the ways in which
these very reorganizations depend on the maintenance of the boundaries of
the nation-state and “singular” identities.

Questions of representation are especially important if we consider the
crosscutting relationship among image making, production, and protest
within the garment industry and the antisweatshop movement. Campaigns
against labor abuse in garment manufacturing, with its production regimes
based on the (cross-border) migration of people and capital and its intrinsic
ties to consumption, style, and the fashion industry, by implication have
to rely both on crossing borders and on making (counter-)images. Within
these border crossings and battles over image and branding, it is important
to trace and define the workings of gender, class, and race in the tours of the
United States, in the activist campaigns, and on the shop floor.

It is my contention that what we see is not so new; rather, it is a replica-
tion of globalization from above but framed as a new globalization from
below. Within these discourses of globalization, activists, consumers, pro-
ducers, and retailers alike use the bodies and subjectivities of third world
and immigrant women in their production regimes of clothing and images.
It is only when scholars and activists do not take into consideration the ways
in which the new internationalism employs raced and gendered agency in
its image-making battles that the new transnational politics can be deemed
successful in its contentions.

The problematic of the new international division of labor shows the
garment industry to be part of a feminized labor process. In the literature
on production processes and global labor formations, the shop floor often
has been shown as cither a feminine site or a masculine site, or as a pre-
viously masculine site that has become feminized.* In scholarly and orga-
nizing literature, production practices have traditionally been carried out
by mostly men workers who serve as the male breadwinners; conversely,
consumption has been theorized as practiced by mostly women shoppers.
Consumer-oriented transnational labor campaigns have worked to connect
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the two sites and to show that they are not separate realms; in fact, prac-
tices carried out in each site are intrinsically connected to practices in the
other. What are the class-based, race-based, and nation-based implications
of transnational labor protest? How do gender categories get taken up or, al-
ternately, not taken up within the labor campaigns and in the factory sites?
Finally, what do we risk by emphasizing the feminization of the shop floor
or of the (globalized) labor process, and what do we gain?

Gender and “Collective Psychosis” at DINDEX

Traditional unionism has often addressed gender issues on the shop floor
and in union centers by ignoring questions of gender identity in favor of
organizing its membership as workers first and foremost. The garment in-
dustry has been traditionally a site of women’s work, and, in the United
States, women have been at the forefront of organizing and building the
union movement, but the labor aristocracy has traditionally consisted of
white men in its highest positions. Because of this hierarchy, women’s par-
ticipation in labor activism has often been muted in favor of that of the
(white American) “working man.” Often, the deployment of particular gen-
der categories at the workplace and within the union movement reinforces
disciplinary relations within factories. It also mediates relations between
people who work in the factories and those who organize the labor rights
campaigns, while not necessarily addressing everyday relations that negoti-
ate questions of gender, sexuality, and age. The deployment of these cate-
gories does not address the specific concerns of the (exploited) women who
make up the majority of workers in most of the world’s garment factories.

In this section, I will identify how specific concerns of workers are ad-
dressed within national and transnational discourses around garment pro-
duction, the new sweatshop, and working conditions through a discussion
of an episode of mass fainting in a garment factory in El Salvador that was
picked up by national and international labor activists and media outlets. In
November 1997, at the DINDEX factory in San Salvador, a recinto fiscal (a
bonded area of an individual export-oriented factory falling under the same
trade and labor laws that govern export processing zones in El Salvador)
that produced clothing for local and international markets, more than two
hundred women were taken to the hospital after suffering from fainting
spells, dizziness, nausea, and convulsions. The women were apparently poi-
soned by the synthetic materials they worked with, their drinking water
supply, or carbon monoxide expelled into the air by machines inside the fac-
tory.> At the beginning of the DINDEX work day, around 7:30 in the morn-
ing, two women fainted and were taken to the hospital. Over the course of
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the morning, more people passed out or experienced nausea until, around
10:30, women were falling onto the factory floor “one after the other.”
Those showing symptoms of poisoning were taken to area hospitals in ten
ambulances provided by the Red Cross and the National Civil Police, while
others left the factory in fear of being poisoned.

I was in the neighborhood of DINDEX around lunchtime on that
day. The streets around the factory were filled with ambulances, and I saw
women running in all directions away from the factory. When I asked some
of them what was happening, they said that everyone needed to get away
from the factory because of contaminated water or air inside the factory.
Most were quick to mention that several of those affected were pregnant,
and that some people had passed out over the course of the two weeks
before that day’s factory-wide poisoning. All of those with whom I spoke
were heading for their homes in outlying areas of the city, hoping that they
would not be affected.” Unlike the factories that are inside the walls of
El Salvador’s various EPZs, DINDEX is located in the center of the city in
a neighborhood dotted with several recintos fiscales. Therefore, the women
running away did not have to pass through gates or armed guards to leave
the area.

The DINDEX factory’s windows had been bricked over during the
civil war, and there was no ventilation or air circulation within the factory
where 450 people made clothing during workdays that lasted between eight
and ten hours and sometimes longer.® The women who stopped to talk
to me said that they were making underwear for Salvadoran and Central
American markets, although at other times they made clothing for U.S.
and European markets. In the midst of the poisoning, employees found
out that the DINDEX managers, who had been deducting from their pay-
checks social security charges that were supposed to cover medical visits,
emergencies, and hospitalization, had never sent the money to the Instituto
Salvadorefio de Seguridad Social (ISSS), El Salvador’s national social secu-
rity administration.

Therefore, the women at DINDEX did not have insurance coverage
for their hospitalization and subsequent treatment, despite the fact that
their illnesses occurred on factory grounds and were most likely caused
by hazardous working conditions.” Those apparently most affected by the
poisoning—and the first to faint and have convulsions and nausea—were
pregnant women who worked at DINDEX and needed to remain under
observation for longer periods of time. According to news reports, em-
ployees had been asking about their insurance coverage for some time. The
DINDEX management told its employees that they would receive their
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updated insurance cards as soon as the social security administration sent
them. The women who worked at DINDEX waited for weeks and months
to receive insurance cards that had never been paid for by the factory.!

Despite the lack of insurance coverage, DINDEX employees were taken
by ambulance and treated at public hospitals and clinics while El Salvador’s
minister of health, Eduardo Interiano, threatened legal action against
DINDEX in order to make the factory pay for its employees’ medical treat-
ment."! Interiano called for the intervention of the Ministry of Labor, and
the head of the Salvadoran Red Cross said, “the problem had been detected
a week earlier, but when it arose there had been no interest on the part of
the management to solve it.”'? While the management was being criticized
for its inaction, the police cordoned off the DINDEX factory on the after-
noon of the poisoning so that the Ministry of Health could carry out tests
to determine its causes and decide who should be charged with criminal
negligence.3

DINDEX’s owner, Américo Martinez, said that there was nothing
wrong with the factory and that he had always paid for the social security
benefits of his employees; the problem was that the cards had not yet ar-
rived. Martinez added that he regularly drank water from the cistern, “Here
I am now, along with everyone from the administrative area [of the fac-
tory], and until this moment nobody has had any symptoms. The way I see
it, more than anything, it was panic, a shock of nerves [among the employ-
ees].”14 The water in the cistern appeared dirty, and it contained “lead, ar-
senic, chromium, organochlorides and phosphorus [and also] dead insects
and other debris.”’> The filter used to clean the cistern was too small to do
the job, and the Ministry of Health first suspected that it was the cause of
the workers’ illnesses. When the test results of DINDEX’s water came back
from the Ministry of Health, and the water was declared safe enough to
drink, there was intense speculation about the cause of the accident. Public
health technicians inspected the site. They found a lack of ventilation and
“only ten toilets in the factory, five for [the 504] women [who work in the
factory] and five for [the 54] men, in disgusting, unhealthful conditions.
The ideal would be one toilet for every 25 people.”'¢ The gender disparities
in the provision of sanitary facilities among men and women—there was
approximately one toilet for every eleven men, as opposed to one for every
one hundred women—was not mentioned in the inspection report.

Katia de Ramirez, an ISSS doctor who treated the DINDEX workers,
said: “Probably the victims inhaled carbon monoxide and approximately
five people were poisoned at a low level. The rest can be explained by a
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convulsive neurosis, that is to say, they took on the symptoms of their co-
workers.”’7 What Ramirez called “a convulsive neurosis” received more at-
tention than the possible inhalation of carbon monoxide or the unhealthful
conditions of the factory. Health authorities claimed that the poisoning was
most likely due to carbon monoxide, but because there was no way to de-
termine conclusively what caused the poisoning, DINDEX managers and
the national media framed a public debate about DINDEX that began to
focus more closely on the notion of “mass psychosis” among the workers.!8
Health minister Interiano said that there was no doubt that some DINDEX
workers had been affected by something that poisoned them, but that many
others had “a neurotic attitude” at the factory."” Before the tests came back
from the laboratories indicating the cause of the fainting, Interiano stat-
ed, “It is normal that, seeing their coworkers fainting, they would feel the
same . . . but there was a bit of an exaggeration.”?® The “exaggeration,” co-
inciding with what Interiano called the “neurotic attitude” of the women at
DINDEX, echoed the factory owner Martinez’s judgment that the women
had suffered from a generalized panic on the shop floor.

In Spirits of Resistance and Capitalist Discipline, Aihwa Ong argues that
the rash of spirit possessions and mass hysteria that happened among gar-
ment workers in Malaysian free trade zones was a way of negotiating factory
disciplinary regimes and carrying out localized struggles against male domi-
nation. Ong argues: “The eruption of spirit possession episodes in trans-
national companies disclosed the anguish, resistance, and cultural struggle
of some neophyte female workers. . . . Spirit attacks were indirect retalia-
tions against coercion and demands for justice in personal terms within the
industrial milieu” (220). In the case of the more than two hundred women
at DINDEX who fainted that November morning, their symptoms cannot
be categorized simply as a performance of resistance—either to male domi-
nation or to factory discipline—but Ong’s research certainly opens up that
possibility. Descriptions of the fainting at DINDEX reproduced gendered
difference in the use of the feminine forms of “workers” (trabajadoras), “co-
workers” (comparieras), and “employees” (empleadas). The feminine form was
used by the women I interviewed who were running from the factory that
morning as well as by official sources in the press, the Ministries of Health
and Labor, and the factory owner to describe those who had fainted.

Every media outlet, government official, and labor organization that
covered the DINDEX poisoning said that those most severely affected by
the poisoning were pregnant women working in the factory. This pointed
to both the particular vulnerability of mothers and mothers-to-be to the
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rigors of factory work and to the heteronormativity of gender relations on
the shop floor and in labor organizing practices. As one leading news report
on the DINDEX poisoning said:

Sources at the Salvadoran Social Security Institute [ISSS, the public hos-
pital system] stated that . . . between 10:00 in the morning and noon . . .
they saw 87 employees that were in various states of illness. Three of
them were pregnant and were taken to the [maternity hospital] where it
was determined that despite being in serious condition, [they] were not

at risk.2!

Other press outlets and government officials were quick to reassure the pub-
lic that the pregnant workers were not in jeopardy. The women I interviewed
during the evacuation of the factory were most worried about their pregnant
coworkers, saying that the pregnant women were particularly undeserving
of the illnesses they had experienced on the DINDEX factory floor.

The day of mass fainting and illness drew the attention of labor activists
and the media to the poor working conditions inside the factory. As many
people pointed out, various women at the factory had previously passed out
within the two weeks before that day, and people had complained of head-
aches and numbness that accompanied a strange odor inside the factory.
One DINDEX employee, Susana Sdnchez, who was being treated at a local
hospital, said: “Since last November 3, many of my coworkers had been ex-
periencing fainting spells. We did not think it was too important, although
a few of them went for consultations at the [hospital], but nobody gave
them a medical reason for their suffering.”>? It was not until the majority
of women in the factory began to have spells of fainting and nausea on the
morning of the November 11 that any attention was paid to the situation.
The media coverage focused on the spectacle of women fainting and being
carried away in ambulances, all of which was depicted in full-page color
spreads in the newspapers and extensive television reports. The press cover-
age, while sensationalized, served to draw attention to working conditions
inside the factory and in the industry as a whole.

The national human rights advocate Marina de Avilés, upon being
notified of the emergency at DINDEX, immediately demanded that the
Ministry of Labor pay more attention to export-oriented factories, since often
they do not follow Salvadoran laws. De Avilés stated, “We [the Procaduria
General de Derechos Humanos] have a study that we will soon make public
that documents the number of violations suffered by these workers, that

makes a mockery of their labor rights, which arises as a consequence of
their arduous work.” The Ministry of Labor said that the DINDEX situa-
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tion was “a wake-up call for the authorities, that it is their job to carry out
inspections of working conditions in these places, in this case, the Ministry
of Labor, in order to take advantage of the services offered them.”?3

A number of labor violations were brought to light at DINDEX as a
result of the attention on the mass poisoning. First, the episodes of fainting,
both before and on November 11, exposed workplace health and safety vio-
lations. The levels of water pollution were not high enough to have caused
the illnesses exhibited among the workers, but air pollution and lack of ven-
tilation were cited as the most probable causes of fainting at DINDEX—
clear violations of Salvadoran health and workplace safety codes. Second,
DINDEX employees needed medical attention. Because the on-site illnesses
were experienced by so many, their uninsured status was brought to public
attention. Although the DINDEX management had been deducting the
social security charge from the employees’ paychecks according to nation-
al labor laws, the money was never paid to the ISSS to provide DINDEX
workers with guaranteed public health insurance.?*

Significantly, however, because so many women were taken ill that
morning, they were on the front pages of the national newspapers for sev-
eral days, and the country’s highest authorities paid attention to them, their
lives, and their work at DINDEX in an unprecedented way. In this way,
the faintings at DINDEX parallel the spirit possessions explored by Ong.?
However, it is unclear whether there was any substantive change in condi-
tions at DINDEX or at the other factories put under the spotlight.

The day after the mass fainting, only three workers remained hospital-
ized. The rest of the women showed up to work at DINDEX and were met
with locked doors and nobody to tell them what would happen next. I went
to the factory site with a group of researchers and labor activists after we
were told that the DINDEX management was planning to close the fac-
tory and leave the site without notice. When we arrived at the factory at
7:00 that morning, there were hundreds of people filling the street outside
the factory gates. Rumors were spreading that the owners were planning
to move production to another country. Some people said that the owners
were, at that moment, packing up the sewing machines to ship to another
site and that nobody would get paid for the previous two weeks of work.
Several people in the group claimed to have spotted various owners and
managers sneaking out of the side or back of the factory. One woman told
a reporter in the crowd: “We have children to feed and our work is end-
ing. We have already met the production goals for the clothing that they
asked us to sew, and we want to be paid for that.”2¢ The woman’s statement
pointed to her own and her coworkers” vulnerability and dependence on
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the biweekly paycheck and revealed a violation of Salvadoran labor law: the
system of daily production quotas that indirectly proved payment by piece
rate rather than by hours worked.

As with the Malaysian women documented by Ong who were pos-
sessed by spirits on the factory floors, the women who fainted at DINDEX
and those who camped outside the factory the next day waiting for their
jobs and their paychecks were, in essence, contesting the everyday condi-
tions of their working lives. The authorities called for widespread factory
inspections and respect for labor rights in El Salvador’s garment industry,
but the day after the poisoning most of the DINDEX employees were faced
with the loss of their jobs. Many women had no idea where to go for an-
swers to their questions. Some colleagues and I stayed with the hundreds of
DINDEX workers as they waited outside the DINDEX gates the following
day to collect the pay they were owed. We asked them if they would go to
the Ministry of Labor, local labor unions, or the public defender for human
rights to denounce DINDEX’s intentions to cut and run; most people did
not think that they could approach any of these entities for help or advice.
Many women we talked with had no idea that they had a legal right to
their paycheck or to their jobs, nor did they know how to contact public
offices or labor unions. Some were wary of contacting unions because they
were worried about being fired or blacklisted and therefore unable to find
other jobs. Others continued to be suspicious of unions because of those
groups’ perceived linkage to the politics of the recent civil war. There were
few alternatives for women working at DINDEX to contest the politics of
the workplace.

The women had worked for months without receiving insurance cards
to grant them access to health care and medical examinations, with no po-
table water or proper ventilation, and grossly inadequate sanitary facilities.
Only after half the women in the factory passed out was their subjectivity—
and rights as citizens—recognized; they were seen, for once, as having a
particular set of needs and rights.

The women waited outside the factory and talked among themselves
about whether they would get paid and whether they would be able to keep
their jobs. At midday, dozens of women from DINDEX took buses to the
Ministry of Labor to file formal complaints about factory conditions, social
security deductions, and the possibility of the factory closing down without
paying its employees. Others in the group went to meet with union repre-
sentatives and the MAM women’s group to discuss alternatives for organiz-
ing. MAM had been an active part of the FMLN insurgency during the war
and was at that point carrying out women-focused shop-floor organizing
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in the maquila sector. The women depended on DINDEX for both their
health and livelihood, and the fainting episode made them more vulnerable
in both aspects while at the same time opening up new spaces for debate
and gendered agency that were not available to them before.

The DINDEX workers’ illness and the environmental conditions in the
factory were covered extensively in the national news, though they received
increasingly less newspaper coverage as the week passed. After being threat-
ened with legal action, DINDEX’s owner agreed to pay the workers for
the weeks worked and did not close the factory. While his employees were
filing their complaints with the Ministry of Labor and meeting unions and
women’s groups, the factory owner, Américo Martinez, issued a press state-
ment, “Tomorrow afternoon, they can pick up their paychecks correspond-
ing to the first two weeks of November.”?” At the same time, the Salvadoran
Garment Industry Association (ASIC) expressed its “solidarity with the
affected workers.” The legislative branch of the FMLN made an official
statement asking that an in-depth inquiry be carried out about the massive
poisoning of the DINDEX workers and that the factory not be closed. The
turnaround happened because of the women’s efforts in contacting MAM
and the Ministry of Labor and because of all of the press coverage over the
faintings and their aftermath.

Once women from DINDEX informed MAM about their situation,
MAM sent a request to the U.S.-based CISPES for international solidarity
action on behalf of the DINDEX workers. Within a few weeks, the news of
DINDEX spread among U.S. solidarity groups. CISPES, with support from
the Campaign for Labor Rights (CLR), organized a letter-writing cam-
paign that called for a “full investigation of violations of labor, and health
and safety standards at DINDEX” and insisted that the Ministry of Labor
“enforce the laws to ensure that this tragedy is never repeated.”?8 CISPES’s
“action alert” began by detailing the worker poisoning at DINDEX and
pointed out that there were “several pregnant women” who were among
those taken ill. The alert said that many of the workers required “artificial
respiration and cardiac massage” and two weeks after the DINDEX poi-
soning “at least 3 workers remained hospitalized.”?

The campaign encouraged activists to send letters to the Apparel
Industry Partnership (AIP) denouncing “this gross violation of garment
workers” human rights.” The letters were to tell the AIP that “their global anti-
sweatshop code must include the right to organize and truly independent
monitoring carried out by local human rights, labor, and religious groups,
following the successful model in the Mandarin factory in El Salvador.”3°

Judith Viera’s role in the Gap campaign and her tour of the United
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States sparked the Brooklyn Heights agreement regarding Gap Inc.s pro-
duction practices at Mandarin. One outcome of that agreement was the
creation of the GMIES. For the U.S.-based activists protesting in solidarity
with the DINDEX workers who were poisoned, the GMIES was a key part
of the model for a successful resolution to transnational labor organizing.
The call for independent monitoring and the institution of corporate codes
of conduct for working conditions connected Viera with those poisoned at
DINDEX and was seen in the United States as a way to defend the inter-
ests of the women who worked in the export-oriented garment industry, in
places where local and international labor laws and their guarantees of the
right to organize were not carried out in practice.

Back to Mandarin?

The narrative of the successful labor rights campaign, seen through the
prism of various shop floors in El Salvador and Bangladesh, is disrupted by
an examination of everyday gender relations in the factories, communities,
and the campaigns themselves. My analysis takes into consideration the cir-
culation of bodies, capital, and performance in garment production and in
the transnational labor campaign. The NLC-Gap campaign, the institution
of independent monitoring at Mandarin, and their position as models failed
in a number of ways. What happened at Mandarin after the apparent suc-
cess of the 1995 campaign?

Members of the all-woman union directorate of Mandarin told me in
1997 that although 35 of them were rehired and that working conditions
improved, their lives had been made difficult since they returned to the fac-
tory. They also repeatedly brought up the fact that 315 of their co-unionists
were never rehired—that they were completely left out of the negotiations,
the agreement, and its success story. U.S.-based activists along with rep-
resentatives from Gap Inc.—all white North American men—made the
decisions that resulted in the Brooklyn agreement, which was then imple-
mented by Salvadoran compradors and subcontractors. Women were no
longer forced to take birth control pills but neither were they allowed to
wear makeup on the factory floor because they were told it might damage
the clothing they produced.

The Mandarin transnational success story brought together U.S.-based
consumer activists, under the banner of Viera’s testimonies, to pressure Gap
Inc. to change its production subcontracting policies. In the end, however,
although some working conditions improved, the very women who worked
at Mandarin and took the risk of forming a union on the site have been left
out of the story. From the 315 workers never rehired to the 35 who continue
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to struggle as unionists at Mandarin, isolated and ridiculed, all are forgot-
ten casualties of this model transnational labor organizing project. In my
discussions with Viera, she told me that she was completely aware of the
ways that the success of the Mandarin campaign relied on her performance
and her agency during the tour of the United States.

The NLC-Gap campaign in El Salvador is an example of how trans-
national protest has relied on gendered, racialized exclusions and of how
the oppositional politics that is employed parallels the very relations that
are being contested. The choice of Viera to tour the United States was de-
termined by the same set of assumptions that guide corporations to subcon-
tract production and employ her coworkers at Mandarin. These assump-
tions about women of color from the third world and from immigrant areas
of U.S. cities, about what they are capable of doing and how they are useful,
are central to my analysis of the workings of race, class, gender, sexuality,
and nation on the shop floors and in the transnational circuits of garment
worker tours.

Through their testimonies on the 1995 tour, garment workers themselves
were attempting to address and redress problems on the shop floor and in
their daily lives and contesting the ways that femininity as a category was
implemented in the production process. The tour itself was nearly immune
from criticism because it was framed as a means of contesting power. In order
to analyze the effects of the tours and the practices of transnationality, it is
necessary to move between localities—between the tour and the shop floor
and between sites of activism and sites of production. Without an eye to all
sites of transnational protest, we cannot recognize the ways in which Viera
was no less central to the Gap campaign in 1995 than were her coworkers
to daily production at Mandarin, women who were fired and replaced by
hundreds more needing jobs to support their families. The same assump-
tions about women, race, and class that determined conditions on the shop
floors of Mandarin and DINDEX determined Viera’s position on the tour.

Gender and Transnationality on the Shop Floor

The point at which a local incident becomes transnational connotes a shift
in both the relations of the (formerly) local incident and a widening of those
relations to include other actors, other histories, and other circulations of
meaning. In the case of DINDEX and Mandarin, the transnationalization
of the campaign to support the garment workers takes up localized relations
and structures of gender, race, class, and capital. At the same time, national
and transnational contexts and histories—often without being recognized
as such—worked to both supplement and destabilize the relations and
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structures of the particular locality. In this instance, given the widespread
notion of the Mandarin-Gap campaign as a successful resolution of trans-
national labor organizing, there was the hope that Mandarin could serve asa
replicable model for future campaigns. This hope manifested itself in an un-
spoken conviction that women working in export-oriented industries could
be best defended by local human rights and religious organizations and
the solidarity of transnational labor activists. In El Salvador, for instance,
the Ministry of Labor has been lax in carrying out inspections, defend-
ing labor rights, and supporting unionization claims in the country’s free
trade zones and bonded areas. Transnational organizing worked to take the
place of local factory owners, government officials, and transnational cor-
porations who were unwilling to follow local and international labor laws.

Relations of gender, sex, class, and position on the shop floor are fraught
with local meanings and context and overlaid with people’s positions and
relationships within the larger society. The export-oriented factories are
often run through the maintenance of family-like, patriarchal relationships
on the shop floor, and working lives are wrapped up in personal histories,
gender and sexual formations, and societal conventions. The stories from
El Salvador and New York City differ from, even as they are similar to, sto-
ries from Bangladesh and Jamaica. A number of Bangladeshi garment fac-
tory managers I interviewed, for example, repeatedly cited the quiescence
and nimble fingers of their female workers as the reason for having women
work as sewing machine operators. This “nimble fingers” argument circu-
lates transnationally, even as it manifests itself differently from site to site.
One factory owner in Bangladesh, who hired employees mostly from his
home village, told me: “We have 450 workers and 75 percent are women.
The other jobs call for big physical labor, so women concentrate on sew-
ing and the helpers trim threads and carry clothing to and from the work-
stations.” The manager went on to say that newer employees work as helpers
and “pick up the sewing techniques needed to become skilled operators.
With more efficiency comes more salary. Always, someone comes to our
door needing a job, and we try to help out by giving jobs.”>!

The idea of efficiency on the factory floor was mediated by convictions
of gender difference that were at once particularly Bangladeshi and at the
same time part of transnational circuits. Factory floor efliciency was further
mediated by questions of age: in that factory and in many others, older
women (over fifty) would often work alongside younger girls (under sixteen)
as trimmers and helpers, while men and boys of all ages worked as pattern
cutters, finishers, and pressers. The jobs men performed were more highly
paid. Men often received double the pay of the sewing machine operators
and four times that of the helpers. In the estimation of several managers I
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interviewed, those jobs require more strength and physical exertion. One
manager said, “Men are stronger, more active, and therefore better suited to
the active jobs, which, naturally, are better paid with better conditions.”3?
One factory owner—a woman and self-proclaimed feminist—told me that
75 percent of her employees are women who concentrate on sewing; men
are cutters, finishers, and supervisors because these jobs require education,
and educated women will not work in garment factories.??

In their study of industrial women workers in Bangladesh, Hossain,
Jahan, and Sobhan argued that while in many industries men and women
do the same or similar work, “women generally are not assigned to heavy
machines.” In a survey of salary levels broken down by gender, Hossain
and her colleagues found that one-third of women workers surveyed earned
less than 500 taka a month. In the same survey, only 15 percent of the men
surveyed earned below 500 taka, and the majority of industrial workers in
Bangladesh “earn less than Tk 900 which is not likely to meet even basic
needs.” Hossain, Jahan, and Sobhan argued:

[Women] are given work, which, while considered as light, nevertheless
entails manual dexterity and concentration to detail. However, manage-
ment’s conventional attitude leads them to reward male strength more
readily than female dexterity. Through no fault of the women this sort of
assignment often results in an appreciable difference in mobility, in op-

portunities of skill formation and ultimately in the scale of salary.34

A 1994 study on occupational mobility among women garment work-
ers in Bangladesh by Pratima Paul-Majumder and Sharifa Begum of the
Bangladesh Institute for Development Studies found that most of the jobs
in the garment industry were based on gendered divisions of labor. Sewing
sections are reserved for women; the cutting and finishing sections are
reserved for men. In another study, they found that “there is further seg-
mentation within the gender segregated jobs.” They point out: “It has been
found that most of the top rank jobs in sewing . . . are held by male work-
ers. Mobility of the female workers from lower segments to the higher ones
is very limited while it is not so for male workers.”3

In most garment factories, security guards are men, although in some
cases women security guards carry out the body searches of women en-
tering and leaving the premises. At Mandarin, men carried out the body
searches, guarded the locked doors, and policed the factory floor, monitor-
ing the workers. At Samrana Fashions, and in most other Bangladeshi gar-
ment factories, older men worked as security guards and gatekeepers, and
women carried out the body searches at the entrance to the factory floor.
One Bangladeshi manager I interviewed told me that it was important to
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maintain (locked) boundaries between the ordered factory floor and the
disorder outside. He argued, “Dhaka’s streets are unsafe, and women enter
in large groups that are difficult to monitor, [so] everyone is searched at the
entrance.”3¢

The situation at Samrana paralleled a Salvadoran manager’s explana-
tion: the searches were carried out in order to prevent sabotage by unhappy
employees, to prevent people from stealing the clothes they made, and to
keep the clothes clean of food and makeup stains.?” In this case, barbed
wire, guns, and body searches were utilized to guard working women’s bod-
ies, with the excuse of protecting the clothing from theft and stains and the
machinery from damage.

In an interview with a woman factory owner in Dhaka, she told me
that she made sure that her employees were taking birth control pills. “Most
women have not gone to school; we have to teach them to sign their names.
We also have to teach them to take birth control, because there is a lot of mi-
gration and a high turnover rate of employees. Marriage usually ends work,
so they have to be taught to be more conscious.” The boundaries between
work lives and home lives of women, as in this case, are often fluid—or at
times deliberately broken down. In the same interview, the factory owner
told me: “One woman who worked in this factory had a husband who took
a second wife. So I told her, ““You have to divorce your husband.” She did,
and now, to support themselves, she and her three children work here.”38 The
factory owner defended herself by saying that what she had done had saved
the family and that it was necessary to teach the women in the factory to be
feminists. Another Dhaka factory owner, who provides day care and extra
holiday time for the employees, told me it was important to avoid attempts
at union organizing: “One has to take care of these women, since unions,
by law, have to be allowed. That does not happen—not in this factory.”®

While gendered divisions of labor mark shop floors in the garment in-
dustry worldwide, they take on different forms depending on local con-
texts. In Naila Kabeer’s account of women and the Bangladeshi garment
industry, she discusses the representation of factory space by women work-
ers as marked by fictive kinship relations similar to that of an extended
family. Kabeer argues that this representation is used to counter any threats
to reputation that women encounter when working in the garment factories
and to reconfigure the “male-female proximity” that is part of production
relations in Bangladesh’s export-oriented factories:

A very common metaphor employed in this context was the familial one.

This creation of fictive kinship is by no means unique to factory life; it
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is employed in a variety of circumstances in Bengali society to permit
forms of cross-gender interactions between non-related people which both
de-sexualise the encounter and also, through choice of kinship terms, ac-
knowledge the hierarchy of age and gender. In the factory context, it clearly
played an important role in defining acceptable forms of relationships be-
tween women and men who were, by and large, strangers to each other but

spent a significant portion of the day in close proximity to each other.40

My own experiences in garment factories in Dhaka show this to be the case.
Often, factory workers knew about each other’s family lives and called each
other brother and sister. As Kabeer points out, “female supervisors were
referred to as Apa (older sister) while male supervisors were addressed as
Bhai (older brother), while older men (the gatekeeper, the master tailor)
were called Chacha (uncle)” (151). In Bangladesh, the same fictive kinship
relations are used among friends and acquaintances in everyday life outside
of the garment factory; the factory floor, in turn, layers fictive kinship onto
gendered and classed divisions of labor and production hierarchies.

Sometimes workers and managers alike use fictive kinship in order to
deflect sexuality; at other times sexual relations and sexuality on the shop
floor are emphasized. This happens especially when a worker wants to under-
line his or her own virtuous position as a woman, man, or worker. One of
Kabeer’s interviewees said: “Some men and women like to flirt. Men who
are married, but go after other women and behave like lovers should not
work here; nor should such women. But women like myself, who have come
to work, not to flirt, will have no problems working in garments. They will
regard men like brothers, or fathers, or uncles.”™!

In El Salvador, where fictive kinship is not a cultural convention and is
not used on the factory floor, sexuality was still part of the worker-to-worker
disciplinary formation. A group of garment workers I interviewed gossiped
about one of their colleagues, saying that she had become pregnant while
having sexual relations with one of the managers. She had married the man-
ager and had subsequently moved into a higher position in the production
line. When I expressed surprise and disbelief, everyone laughed, and one
said: “There are always people who want to marry owners and managers to
get ahead. Flirting and other things can always move you up in the hier-
archy.”?2 The women contrasted such actions with those of unionists, who
were interested in working and defending their working rights rather than
in flirting with the managers. Such local deployments of sexuality on the
shop floors, in New York, Dhaka, and San Salvador, have not been picked
up by transnational campaigns—even though, once translated into U.S.



132 WOMEN FIRST?

and European legal-cultural contexts, they could be discussed within the
frame of sexual harassment in the workplace.

The New International Division of Labor in Context

How does this complexity of relations, contestations, negotiations, failures,
and contingencies bear on labor organizing? How are such local relations
and contestations understood within the dynamics of transnational protest?
What work did Viera’s presence and her story do for U.S. activists and con-
sumers and for the success and failure of organizing efforts at Mandarin?

In all of the campaigns I discuss, from activism against child labor in
Bangladesh to the Kathie Lee and Gap-Mandarin campaigns and the imple-
mentation of independent monitoring in El Salvador and Honduras, to the na-
tional and transnational attention received by the mass fainting at DINDEX
and protests of the lockout at Youngone, activists relied on the circulation of
stories of abuses, visions of factories, and representations of women’s bodies.
The founding convention of UNITE, which merged two U.S. unions with
long histories and tainted reputations, featured Viera and Molina. Viera and
Molina—both as individuals and as representatives of their coworkers and
co-unionists—were deployed tactically as signifiers of UNITE’s new com-
mitments to shop-floor organizing and to international solidarity, instead of
corporate-labor pacts and cold war support for U.S. foreign policy. When
Viera addressed the assembled unionists, her raced, national, and gendered
body stood as a solution to the fifty-year history of U.S. nativism and na-
tional protectionism, gender discrimination within the labor movement, and
a legacy of racial exclusion in the U.S. labor movement.

The tours of the United States made by Viera and Molina and other
garment workers parallel the tours of former slaves in the United States and
England for the cause of the abolition of slavery. Gilroy points out that with
the work of Douglass and others, “a new discursive economy emerges with
the refusal to subordinate the particularity of the slave experience to the to-
talising power of universal reason held exclusively by white hands, pens, or
publishing houses.”3 The mobilization of particularity, in this case of indi-
vidual garment workers working in specific factories, has been employed in
the antisweatshop movement as a way both of positing abuses as particular
aberrances in normalized global flows and of educating consumers about
the means of production of each of their clothing items. The garment work-
ers and the factories they come from serve as particular localities of global-
ized capital. Each instance, each worker—nonwhite, women, exploited, and
living outside the centers of consumption, advertising, and retail decision
making—becomes yet another example of what mostly white, consuming
activists, living in centers of consumption and retail decision making have to
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fight. The shop floor is mobilized as the locality of globalization and women
workers as the (gendered, raced, classed) citizens of particular nation-states
working on particular shop floors. Viera and Molina, standing on the po-
dium at UNITE’s founding convention, are living proof of globalization and
of the triumph of capital. Their presence, their words, and their experiences
are circulated within the antisweatshop movement and are essential both for
the success of the individual campaigns and for reminding consumers and
activists alike why the existence of UNITE is necessary, despite the weight of
its troubled history.

On the other side of the circulation of images and of bodies on the tours
of the United States is the white, upper-class celebrity Kathie Lee Gifford
whose subjectivity has been utilized both as an example of the evils of global-
ization and, once rehabilitated, as a paragon of caring womanhood. Kathie
Lee Gifford’s white, American, caring femininity, especially when taken as a
foil to her husband, Frank, whose sportscaster and ex-football-player image
is emblematic of American upper-class, white, strong masculinity, makes her
casily vilified and especially salvageable. Gifford was a symbol of how ties to
capital can corrupt an otherwise good person.

Kathie Lee Gifford’s race, nationality, and gender position also serve to
make her stand in for well-meaning consumers caught buying clothes from
sweatshops despite their best intentions. Both Gifford and U.S. consumers
are guilty, it would seem, because they did not know how the clothing was
made, and it is this very innocence that makes it possible for them to be
saved by the simple act of changing their purchasing—or subcontracting—
habits. Because agency, in the case of Viera and Molina, Gifford, and the
consumers and activists, is subsumed in the totality of the global, a victim-
model dichotomy—and salvation story—is possible. Gifford and U.S. con-
sumers are just as much victims of corporate greed as Viera or the DINDEX
workers. Over and over again, in the circuits of transnationality, women are
cast in the role of either victims or models in relation to capitalist produc-
tion and consumption regimes.

Is agency reclaimed in the transnational quest for labor rights, whether
under ILO conventions, national labor law, human rights, or women’s
rights? Wendy Brown points out the double-edged nature of rights-based
claims and pushes us to consider the universalistic idiom of rights, as op-
posed to their local effects. She argues: “I want to acknowledge the diverse,
inconstant, even contradictory ways that rights operate across various his-
tories, cultures, and social strata. . . . Thus, while a measure of their politi-
cal efficacy requires a high degree of historical and social specificity, rights
operate as a political discourse of the general, the generic, and universal.”
Brown’s conceptualization of rights discourse as paradox between universal
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idiom and local effects points to some of the problematics of carrying out
transnational protest, especially when there is an intellectual and material
division of labor between the work being done in one site and that being
done in another. Brown continues:

This paradox between the universal idiom and the local effect of rights
itself transpires on both a temporal and spatial level. On the temporal
level: While rights may operate as an indisputable force of emancipation
at one moment in history—the American Civil Rights movement, or the
struggle for rights by subjects of colonial domination such as black South
Africans or Palestinians—they may become at another time a regulatory
discourse, a means of obstructing or co-opting more radical political de-

mands, or simply the most hollow of empty promises.4

In the case of DINDEX, many of the women affected by the poison-
ing and by the threat of losing their jobs were doing a number of things to
contest their situation. At the same time, in the global (read U.S.) arena, a
system of independent monitoring at the factory was being demanded in
the name of their labor rights. In this way, particularly U.S. forms of liber-
alism circulate as transnational without recognizing the local and national
significance of DINDEX workers appealing to Salvadoran labor and health
laws to rectify their situations. Because independent monitoring was seen as
a successful resolution to an earlier (similar) problem, it was resuscitated as
the solution to another example of abuse. Both examples of sweatshop con-
ditions, at Mandarin International and DINDEX, have become particular
localities within the universalistic idiom of globalization.

Many stories of successful transnational campaigns against sweatshops
and the globalized system of subcontracting reinforce the totality of global-
ization; in fact, they make local efforts and local effects almost impossible
to recognize. Most of the DINDEX workers left MAM after the fainting
incident, Youngone went back to business as usual, and, when I met Viera,
she was working at a gasoline station and not in a garment factory or union
office. However, their images continue to circulate in the antisweatshop
movement as victims of globalization and exploitation and as models of
successful resistance against corporate domination. They have become part
of a circulation of signs and symbols, of virtual factories and perpetual inci-
dents, among activists, consumers, and academicians alike.

The (Im)Possibilities of Transnational Organizing

Does this mean that transnational organizing cannot happen? That it is im-
possible to forge transnational coalitions? Not necessarily. But how can we
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challenge the politics of globalization in ways that are not hegemonic and
that do not replicate and utilize current categories of gender, race, nation,
or class? There are places where women are reframing their own subjectivity
in the new international division of labor as actors and as agents, as in the
example of the women’s group UBINIG.

UBINIG is a feminist activist and research group based in Dhaka
that carries out transnational alliances but refuses to allow international
solidarity organizations to define either its community work or its agency.
UBINIG is located in Shyamoli in the Mohamedpur section of Dhaka—
a neighborhood full of garment factories and bamboo bastis (slum areas). It
offers programs that include primary schooling for women and for neigh-
borhood children in areas of Dhaka as well as in Chittagong, cities with
a high concentration of garment factories. UBINIG’s schooling program
combines reading, writing, and mathematics with what UBINIG orga-
nizer Sheema Das Shimu called in an interview an “anti-patriarchal, pro-
environmental, school and living program.” UBINIG members have also
set up a neighborhood women’s library and tea house called Adda (Bengali
for “gossip”) and a cooperative store that sells books, clothing, paper, and
jewelry made by members.

UBINIG’s members publish a critical activist journal, Chinta (Bengali
for “worry”), which they distribute to members, sell in the bookstore, and
use in their women’s literacy classes as a base text. Along with their school-
ing and community programs, UBINIG runs Shramo Bikash Kendra, the
Trade Union Education Center, and holds classes on labor law, discharge
policies, overtime, and striking. They also take on court cases for garment
workers and sex workers who have been denied pay, sexually harassed, or
abused. As Shimu pointed out in one of our discussions: “Many women
don’t know their rights, and they need to know. It isn’t necessary to become
a member, but they do need to know.” UBINIG’s members worked to orga-
nize Dhaka’s garment factories but were often met with harassment, firing,
and blacklisting (Figure 13).

UBINIG participates in transnational solidarity and carries out ex-
changes with similar groups in other parts of Asia, Europe, and Canada.
According to UBINIG members, those groups with whom they work re-
spect their feminist model of community organizing and allow members
to determine their own participation. Some international organizations
provide what Shimu calls “solidarity funds” with no strings attached. In
the communities in which the workers live, UBINIG representatives visit
people’s homes, provide them with classes and the bookstore-cooperative—
tea house, and organize protests in the streets. Members write critical articles
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were fired for trying to organize garment factories, in the home of one of the
UBINIG activists.

in Chinta and in international publications and work with transnational
activist groups such as the Inter-Church Action for Development, Relief,
and Justice (ICA) and the Canadian International Development Agency.
In short, theirs is an example of how international solidarity can be helpful
if there is respect for localities and local conditions on the part of trans-
national activists in the North and the South. In many ways, the UBINIG
experience points to the possibilities of a transnationality that takes local
conditions seriously.

Women First?

I now return to the gendered raced and classed categories that are critical to
the performance politics carried out on the NLC-Viera tour of the United
States. Transnational campaigns such as this have been held up as models
for global, woman- and-worker-centered activism, while they actually have
reinforced the categories of nation, race, class, and gender, often reproduc-
ing the new international division of labor within the movements them-
selves. Women (of color, third world, working, immigrant, Latina, Asian,
African) are included, but in terms of spectacle, image making, and mar-
keting. The campaigns I study would not have succeeded without relying on
the testimony, the body, and the performance of Viera, Molina, or Gifford.
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Gender, race, nation, and class—and the garment workers themselves—do
the work that holds the process of transnational protest together while fields
of local agency are channeled into a politics of performance.

Transnational organizing, as it has been carried out in model campaigns
that seem to place women first, actually continues to rely on gendered and
racialized hierarchies. Some women consume while others produce; some
participate and act, and others are portrayed as victims of forces out of their
control. This image making is parallel to advertising images and to images
from earlier anthropological and developmentalist discourse, cleaned up
and made attractive and consumable. Even when women’s participation
seems open and obvious, analyses of gender—and how it works with race
and nation—remain submerged. Certain women’s bodies are used to mar-
ket jeans, and others are used for protesting. Still others are used to produce
the jeans and to produce the narrative of victim/model for the benefit of
U.S.-based leftists.

In fact, the successes of transnational labor organizing over the past
few years have not led to a breakdown and reformulation of the categories
of nation, race, class, and gender. Their very success has relied on the main-
tenance and reproduction of these categories both in the campaigns and
on the shop floor. My examination of transnational campaigns for labor
rights and the coalitions that they engender raises further questions about
the possibilities of global civil society and of creating transnational social
movements able to negotiate gendered, raced, classed, and nation-based
difference within and among participants in transnational efforts to widen
citizenship.

It is the local that matters and on which the transnational depends.
Without a consideration for local meanings, organizing efforts, and contes-
tations, transnational organizing will continue to replicate the global-local
split and reinforce the new international division of labor—both within the
campaigns and on the factory floors of the garment industry.



Living Proof

Can living proof be the basis on which we claim transnational subjectivity?
If a person provides living proof of her existence, can she then claim citi-
zenship? In this chapter, I address the questions of subjectivity and agency
that have run throughout the preceding chapters by focusing on the liv-
ing proof provided by women’s everyday experiences as garment workers.
“Living proof,” in this instance, is what I am calling the offering of life
stories, subjectivities, bodily materialities, and practices by women as acts
of courage and political claim staking. By theorizing the living proof of-
fered by garment workers in production and protest, I analyze transnational
organizing through a closer attention to subjectivity, citizenship, and capi-
tal (re)production, on the one hand, and the practice of testimony, on the
other. I hope to shed light on circuits of subjectivity as they travel trans-
nationally and the practice of agency by women within the production of
modernity.

I begin with the stories of three Bangladeshi garment workers I met dur-
ing my first fieldwork trip to Dhaka in 1996. They shared their experiences
as women, as workers, and as union members, knowing that I was doing a
research project on garment workers’ lives and experiences in neighborhoods
and shop floors throughout Dhaka. I write about them now in order to think
through the conundrum of living proof and what happens to such proof once
it is given. I am aware that I am also reproducing them as surplus value, that
their stories are entering into my own practices of extraction and production
of surplus value even as I actempt to disrupt those circuits.

I met two of the women while I was attending organizing and training
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meetings for garment workers and talking to women who came to the union
offices of BIGUF (Bangladesh Independent Garment Union Federation)
in the upper-class Dhaka neighborhood of Gulshan. BIGUF is a union
supported by AAFLI, later called the Solidarity Center. I first came into
contact with them through garment worker union leaders who toured the
United States earlier in 1996. I met the third woman while I was carry-
ing out participant-observation with the ILO inspection team during their
tours of Dhaka garment factories and schools following the signing of the
memorandum of understanding in 1995.

I want to lay bare the networks that I entered into as I carried out dis-
cussions, interviews, and participant-observations with garment workers
in Dhaka in 1996 and 1998 in order to contextualize my later discussion
of the networks through which testimony, subjectivity, and agency circu-
late and citizenship practice can be carried out. I also want to make clear
my own position on, and complicity with, these networks regarding not
only labor organizing but also capital and the creation of surplus value
and state power, U.S. foreign policy, anticommunism, and the national-
developmentalist state and neoliberalism. I have drawn on the privileges
of whiteness, gender, and class that I garnered by dint of a series of post-
colonial, transnational, heterosexual family ties while living in Dhaka as a
white, U.S.-born woman who wears saris and speaks Bengali, who is also
a Bangladeshi bohu (daughter-in-law) and bhabi (sister-in-law), and who,
because of accent and skin color, sometimes passes for Pakistani.

While in Dhaka doing fieldwork I worked through these networks, cir-
cuits, and subject positions. These were the only possibilities through which
I was able to talk with women working in garment factories, in union of-
fices, and in the garment worker schools; to carry out interviews with fac-
tory managers, representatives from NGOs, government agencies, and UN
organizations; and to enter factories and people’s homes as both outsider and
kin. T write of my experiences in a book that is published by a U.S.-based
university press and can be purchased in U.S. dollars and will enhance my
position as an assistant professor in a U.S. research university. Even as I
provide a critique of capitalism, the state, and the disciplining of women’s
bodies through structures of race, class, heterosexuality, and gender rela-
tions, I cannot help but both depend on and reproduce these hierarchies
in my work. Spivak, in a discussion about strategic essentialism, says, “The
strategic use of an essence as a mobilizing slogan or masterword like woman
or worker or the name of a nation is, ideally, self-conscious for all mobi-
lized.” In my critique of hierarchical structures of race, class, heterosexism,
and gender, I mobilize these very hierarchies; they are, as Spivak goes on
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to say about strategic essentialism, “something that one cannot not use.”!
Garment workers, in their provision of living proof—even as this living
proof disrupts the everyday production of surplus value, of what Marx calls
“M'"”—take up such “necessary errors” of strategic essentialism discussed by
Spivak. This very preliminary admission of my subject position as it reso-
nates with my fieldwork in Bangladesh should be taken as the grounding on
which I base my discussion of Dhaka garment workers’ testimonies and the
ways in which they serve (or not) as living proof.

Stories, Reason(s), Proof

Paril Akhtar has worked in various factories in the garment industry for
six years as a finisher. In one of our discussions, Akhtar said, “It is always
the same; they don’t give holidays and they never give money [to the gar-
ment workers]—they say they will give [you] six [taka], but you only get
three.”? Akhtar went on to say that the factories give no support for medical
issues and none for housing, which is why she joined the BIGU. She has
worked in factories where unions have tried to organize, but the attempts
always ended in problems. Akhtar told me that even in a factory with 615 of
1,200 workers organized, the movement still collapsed. She asked, “Where
is Bangladesh labor law? I like garment work, but garment work doesn’t
work.”? Akhtar said a helper on the factory floor is legally supposed to be paid
900 taka a month but usually receives only 500 taka a month in practice.

I approached another woman, Rokeya, who had come to the health
clinic that is part of the BIGU office in Dhanmondi. She told me “I can’t
eat” since she had come to Dhaka several months ago from her village in
Rajshahi. “I can only eat one banana a day. When I do garment work, my
stomach gets upset.™ I asked her if it was because she didn’t have enough
money for food; Rokeya told me no, she had money for food and some to
send back to her family, but she was not able to force food down. She missed
her village and her family; everything in Dhaka was dirty and rushed. She
was doing garment work because her family needed the income, but she
wanted to go back to her village and be with her family. However, she said,
“I will stay in Dhaka if my family needs me to stay.”

The third story is that of a twelve-year-old girl whom I met while visit-
ing the nonformal schools set up for children garment workers after the
signing of the MOU. Wahida had worked in a garment factory for two
years before entering the garment workers” school. On the day of my visit to
her school, Wahida and her schoolmates sang and danced to a song about
their lives as garment workers and their bright futures now that they were
able to go to school. The teacher told me that singing was central to the
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curriculum and that students had written their own songs and had learned
songs about the 1971 Bangladeshi war of liberation and by Bengali na-
tionalist poet Rabindranath Tagore as well as popular Hindi film songs.
Because of the MOU, Wahida earned a stipend of 300 taka a month for
being in school. Wahida told me that she hoped to be a teacher or a doctor
so that she could help others when she grew up and that she would never go
back to garment work.

These stories reflect some of the pains, injustices, bodily experiences,
joys, and hopes experienced by the women and girls who talked to me
in my position as a woman, a scholar, a sister(-in-law), niece, foreigner,
and as someone who simply listened to what they had to say. In his book
Contentious Lives, Javier Auyero talks about his experiences interviewing
participants in an uprising in the Argentine city of Santiago del Estero. He
points out that, in an ethnographic interview, people often want to talk
and to be heard: “This desire to talk, to relive episodes of their lives, was
also present in almost all of my interviewees. They wanted to talk to me
about the uprisings; they wanted to share with me their experiences and
thoughts.” Drawing from Bourdieu and Sudhir Kakar, he argues that “the
secret of a good ethnography is the respect accorded to others and the
will to learn from others’ lives.” I agree with Auyero, but I wonder about
the circulation of my informants’ testimonies, of their talks with me, as I
share what I have learned from them in this book, in my public lectures,
and in my scholarly articles. How do such confidences, and my interlocu-
tors’ confidence in me, travel through time and space? Can the confidence
placed in me by the women be sustained as I share their stories with others?
Where is confidence placed once life stories—living proof—circulate? Is
confidence——confianza, in Spanish—translatable?

Living Proof and the Shop Floor

Proof; as such, can be seen in scars, in subject positions—and in women’s
testimonies to their experience. In protests against sweatshops, as in those
against war, it is a political act to offer one’s story and one’s body as liv-
ing proof. Drawing from Jelisaveta Blagojevic’s work on love, in which she
discusses the possibilities of offering love in philosophy as disrupting the
maintenance of difference, I argue that women’s testimony, women’s wit-
nessing, and women’s telling of their histories are acts of love that disrupt
the maintenance of difference.” Living proof is distinct from evidence or
empiricism in that the latter are already framed by discourses and method-
ologies of political economy and the production of difference. Living proof
is the product of and productive of affect; it is evidence of and contributes
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to emotions that are part of the offering of love. Even as living proof is given
and received, it cannot be possessed or circulated. As Sara Ahmed states
in The Cultural Politics of Emotion, “If emotions are not possessions, then
the terrain of (in)justice cannot be a question of ‘having’ or ‘not having’ an
emotion.”

Witnessing and the offering of living proof disrupt the production of
knowledge and trouble the boundaries of self and other that are central to
maintaining difference. Witnessing, both in its giving and receiving, entails
a radical respect for difference that Lila Abu-Lughod has called for, even as
difference is disrupted.? What happens when these acts of witnessing, testi-
mony, and love become living proof? How does such proof travel through
time and space? What becomes of the gendered bodies that provide the
proof? What becomes of their subjectivity?

In order to think through such questions, it is useful to explore the
uses of living proof in contestations over rights and claims to citizenship.
Here, I will focus on the use of testimony as living proof for rights claims in
the garment industry. Meg McLagan points to the relation between human
rights testimonies and transnational publicity, arguing, “human rights
testimonies can be understood as a form of political communication, as
a means through which ethical arguments or claims are made and collec-
tivities hailed and potentially persuaded or mobilized.”!® Drawing from the
tactics of the human rights and Central American solidarity movements,
transnational labor organizing has depended on personal testimonies to
provide evidence for labor violations and worker abuse in factories world-
wide. Such testimony has also been used in U.S. congressional hearings on
export-oriented production facilities, labor violations, and the use of child
labor in global garment production;! in tours of the United States by labor
activists and workers in export-oriented industries; and in documentary
films and videos that are used to raise the consciousness of consumers and
activists in the United States and Europe.

In the National Labor Committee video 7he Hidden Face of Globaliza-
tion, which focuses on labor abuses in Bangladesh’s export-oriented gar-
ment industry, the testimonies of young women garment workers provide
evidence for labor violations and worker abuse in Bangladeshi factories
that subcontract production for Wal-Mart. The testimonies featured in
the video, framed with commentary by U.S.-based labor activists Charles
Kernaghan and Barbara Briggs, are used to show people in the United
States that “We have the power to call upon our President and Congress to
pass laws that will protect the rights of the worker and human being at least
as much as the product is protected.”’? The women and men featured in
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the video include garment workers Mahamuda and Mapia; labor organizers
Sheik Nazma of the Bangladesh Center for Worker Solidarity and Amirul
Haque Amin, the National Garment Workers Federation (NGWF) general
secretary; and NLC staffers Kernaghan and Briggs, all of whom tell their
stories and give analyses of working conditions in the industry in savvy, po-
litical ways that tell of the participants’ experiences in union and workplace
organizing. The video frames the speakers, who are speaking Bangla with
an English translator’s voice-over, as garment workers and labor organiz-
ers but without giving the viewers a sense of their class backgrounds, their
experiences as union members and organizers, or the position of garment
factories in Dhaka’s infrastructure and economy or to Bangladesh and U.S.
nation-states.

The garment workers featured in the video, and in the 2004 tour of
U.S. universities, schools and unions, share with U.S. audiences their pains
and struggles while working in the garment industry, the forced overtime
and abuse they are subject to on a daily basis, and their continuing efforts
to keep up with hourly and daily production quotas so as not to lose the
jobs on which they and their families depend. The two garment workers
featured in the tour, whose testimonies are available on the NLC Web site,
are Robina Akhter and Maksuda/Masuma (she is called Maksuda in most
of the documentation of the tour, but in her testimony she gives her name
as Masuma).!? Their testimonies are detailed and quite painful; they in-
clude stories from the women’s lives about their working conditions and
hours, what and how they eat, sleep, brush their teeth, and live their lives.
Their stories are verified by Sheik Nazma, a former child garment worker
who now is the president of the Bangladesh Center for Worker Solidarity.
On the NLC Web site there is a slide show of the worker tour that shows
the participants at each of their tour stops, interacting with the audiences
and smiling as their photos are taken. There is also a photo of Maksuda/
Masuma crying on stage and another of Robina Akhter holding khaki pants
in the air, showing the audience how her supervisor had beaten her with the
very Wal-Mart pants she sewed.' Both the testimonies and the photos are
testaments to the courage and generosity of these women who came to the
United States to share their stories, their lives, and their struggles. They
provide the U.S. audience with living proof of abusive working conditions
that go into making the clothes we wear. This living proof is in the stories
told and also in the raced, classed, gendered, abused, productive bodies that
have traveled such distances to show proof of life and work in a politics of
claiming subjectivity.

In Robina Akhter’s testimony, she begins with her name and her
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approximate age, then describes her experiences as a garment worker and
her everyday life inside and outside the garment factory:

After six months I became a junior sewing operator. My job was to sew
the flaps on the back pockets of these pants. I had to sew 120 pieces an
hour. It was difficult to reach. If you made any mistakes or fell behind
on your goal, they beat you. They slapped you and lashed you hard on
the face with the pants. This happens very often. They hit you hard. It is
no joke."

Akhter talks about working shifts of twenty hours or more when shipments
are due to go out and the extra burdens that are placed on the younger
garment workers. She says that the workers are not allowed to drink water,
go to the bathroom more than two or three times a day, talk, or stretch:
“You are not allowed to talk . . . if you even stand up or stretch, they cut
your overtime pay.” Akhter describes the filthy bathroom conditions, the
frequent cuts in overtime pay, women being fired when they reach chirty
to thirty-five years of age, the lack of maternity pay or benefits, and the op-
pressive heat inside the factory: “The factory is very hot, and some days my
whole dress is wet with sweat.”10

Akhter tells the audience that she owns nothing, only the three dresses
she wears, and that she lives in a room with eight people, among them a
couple, she says, “which makes me feel very shy,” and she goes on to say,
“I clean my teeth with my finger, using ash. I can’t afford a toothbrush or
toothpaste. Lots of other garment workers are like me.” Akhter walks to
work, even in the rain, and eats mostly rice, vegetables, and lentils, and
drinks only water. She says:

I have never been to a cinema hall. I have never ridden a bike, and I
cannot afford a TV or radio. I have no relaxation in my life. No fun or
amusement. I never go out with my friends. We live only to work. Even
living like this, I still have to borrow 400 taka a month to survive. If I

could get one day off a week, I could rest with a deep slumber.

Akhter talks about being fired from her job after protesting because she
was absent one day, made up the missed day, and then was docked two
days’ pay. When she asked why she was being docked, the supervisor told
her, “Is this factory owned by your father?” Then he fired me, cursing very
filthy words at me.” Finally, she ends her testimony by saying that she never
knew where the clothes she made were going and that she never thought
she would be in the United States. Akhter tells the audience that, when she
went into a Wal-Mart store in the United States, she found the clothes that
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she and her coworkers had sewed. Akhter’s final sentence is a plea for the
audience: “Please help us win our rights.””

Maksuda’s/Masuma’s testimony complements that of Robina Akhter.
She begins by saying, “My name is Masuma.” Maksuda/Masuma goes on
to say:

I had to go to work in the garment factories when I was 11 years old. I
started as a helper. The sound of the machines was so loud and the factory
was so crowded with people that it made me feel dizzy and frightened
and so sick that I vomited a lot at the beginning. It is very punishing to
work so early, and I felt very hurt, but I had no choice, because my family
is very poor. I never had a chance to go to school. . . . At the beginning, I
earned 250 taka a month [$4.25].18

Maksuda/Masuma describes getting pregnant and feeling sick on the fac-
tory floor. Her supervisor told her that she could not rest and told her that
if she did not want to work, she should leave the factory. She then goes on
to say:

I was sitting at the side of my machine. The supervisor was standing over
me. Then he violently kicked me, hard, in the stomach and I fell to the
floor. I fainted. My coworkers picked me up. I was crying. My cowork-
ers went to the production manager and told him what had happened,
and he let me go home that afternoon but I had to come back the next

morning.

Maksuda/Masuma’s testimony tells of her two-year-old daughter’s head
being scarred even now, and says that she does not get to spend time with
her daughter. Maksuda/Masuma lives with her mother and daughter, owns
almost nothing, and is still paying off the debt from her hospital stay while
giving birth: “I had to go back to work. I am again working from 8:00 a.m.
to 10:00 p.m., seven days a week. Now I am earning 2,100 taka a month
[$35.14/month; 17 cents an hour].” As with Robina Akhter, Maksuda/
Masuma shares intimate details of her life, her working conditions, her
family—her pain and her hopes—as part of her testimony. Maksuda/
Masuma speaks directly to the people of the United States:

Now I know that it is you, American people, who buy the clothing we
sew in Bangladesh. And I want to ask your help. We don’t want a boy-
cott. We need these jobs. But we want the companies to stop beating
us and torturing and abusing us. We want one day a week off. I need

time to be with my daughter. The companies should pay us our overtime
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correctly and not cheat us as they always do. We are willing to work very
hard and with good quality. We will work twelve hours a day, from 8:00
a.m. to 8:00 at night, six days a week. But it is wrong to force us to work
until 10:00 at night every night, and the all night shifts to 3:00 a.m. are
too cruel. Also, the companies should give us our maternity leave with

pay as the law says.

Maksuda/Masuma speaks of her hopes for the future if working conditions
improve and if her pay were raised to 4,500 taka a month. She says that she
could buy milk and food for her baby, pay off her debts, buy a new dress,
save some money for when she is older, and buy fish and fruit. She ends her
testimony by asking the U.S. audience, “Please don’t forget the garment
workers in Bangladesh.”

Sheik Nazma’s testimony serves as both verification and context to
the life stories told by Robina Akhter and Maksuda/Masuma: “I know
that what these two young workers told you just now is the truth. I too
was a child worker. I started in the garment factories when I was 11 years
old.”1 Sheik Nazma says, “But do not misunderstand. We are not just sit-
ting around waiting for the companies to give us justice. We are fighting
back. But we need your help and solidarity.” She describes the unionization
efforts of garment workers in Dhaka and their 2003 strike at the Pantex fac-
tory outside of Dhaka, which was met by beatings and the police firing at
the strikers, resulting in six or seven deaths and many injuries. She says in
her testimony, “In the end, some small improvements were won. Buc it cost
the blood of those brave workers.”

Sheik Nazma’s testimony maintains that Bangladesh has good labor
laws in place but that the factory owners do not comply with the laws that
are on the books. According to Bangladeshi labor law, workers have the
right to maternity leave for three months at full pay. Sheik Nazma says,
however, that “95 percent of the factories violate this right,” and they are
supported by the Bangladeshi state and transnational garment manufac-
turers. She points to a success story of transnational organizing, where the
Bangladesh Workers Solidarity Center and the National Garment Workers
Federation began a campaign in Bangladesh:

Working together, we wrote to all 3,700 garment factories demanding
that they respect the maternity leave laws. We organized demonstrations.
We marched. We distributed popular education brochures to the work-
ers. We put posters up all over the factory areas. We talked to the media,
and we held a conference which even government officials felt they had
to attend.
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She describes the coordination of the Bangladesh campaign with one car-
ried out by the National Labor Committee in the United States, the result
of which was that

today 19 of the largest apparel companies in the world have signed a
pledge that anyone sewing their garments in Bangladesh will be guaran-
teed her legal maternity leave with full pay. In fact, at our conference, the
government Labor Minister even pledged to extend the paid maternity
leave to four months. But we will believe the government and the compa-

nies only after we see some action.

Sheik Nazma also gives credit to the NLC and to other international or-
ganizations who provided help for garment workers after the 2004 floods
in Bangladesh, saying, “In Dhaka, tens of thousands of garment workers’
homes were under two to three feet of water. Maksuda’s house was like
that.” She thanks the U.S. solidarity community, saying that, with the help
of the NLC, Anita Roddick donated $22,000 and other money came in
that allowed her organization and others to provide help to the flooded gar-
ment workers and their families. She concludes her testimony by saying that
international solidarity is needed more than ever; with the January 2005
end of textile and apparel quotas, Bangladesh might lose garment produc-
tion jobs. Of course, international (and transnational) solidarity is a double-
edged sword that sometimes can work to displace or detract from workers’
agency in a number of ways. She says,

In this global economy, international solidarity is more critical than ever.
It seems that all of us must struggle together to defend women’s and work-
ers rights, fair wages, and the right to organize. This is our only hope. It
might seem like nothing to you, but if our garment workers could earn
4,500 taka as a base wage—which is about 37 cents an hour in American
dollars—it would make a huge, positive difference in our lives. Also, the

workers need one day off a week. These are some of our struggles.

Sheik Nazma was both a child worker in the Bangladeshi garment industry
and an early union organizer; she is politically very astute and willing to put
herself on the line as part of her organizing work.

All three of the testimonies provided in the NLC tour of the United
States, along with the images and testimonies that are featured in 7he Hidden
Face of Globalization, have served as contingent interventions—moments of
disruption—in the everyday workings of capital. Such testimonies lay bare
the day-to-day nature of capitalist production and reproduction and show
how discipline and governmentality are often punctuated by violence that
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belies the structural coherence of hegemonic formations. In Hegemony and
Socialist Strategy, Laclau and Mouffe argue that ““Hegemony’ will be not the
majestic unfolding to an identity but the response to a crisis.” Specifically,
Laclau and Mouffe draw from Rosa Luxemburg and Second International
Marxism, as well as from Foucault and Althusser, to theorize hegemony as
alluding “to an absent totality, and to the diverse attempts at recomposi-
tion and rearticulation which, in overcoming this original absence, made
it possible for struggles to be given a meaning and for historical forces to
be endowed with full positivity.” Laclau and Mouffe point out that “the
contexts in which the concept appear will be those of a fault (in the genea-
logical sense), of a fissure that had to be filled up, of a contingency that had
to be overcome.”20

Such contingent interventions serve as simultaneous fissures and po-
tential excess that hold the possibility of being strategically utilized to over-
come such fissures. In 7he Power to Choose, Naila Kabeer points out that
the labor market participation of Bangladeshi garment workers cannot be
understood in relation to economistic or rational choice theories—they are
neither “rational fools” nor “cultural dopes” (16). In Kabeer’s discussion of
Bangladeshi women garment workers” subjectivities in London and Dhaka,
she writes:

I have sought to analyse their testimonies in relation to the broader context
in which they live their lives, some aspects of which may be discernible in
these testimonies, but other aspects of which form the unacknowledged
conditions in which they make their choices. By grounding the analysis
of women’s voices in the empirical context of their lives, I have tried to ex-
plore their own understanding of the limits embodied by this larger con-

text, and their willingness as well as their ability to transform it.?!

Insofar as Bangladeshi women are participating in the labor market, they
are doing so neither solely because of comparative advantage nor solely be-
cause of cultural constraints; they are neither completely “liberated” from
tradition (often read as purdah, religiously sanctioned seclusion of women)
nor are they completely tradition-bound through their labor market par-
ticipation. Neither their testimony nor the “broader context in which they
live their lives” serves the ends of economic or cultural fundamentalism;
neither, moreover, is readable within transnational circuits of garment pro-
duction and protest. In fact, the “broader context” is incommensurable
with and irreducible to discourse and circulation as part of transnational
organizing and knowledge production. In this book, I am attempting a
type of empiricism that reads such broader contexts while at the same time
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recognizing their unreadability. While I refuse to cede epistemology to the
wholly theoretical—and I feel that it would be a disservice to the women
who have given me their confidences, who have had confidence in me, to
do so—I maintain that evidence, or living proof, is never reducible to the
provision of facts or the utilization of case studies in the name of scientific
method.

Living Proof, Subjectivity, Citizenship, M-C-M'

The provision of living proof in the form of testimony opens up the possi-
bilities for exposing the fault lines of globalization and showing the con-
tingency of hegemony. Such contingency is laid bare when we place Sheik
Nazma’s testimony about the violence that meets unionization efforts
next to the garment trade advertisement for Bangladeshi export process-
ing zones that tells businesspeople, “For Optimum Profit Invest in EPZs
of Bangladesh,” with incentives such as “Law forbids formation of labour
unions in the zones and strikes are illegal.”?? The side-by-side reading of
labor repression and state/paramilitary violence with advertisements for ex-
port processing zones where labor unions and strikes are illegal shows the
impossibility of seamless “optimum profit” in exploitative productive prac-
tices. We can see the contingent nature of hegemony—the uneven balance
between “force and consent,” to use Gramsci’s terms?>—in the fault lines
of legality within garment factories and export processing zones, sites that
are part of the nation-state while at the same time serving as juridico-legal
outsides. It is these fault lines to which our attention is drawn by women’s
testimonies and the living proof that they share with us; it is precisely these
fault lines to which we must pay attention.

Once we pay attention to such fault lines—and to the living proof
provided in testimony by witnesses—how do we account for hegemonic
contingencies that, even as they disrupt the practice of difference, create
surplus value once they circulate globally? That is to say, once witnesses give
testimony that circulates as living proof—of violence, of exploitation, of the
longing for recognition on the part of those stepping forward to witness—
what happens to subjectivity, citizenship claims, and the reproduction of
(global) capital (the creation of M, from Marx’s formulas for the reproduc-
tion of capital of C-M-C/M-C-M")?24 Marx theorizes capital production
as C-M-C, where C is commodity, which transforms into the money form
upon being taken to market and sold; the money is then used to buy anoth-
er commodity, completing the first circuit. Marx goes on to say that, once
we understand that the circuit of capital produces surplus value through
labor, the formula shifts to M-C-M', where money is brought to market to
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buy a commodity that is then transformed through abstract labor power, in
which surplus value is extracted, in order to be sold at a profit of M. Marx
argues that, without the production of M' through extracted labor power,
capitalism cannot reproduce itself because all of its profit will be consumed
by the process of buying commodities.

It is important to point out the impossibility of the subject position of
one who provides living proof. It is an impossible subject position whose
very circulation depends on its possibility—on the possibility of becoming
citizenship, on the one hand, and continuing the circuit of M-C-M/, on the
other. How is living proof, such as that provided by Rokeya when she tells
me “I can’t eat” or the testimonies given by Maksuda/Masuma on the NLC
tour, where her own statement of her name is not translated, mobilized on
behalf of citizenship status? How can the experiences, hopes, and challeng-
es of the children who participate in the schools for former child garment
workers or the testimony of Robina Akhter, particularly her statement that
“I have never been to a cinema hall. I have never ridden a bike, and I cannot
afford a TV or radio,” be mobilized as foundations for claims to citizen-
ship? Finally, what does Paril Akhtar’s story of the impossibility of garment
work, or Sheik Nazma’s tales of the state and parastatal violence that meet
attempts to unionize, tell us about the stability of M-C-M,, the circuit of
capital? The problem is one of incommensurability—Dbetween that which is
included and that which is left out—and the impossibility of understand-
ing classed sites in Bangladesh once they travel along transnational circuits.
This relationship is one of double incommensurability because of the im-
possibility of neatly moving from use- to exchange-value, on the one hand,
and the impossibility of translation of Kabeer’s “broader context in which
they live their lives,” on the other.

The incommensurability of use value and exchange value, and of liv-
ing proof in serving as cither, can be thought about through what Dipesh
Chakrabarty calls “two histories of capital.” In Provincializing Europe,
Chakrabarty addresses the question of historical difference and the logic
of capital through two concepts “inseparable from Marx’s critique of capi-
tal: that of ‘abstract labor” and the relation between capital and history.”?
First, drawing from his earlier work Rethinking Working-Class History,
Chakrabarty argues: “Labor that is juridically and politically free—yet so-
cially unfree—is a concept embedded in Marx’s category of ‘abstract labor.’
The idea of ‘abstract labor’ thus combines the Enlightenment themes of ju-
ridical freedom (rights, citizenship) and the concept of the universal and
abstract human who bears this freedom.”?¢ Chakrabarty points out that
the concept of abstract labor that “is central to Marx’s explanation of why
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capital, in fulfilling itself in history, necessarily creates the grounds for its
own dissolution.”?” The provision of living proof—in the forms of testi-
mony and the bodily presence of Third World women as witnesses—Ilays
bare the impossibilities of abstract labor. While Chakrabarty does not—or
cannot—theorize gender in his discussion of the two histories of capital,
my theorization of living proof shows the limits of capital’s, and protest’s,
abilities to extract surplus value from the bodies of women. Living proof, in
fact, can never be completely mobilized as abstract labor or exchange value.

For Marx, abstract labor makes possible the production of surplus value
in the circulation of capital. Marx argues, “We see therefore that the addi-
tion of new value takes place not by virtue of [a worker’s] labour being spin-
ning in particular . . . but because it is labour in general, abstract social la-
bour.”?8 T want to discuss the practice of testimony in its becoming abstract
social labor—as adding value to the production of antisweatshop activism
in the United States and Europe—and what that means for those who pro-
vide such abstract labor. This becoming of abstract social labor complicates
the idea of living proof and testimony as “acts of love.” Marx continues:

On the one hand, it is by virtue of its general character as expenditure of
labour-power in the abstract that spinning adds new value to the values of
cotton and the spindle; and on the other hand, it is by virtue of its special
character as a concrete, useful process that the same labour of spinning
both transfers the values of the means of production to the product and
preserves them in the product. Hence a twofold result emerges within the

same period of time.?’

This “twofold result” is also evident in the practice of testimony. The general
character of testimony as the “expenditure of labour-power in the abstract”
on the behalf of antisweatshop organizing adds new value to the organizing;
“its special character as a concrete, useful process” carried out by concrete
gendered, raced, postcolonial bodies both “transfers the values of the means
of production to the product and preserves . . . the product.” The antisweat-
shop movement needs to produce added value, M, in order to reproduce
itself as a movement despite not achieving its stated ends of eliminating
worker abuse or becoming a means for worker subjectivity.3? It is impor-
tant to theorize garment protest and production as connected through their
fundamental—and intimate—dependence on laboring women’s bodies.
Once sweatshops are eradicated, once the production of M' stops in garment
production, the antisweatshop movement itself ceases to be, even as the sym-
bolic, affective value of testimony remains.

Here we can return to Chakrabarty and the question of subjectivity
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and to abstract labor that is at once “juridically and politically free—yet
socially unfree.”3' The provision of living proof—the act of witnessing, the
practice of testimony—necessitates this particular combination: those who
provide living proof are juridically and politically free; they are subjects able
to take part in free speech, yet they are socially unfree, and as such their
testimony and their positions as witnesses are valued as living proof of that
lack of freedom. Chakrabarty argues for two different histories of capital,
History 1 and History 2, in order to develop “a distinction that Marx made
between two kinds of histories: histories ‘posited by capital’ and histories
that do not belong to capital’s ‘life process.””3? I would argue that whereas
living proof, the act of giving it and the bodies that provide it, belong to
History 2, the transnational circulation of testimony—in the form of work-
er tours and videos aimed at activists and consumers in the United States
and Europe—is part of the History 1 of capital and protest. Chakrabarty
argues:

History 2 does not spell out a program of writing histories that are alter-
natives to the narratives of capital. That is, History 2s do not constitute a
dialectical Other of the necessary logic of History 1. To think thus would
be to subsume History 2 to History 1. History 2 is better thought of as a
category charged with the function of constantly interrupting the total-
izing thrusts of History 1.33

The attempt to take living proof History 2 and incorporate it into History
1 involves considerable amounts of what Spivak calls epistemic violence.
The movement from History 2 to History 1 is one that renders History 2
abstract, exchangeable. As testimony moves transnationally and hegemoni-
cally, as in the case of the antisweatshop movement, women’s subjectivity
is mediated by histories of nation, race, class, sexuality, empire, and gen-
der in ways that make the practice of witnessing and acts of love political
impossibilities.

Giorgio Agamben, in Remnants of Auschwitz, puts forth what he calls “a
kind of perpetual commentary on testimony” in his discussion of position
of witnesses, archives, and testimonies of concentration camps. Agamben
argues, “At a certain point, it became clear that testimony contained at its
core an essential lacuna; in other words, the survivors bore witness to some-
thing it is impossible to bear witness to. As a consequence, commenting on
survivors’ testimony necessarily meant interrogating this lacuna, or, more
precisely, attempting to listen to it.” Agamben goes on to say that “listening
to something absent did not prove fruitless work” and that “For my part,
I will consider myself content with my work if; in attempting to locate the
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place and theme of testimony, I have erected some signposts allowing future
cartographers of the new ethical territory to orient themselves.”3 In reading
the testimonies provided by garment workers from Bangladesh, El Salvador
and New York City in both public and private alongside Agamben’s writing
on Nazi death camps, I attempt to listen to that which is absent from these
accounts. Even as I do so, I know that such an ethical orientation based on
knowing these absences is not possible, precisely because they are absences
that cannot be filled by representation.

The absent, however, are those who are “drowned”—here Agamben
quotes Primo Levi—those whose “death had begun before that of their
body.” As Agamben points out of those who cannot bear witness:

the drowned have nothing to say, nor do they have instructions or memo-
ries to be transmitted. The witness usually testifies in the name of justice
and truth and as such his or her speech draws consistency and fullness.
Yet here the value of the testimony lies essentially in what it lacks; at its
center it contains something that cannot be borne witness to and that
discharges the survivors of authority. The “true” witnesses, the “complete
witnesses,” are those who did not bear witness and could not bear wit-
ness. They are those who touched bottom. . .. The survivors speak in
their stead, by proxy, as pseudo-witnesses; they bear witness to a missing

testimony.

Just as recipients of living proof must attempt to pay attention to that which
is absent, those who provide living proof speak for those who cannot. What
subject position is occupied by those who bear witness—those whose lives
become living proof?

Living Proof, Justice, and Circuits of Capital

This is an impossible subject position, whose very circulation depends on its
possibilitcy—on the possibility of becoming subjectivity, and even citizen-
ship, on the one hand, and continuing the circuit of M-C-M', on the other.
What happens when women’s bodies and experiences are taken as living
proof of history or contention? Can living proof serve as the basis for jus-
tice? Here I want to return to my discussion of Mandarin International and
the Gap Campaign of 1995 that focused on El Salvador. If Dhaka exempli-
fies the garment industry as a national developmental model, El Salvador
has served as a model for postwar reconstruction and the reinsertion of he-
gemony in production and protest. Can they also serve as models for justice
in global production practices? Here I am referring to Agamben’s point,
“Almost none of the ethical principles our age believed it could recognize as
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valid have stood the decisive test, that of an Ethica more Auschwitz demon-
strata” (13). Can we map antisweatshop protests onto what Agamben points
to as this “new ethical territory?”

The national-developmentalist state and the antisweatshop movement
alike, in their attempts to put forth such models, foreclose the possibilities
for mapping Agamben’s new ethical territory. Before the 1995 unionization
attempt, lockout, and mass firings at Mandarin International—now called
Charter—the National Labor Committee had produced a video, Zoned for
Slavery, documenting the labor abuses at the Orion factory, located in an
EPZ in Honduras. It is offered to the U.S. public so that we can

Meet the children who work in the sweatshops of Central America. See
the armed guards at the factory’s gate. Go inside and watch the young
workers being searched to prevent them from bringing food to work.
Talk to them about the deplorable conditions: low wages, forced birth
control, work quotas, long hours and compulsory overtime, denial of
education.3¢

Accompanying this description is a photo of Lesly Rodriguez, a fifteen-
year-old worker at Orion, at a sewing machine surrounded by piles of
clothes to be sewn, side by side with other garment workers with their sew-
ing machines and piles of clothes. The narrative of the video moves between
Rodriguez, who begins her day at dawn and works in the maquila to support
her mother and younger brother, and the larger political economy of the
garment industry. In one segment, the video’s narrator tells us that “since
the Caribbean Basin Initiative, there has been a 2,400 percent increase in
Honduran exports to the United States” and then moves on to describe how
“the workers are searched on their way into work to make sure they are not
carrying candy, which could stain the fabric.”

Zoned for Slavery, while accurately depicting sweatshop conditions in a
Central American maquiladora, is a foreshadowing of the Mandarin cam-
paign and the tour of the United States a year later by Viera and Diaz.
In fact, the 1994 video laid the foundations for the 1995 tour, setting the
Central American sweatshop apart and having it, as with Mitchell’s discus-
sion of the colonization of Egypt, enframed. In this case, it is the sweatshop
that “was to be ordered up as something object-like. In other words, it was
to be made picture-like and legible, rendered available to political and eco-
nomic calculation . . . to become readable, like a book, in our own such
use of the term” (Mitchell, Colonising Egypt, 50). In the video, Rodriguez
is shown at home, on the bus to work, at her sewing machine, and in her
neighborhood with other garment workers, denouncing their abuse by fac-
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tory management. Orion workers tell interviewer Barbara Briggs that they
must make 1,100 shirts a day or 5 embroidered sweaters. They are shouted
at and hit and are required to take sweaters home to embroider, otherwise
their paychecks will be cut. One worker shown in the video says, “They
punish you if they see you talking.”

Rodriguez is shown as a child working in a Central American sweat-
shop, sewing garments for international retailers. The NLC Web site, which
features Zoned for Slavery along with other videos and publications for sale,
advertises, “NLC’s video reporters went with their cameras so that we could
witness what should not be overlooked.” The design on the video cover is
of a school notebook, and the video describes kids being picked up to go to
work: “Each morning, old American school buses make rounds, picking up
kids, as many as can fit on board. The children are taken to work. In 1993,
they sewed 77 million garments for sale in the United States.”

There is no doubt that the conditions described at Orion are simi-
lar to most garment factories. In fact, most of them are still present at
Mandarin—with the exception, since the Gap campaign, of forced birch
control and compulsory overtime—and at other factories that I visited in
El Salvador, Bangladesh, and New York. Forced birth control is especially
pernicious in its regulation of women’s sexuality as a condition for being
granted jobs, as a 1997 report from Human Rights Watch described the

situation in Mexican maquiladoras:

Potential female employees are compelled to take urine tests and answer
invasive questions on applications and interviews about their pregnancy
status, sexual activity, use of birth control, and menstrual cycles. Those
who are pregnant are not hired. Those who have become pregnant are

forced to resign, orare subjected to abusive and discriminatory treatment.3”

Zoned for Slavery, by bringing such violations to the notice of consum-
ers, serves as a counterpoint to the avalanche of advertising images that
show young, well-dressed, upper-class (white) people wearing the clothes
that are made in garment factories throughout the third world and in the
poorest neighborhoods of U.S. cities. Just as an important achievement of
the Gap campaign was the end of forced pregnancy tests at Mandarin, the
video did indeed help us to “witness what should not be overlooked.”

Zoned for Slavery, as both artifact and commodity, also works on several
other levels. The video and its accompanying advertising copy and photos
serve to normalize the idea of oppressed, gendered, Central American work-
ers in need of salvation by empowered, dollared, North American consum-
ers. The video invites consumers—through the act of buying—to experience
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factory life and what it means to be a worker. The consumption of the video
and the images of exploited workers parallel the act of buying clothes from
the Gap and the images of the models wearing the clothes in the advertise-
ments. Relations of consumption and production remain firmly in place,
even within the effort to destabilize them. The production process, the stag-
ing, and everything that it took to create the video’s representations of factory
work are left out of the final cut. But how otherwise could workers or activists
raise awareness of conditions on shop floors throughout the world?

The final cut of Zoned for Slavery provided a script for the Mandarin
campaign that followed a year later and for subsequent transnational labor
organizing efforts. In this way, the video was useful in demarcating labor vio-
lations and educating consumers even as it normalized the very conditions
it documented. With that script, and the use of repertoires picked up from
1980s solidarity tactics, the intended audience—U.S.-based consumers—
knew what to expect of the conditions at Mandarin. Mitchell points out
in his conception of the “world-as-exhibition™ “Everything seemed to be
set up before one as though it were a model or the picture of something.
Everything was arranged before an observing subject into a system of signi-
fication (to use the European jargon), declaring itself to be the signifier of
the signified.”?8

The script of Viera and Molina’s tour was written by the video, by Gap’s
advertising campaigns, by modernization theory, and by the history of U.S.
nation-state building with its particular histories of race, class, and labor
organizing. This process of scripting helped us to grasp the happenings at
Mandarin as a particular reality, to be conceived and, in this instance, set
aside as a problem solved by our having witnessed it.

Transnational campaigns are organized within the context of a com-
plete lack of alternatives. Workers who attempt to organize or defend them-
selves against violations run up against a capital formation that, while it
provides much-needed jobs, is mobile to the point that factories are able to
close down in a matter of days in the face of protest. I witnessed the ability
of individual factories to cut and run in El Salvador in November 1997
when DINDEX attempted to shut down the day after many of its workers
fainted.

I return to the questions with which I began: Can living proof be the
basis on which we claim transnational subjectivity? If we provide living
proof of our existence, can we then claim citizenship? If one examines the
narrative of the campaigns and their resolution, women (and men) present
on the factory floors of garment factories throughout the world are shown
to us through a set of testimonies that demonstrate what it means to be a
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garment worker. They are found in the bodies and words of Judith Viera,
Lesly Rodriguez, and Ana Maria Romero, in the video images that are left
behind, and in the language of agreements and the results of negotiations.
They are also represented in each subsequent tour of the United States that
replicates and builds on the tours that came before.

Consumers are still invited—in an ironic twist of virtual reality—to
purchase the videos that help them to experience the factory floor from the
safety of their living rooms, long after the campaigns have ended and every-
one has gone back to business as usual. Once the initial outrage has been as-
suaged by the successful outcome, we can return to the retail outlets that we
know and love and consume at even greater levels than before, complacent
that we are serving the purpose of social justice by patronizing shops with
corporate codes of conduct. The garment factories will keep producing, and
the women inside will keep working ten- to twelve-hour days to satisfy the
laws of supply and demand while retailers continue to reap profits.

The repertoires of contention employed by the Gap campaign and by
the tactics of transnational protest help define what can be said, how it
may be said, and who does the talking. This is what Michel Foucault, in
Archaeology of Knowledge, called a “discursive formation,” which is a set of
basic conventions that delimit the discursive field of a particular discipline
or field of study within which speaking subjects can come to speak.? Here
I am positing a discursive formation of transnational protest that also de-
fines to whom people talk and upon whom claims are made. On the NLC
Web site, contention is carried out, over and over again, against the same
companies: Disney, Gap, Kathie Lee, Liz Claiborne, Nike, Ralph Lauren,
and Wal-Mart. These companies are the targets of campaigns and are asked
to improve the working conditions of their subcontractors—but how are
they pushed to enforce such rights? Only by the threat to their brand names
and their corporate reputations, and in neither place is there room for the
agency, participation, or input of the workers in the factories from which
they subcontract production.

By eliminating the worst abuses of women’s bodies and work sites, the
conditions under which manufacturing regimes operate are normalized and
regulated. To borrow from Chakrabarty’s use of Marx, the corporate cam-
paigns are also about producing an acceptable discipline that is not tainted
by the sweatshop appellation. They produce “uniformity, regularity, order
and economy, [within] each individual workshop™? and within the indus-
try as a (globalized) whole. It is also about the purification of the brand, the
name, and the trademark—about intellectual property as much as about
production. In a recent full-page advertisement in La Prensa Grdfica, one of



158 LIVING PROOF

El Salvador’s largest national daily newspapers, the government campaign
“Nuestro Nuevo El Salvador” stated, in an obvious reference to the inter-
national campaigns and the destruction of unionization efforts:

In 1994, El Salvador did not have a favorable image for national and for-
eign investment. We have reoriented our international policies in order
to have our economic progress recognized and attract investment to
the country. El Salvador is now recognized worldwide as an attractive
site for investment. Salvadoran and foreign businessmen have invested
US$1.795 billion annually between 1994 and 1998. This is double the
investment of the previous five years. All of this confidence has translated
into 335 thousand new jobs. In 1998, with more and better employment,

we are creating a new country: Modern, Democratic, I’articipatory.41

Half of the full-page ad shows a smiling garment worker in front of a ma-
chine, sewing garments in the blue color of the national flag. The ad copy is
on the blue of the flag and a white background, with the national seal in one
corner (Figure 14). As the advertisement exemplifies, the El Salvador brand
once more can be marketed to produce investment. Gap Inc. is now sancti-
fied to gather as much profit as possible from its subcontractors in El Salvador
and throughout the world. Finally, the National Labor Committee can
bank on the legitimacy created by its “success” in El Salvador to carry out
other campaigns and gather more funds in the name of women’s labor and
working conditions throughout the (other) world.

Consumer antisweatshop movements, by focusing protest on the posi-
tion of workers in these new economic formations, have documented the
different strands of production and labor control that run through garment
manufacturing. These movements have also worked to improve working
conditions and better the lot of garment workers in factories subcontracting
throughout the world. However, because of their concern with the politics
of images and technology and with influencing corporate policy decisions,
they often reproduce the notion that power is created in the uppermost
strata of society to be then administered to people living and working as
subjects of that power.

The NLC descended—rhetorically and practically—from the 1980s
U.S. solidarity movement with Central America. The repertoires of conten-
tion employed by the NLC applied the language and tactics of that move-
ment to labor organizing and combined them with the corporate-focused
politics of the Clinton years that mimicked the political economy of capital
circulation. In this regard, the NLC took on the legacy of solid, dedicated
work for social justice of the 1980s solidarity movement in order to make
the U.S. government and U.S.-based corporations accountable to the U.S.
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Figure 14. Advertisement for the “Nuestro Nuevo El Salvador” (Our New
El Salvador) campaign, printed in the national press, features a smiling gar-
ment worker sewing clothing the color of the Salvadoran flag. This ad ran ro
show the Salvadoran public that, despite the claims by antisweatshop activists,
the garment industry was thriving in El Salvador with happy, patriotic employ-
ees working in great conditions.

consuming public for conditions of production among its subcontractors.
At the same time, when battles about people in other parts of the world are
waged among U.S.-based participants, they have had the potential to rein-
force the notion that agency is based in the United States and that conten-
tion occurs only at the heights of political economy. They also potentially
reinforce the conception that local conditions are created by global forces
rather than through struggles and negotiations in all sites.

My work reinforces Miriam Wells’s example of the United Farm
Workers’ strikes in the lettuce and broccoli fields of California. Wells shows
that the attention given to the lettuce boycott and the UFW’s organizing
had different effects, depending on local conditions at particular strawberry
picking sites. Although none of the strawberry pickers were organized, at
one site, workers discussed the lettuce organizing and held work stoppages
demanding higher pay—which they received. At another site, the work-
ers discussed the situation with the owners, depending on a history of
patron-client relations, and eventually got an increase in pay. In a third site,
strawberry workers “did not mention the lettuce victory to their Mexican
employer.” Instead, while they were excited about the potential for “a new
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era in farm labor,” they “continued to labor without complaint until the end
of the season.” Their wages remained unchanged at the previous year’s rate.
Wells argues about the need to understand different forms of action—or
inaction—through attention to particular locations, histories, and contexts
of labor struggle.4?

While transnational protest calls attention to labor violations and abuse
of women, men, and children who make the clothing we all wear, it also
replicates a traditional emphasis on the dominant role of U.S. politics and
the hegemony of capital accumulation. Because women’s (and men’s and
children’s) testimonies move along the same circuits as capital accumula-
tion, from the South to the North, alongside and within garment produc-
tion commodity chains, we are left with the idea that corporate decision
and profit making, and appropriate tactics for labor activists, are products
of boardrooms, stock exchanges, and stores rather than of homes, neighbor-
hoods, and production sites. This produces the effect of global-local separa-
tion, with the global being read as United States and Europe and the local
as everywhere else, by relating protest tactics to media images and granting
agency to marketing experts while utilizing conditions on the shop floor
and the concerns of garment workers as the material through which images
and marketing happen.

The Gap campaign became a battle over the brand name of Gap Inc.,
of export processing zones, and of El Salvador as a site of garment produc-
tion.%3 The 1995 campaign was designed to target the profits of Gap Inc.
and Mandarin International as well as the advertising image that Gap Inc.
represents: of clean, wholesome, upper-class—and, accordingly, innocent—
youth. According to one activist, such campaigns, especially if they are di-
rected at the maquila industry, touch almost every sector within El Salvador.
Not only do consumer campaigns have an effect on Salvadoran industrial-
ists, landowners, banks, and government officials, but they also affect the
corporations themselves and the political economy of the United States and
other countries that own factories, such as Taiwan and South Korea. The
battle, therefore, is greater than it appears at first glance.4

The battle over the branding of garments and their production is more
far-reaching, since it touches El Salvador’s reliability as a safe bet for invest-
ment as well as the success of its peace agreement to ensure stability and
productivity in place of civil war, intransigent landowners, and guerrilla
movements. The resolution was to rebrand Gap Inc. not only as the pur-
veyor of youthful innocence but also as an organization that was socially
conscious and responsible to its workforce, and to rebrand El Salvador as
once again a safe, peaceful place for foreign investment. Mandarin and the
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women who work there were thus rebranded as productive, efficient, and
conflict-free, and, as an added bonus, freed of the taint of the sweatshop.
In this way, the living proof offered by garment workers—their lives, bod-
ies, and testimonies—once again becomes an impossibility in the everyday
practice of capital accumulation and garment production.

Circuits: Stories, Clothing, Capital

The gift of living proof is evidenced in the stories, testimonies, bodies, hard-
ships, hopes, and joys in the lives of garment workers. We can see evidence
of living proof in their testimonies before the U.S. Congress and those
videotaped for viewing by U.S.- and European-based labor activists. Living
proof was also offered to me, a U.S.-based researcher who is now writing
about these very women in a book that will circulate in English, published
by a U.S. university press, to a mostly academic, mostly English-speaking
international readership. I have attempted to address the viabilities, compli-
cations, and contradictions in the giving and receiving of living proof and
the impossibilities of its movement within the circuits of capital. My work
has explored the limits and possibilities of living proof—in its provision,
sharing, and circulations. In “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” Gayatri Spivak
maintains, “This benevolent first-world appropriation and reinscription of
the Third World as an Other is the founding characteristic of much third-
worldism in the US human sciences today.” This appropriation and rein-
scription takes up living proof, both scripted and unscripted, and begins its
circulation as value added in protest, production, and scholarship.

The circuit of capital, M-C-M, is reproduced through the circulation
of subaltern narratives and the dual staging and effacement of gendered
agency that is central to that circulation. Living proof, however, disrupts
such circuits; its provision opens up these circuits and shows their impos-
sibilities and their alterities. It helps us find, as Engin Isin does in Being
Political, ways to “write histories of citizenship”—along with those of sub-
jectivity and capital—“from the point of view of its alterities in the sense of
recovering those solidaristic, agonistic, and alienating moments of reversal
and transvaluation, where strangers and outsiders constituted themselves as
citizens or insiders and in so doing altered the ways of being political.™¢

Spivak argues, “the staging of the world in representation—its scene of
writing, its Darstellung—dissimulates the choice of and need for ‘heroes,
paternal proxies, agents of power—Vertretung.” Spivak goes on to argue:

My view is that radical practice should attend to this double session of

representations, rather than reintroduce the individual subject through
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the totalizing concepts of power and desire. It is also my view that, in
keeping the area of class practice on a second level of abstraction, Marx
was in effect keeping open the (Kantian and) Hegelian critique of the in-

dividual subject as agent.4

This double session circulates as individual subject positions, citizenship
claims that are based on the integrity of liberal personhood and the produc-
tion and reproduction of capital as transnational garment production and
protest.

How do we attend to the living proof provided by garment workers
in multiple settings, fora, and contexts? Through an explicit engagement
with the practice and provision of living proof and testimony in their many
forms, an engagement that addresses the presences, absences, stagings, and
contexts that are part of living proof. We have to pay attention to those
whom we ask to provide proof and to those whom it is impossible to ask. It
is essential to keep in mind that living proof is not something that we—or
others—own; yet it is something that we engage in, that we give and receive
in acts of love. As such, living proof becomes an impossibility that cannot
be subsumed—or sublated—into subjectivity, citizenship, or the produc-
tion of M".



Epilogue: Gender and the Work of Branding

This study began as an attempt to examine and document the relationship
between cross-border protest campaigns for labor rights and the various
garment factory floors that have been the focus of transnational organizing.
I began with a number of assumptions about the effects of the campaigns
in individual garment factories, on labor relations in the industry, and in
the lives of the women who were working in the factories. I believed at the
outset that the campaigns could give birth to a new politics that would be
able to contest globalization by highlighting the everyday lives and strug-
gles of women garment workers. In that initial estimation, transnational
labor organizing campaigns would reconfigure—in an explicitly feminist,
antiracist, pro-worker way—the discursive and material splits between the
first and third worlds.

These were immense political and theoretical expectations, and they
went through a number of shifts during the course of my fieldwork and
writing. My political position would often vary between a firm belief in the
possibilities for transnational protest as one of the few viable alternatives
left for labor organizing under the current regime of globalized produc-
tion practices, and skepticism as to any chance for transnational networks’
ability to contest hierarchies within their own organizing paradigms, much
less in global production relations. My own ambivalence reflected the hope
and disappointment expressed by garment workers with whom I talked,
shared stories, observed, and became friends with over the course of my
research.

In this volume I have shown that transnational coalitions potentially
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would contest the very conditions and categories outlined above. Because
they are mobilized as global contestations, transnational labor organizing
campaigns have reproduced—discursively and materially—a split between
the global and the local. The very attempt to protest at the transnational
level has manifested itself in media- and consumer-focused protest cam-
paigns carried out against transnational retailers in sites of distribution and
marketing. Because localities of protest have been centered in the latter,
such sites have been reproduced as privileged; they have been transfigured,
in the current political moment, into universal global sites while the fac-
tories and neighborhoods and retail spaces outside of the campaigns have
been mobilized as particular, aberrant localities of globalization.

Within transnational organizing, the United States, the home base for
transnational corporations and retail outlets, cannot be taken as simply an-
other locality within the global. Just as U.S.-based activists are products of
their particular localities and their hegemonic positions, retail outlets, cen-
ters of activism and protest, and productive spaces inside the United States
are particular localities and globalized sites. The ways that relations in sites
from El Salvador to New York City, or Bangladesh to San Francisco, are
products of their specific localities and of their connections to other locali-
ties must be recognized. Otherwise, a hegemonic metanarrative of global-
ization as finance capital, advertising, and consumption will prevail, while
production relations will be relegated to mere occurrences taking place in
other sites of globalization.

In order to explore the (re)production of globalization as a hegemonic
movement, it is necessary to turn it on its head and look at globalized rela-
tions and capital as particular, unstable, and shifting in all of its sites—
from factory floors to corporate boardrooms, retail outlets, and advertising
outlets. The other side of this reconception of the global is to consider the
split between Fordist and post-Fordist modes of labor regulation as depen-
dent on context and locality, rather than as units that are temporally or
geographically determined.

The conception of the global-local split also has consequences for the
use of the symbolic politics of transnational organizing. I have attempted to
analyze the use of symbolic politics in transnational organizing with a focus
on the ways in which organizers borrow from signs and symbols of advertis-
ing, public relations, and consumption practices. Symbolic politics, how-
ever, happens at all levels, not just in advertising, research and development,
and consumption practices. Transnational production and transnational
politics have drawn on, redeployed, and sometimes shifted particular com-
binations of signs and symbols in a number of localities—from the shop
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floor of Mandarin International, the Gap’s retail outlets, and neighbor-
hoods outside of San Salvador and New York City. I have tried to show how
symbolic politics is created and re-created in communities, factory floors,
NGO and union offices, and also within Lash and Urry’s “economies of
signs and symbols.”

The use of symbolic politics and the global-local split has had seri-
ous implications for the ways in which gender (as it has been articulated
through and alongside race, nation, and class) has been utilized and re-
produced within the transnational organizing campaigns. I have argued
that the new international division of labor in garment production, which
has been the focus of a substantial body of literature, is reproduced within
transnational labor organizing campaigns. Women’s bodies and relations
of patriarchy have been central to garment production regimes and their
maintenance and discipline on shop floors and in corporate headquarters
and public relations firms. Garment producers conceive of women garment
workers as fitting into a limited range of positions within the industry. Poor
immigrant women in New York City, for example, become unique targets
for employment in the city’s sweated garment industry for low pay and long
hours. Similarly, the bodies and testimonies of women garment workers
from Bangladesh, China, El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua are used
to appeal to conscientious consumers as part of a larger narrative that is
written by U.S. and European activists to contest globalization. Gender,
race, nation, and class are used as markers on both sides of transnational
politics—in production regimes and in protest campaigns.

However, is transnational protest the audacious democracy celebrated
by advocates of the new labor movement? We need to look more closely at
the multiple sites, localities, and participants in transnational protest be-
fore being able to judge. In order to explore the various sites of the global
in transnational protest, I carried out an ethnography that traced the mul-
tiple sites of transnational production and protest—from New York City to
Dhaka to San Salvador and back—over the course of two years.! Through
interviews and participant-observation in each site of the campaigns I exam-
ined, I traced the transnational relations or, in Burawoy’s words, the “global
connections” of transnational production and protest in the garment indus-
try.? In the cases discussed in this study, an overriding commonality is that
the transnational structure of the campaigns limits in many ways the extent
to which they are able to address labor rights and change conditions on the
shop floor. In the end, some working conditions are improved and consumer
attention is drawn to the conditions under which clothing is made, but the
hierarchies within global production and protest remain firmly in place.



166 EPILOGUE

Like globalized production relations, transnational protest has drawn
from and built on a configuration of identities that poses some women
(poor, suffering, and usually from the third world) exclusively as workers
and other women (rich, Northern, and empowered) as consumers. Relations
within transnational campaigns have tended to replicate and strengthen
differences of gender, race, class, and nationality among participants and to
solidify particular identities of participants and target audiences in various
locations of protest. I have tried to show how the identities of people both
inside and outside the campaigns are deployed as fixed, in geographical and
temporal ways, for the duration of the campaign.

The deployment of particular identities depends on a model that fea-
tures victims of globalization whose only hope of being saved, in turn, lies
in transnational politics. Organizing that occurred before the beginning of
the transnational campaign was likewise fit into the narrative of the larger
campaign. Because struggles, success, and agency were framed as trans-
national, agency and identity formation in activism could not be considered
under other models of protest. In other words, once localized workers, with
the support of transnational consumers and activists, fight against global
capital, other sites and methods of struggle are necessarily downplayed.

A central target of transnational labor organizing has been the corpo-
rate brand and company reputation; the national and local governments’
ability to enforce labor rights has been a secondary target. Individual fac-
tories, which would historically either close up or lose orders in the face
of labor protest, have been pushed to change their production practices
through organizers’ pressure on the large corporations that subcontract
their services. In this way, the politics of transnational protest is always fo-
cused at the heights of the corporate and production hierarchy—with local
politics, factories, and the nation-state configured as lacking the power to
change people’s conditions of work and living.

Consumer-targeted protest campaigns, in this way, appear to mark a
crisis of politics. Because of the necessity of achieving a degree of flexibility,
mobility, and reach comparable to that of global corporations, transnational
labor organizing has contested the arenas of consumer culture and capital
flows. Citizenship and participation have become linked increasingly with
buying power and the ability to boycott and protest labor rights through ac-
tacks on brand names, company logos, and corporate reputations, which rein-
force the supremacy and integrity of corporate recognition and marketability.
In this form of protest, the privileging of consumption demands a reinscrip-
tion of existing discourses of class, gender, and race, since it is precisely these
differences and histories on which consumption relations have depended.
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What are the implications of this “citizenship of consumption” for po-
litical activism and coalition building around production relations? Primary
sites of activism have moved from factory floors and government offices to
stock markets, the Internet, and shopping malls. These sites are all within
the realm of the private—a realm that can potentially allow consumers un-
thinkingly to maintain a self-contained world of protest, similar to gated
communities and malls. The problematics of corporate and consumer citi-
zenship can be seen in the example of Los Angeles—based apparel manufac-
turer and retailer American Apparel.

American Apparel has made immense profit on its sweatshop-free
branding, bringing in $250 million in sales in 2004.3 In 2003, however,
UNITE HERE charged that American Apparel had been blocking the
union from organizing in its factory, saying that American Apparel officials
“questioned the loyalty of workers and implied that they could be fined if
they joined the union. American Apparel also gathered workers to discuss
why a union wasn’t needed and printed anti-union T-shirts.™

According to a Clean Clothes Campaign report in 2003, American
Apparel representatives threatened to arrest union representatives if they did
not leave the company parking lot and to close the factory if the workers or-
ganized a union. American Apparel also questioned employees about their
support for the union, asked its workers to withdraw their union authoriza-
tion cards, and monitored workers’ organizing activities.” American Apparel
responded by saying that UNITE HERE had misled workers as to union
dues and the reasons for organizing. Dov Charney, the CEO of American
Apparel, said, “What really happened here is I've broken the sweatshop
paradigm, hijacked sweatshops.” Charney went on to call UNITE HERE
“just another corporate agent.” In the end, UNITE HERE and American
Apparel settled the matter out of court, and, according to the Clean Clothes
campaign Web site, in October 2005 Dov Charney reaffirmed American
Apparel’s union neutrality pledge that it had signed with the Clean Clothes
Campaign in 2002, saying that he had communicated that pledge to the
employees. Charney also told Clean Clothes Campaign that he believed in
the workers’ right to organize and engage in collective bargaining and that
he was open to instituting independent monitoring at American Apparel
factory sites.”

However, the struggle between UNITE HERE and American Apparel
points to the problematics of corporate- and consumption-oriented citi-
zenship. American Apparel’s Web site includes a description of an undat-
ed video called Legalize L.A. in which “American Apparel marches with
workers to support the legalization of immigrants’ rights.” The Legalize
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L.A. video is featured under the “American Apparel Culture” heading. The
video shows the Legalize L.A. march and features chants by Latino work-
ers such as “Queremos Trabajo—La Migra al Carajo!” (We want work—to
hell with migration officials) and “Si Se Puede” (“Yes we can,” a reference to
the United Farm Workers’ movement of the 1960s).8 The description of the
video points out that American Apparel supports “the legalization of immi-
grants’ rights,” but it does not actually say that it supports the legalization
of immigrants’ status. The video and the dispute with UNITE HERE point
to a corporate culture that plays to leftist and progressive rhetoric but never
actually follows through.

Also featured on the American Apparel Web site are gallery shots that
critics have called “amateur porn™ company employees in various states of
undress modeling American Apparel garments. Charney has been taken
to court on charges of sexual harassment (which he says are pressed by
“disgruntled workers”), and he “decorates stores with covers of Penthouse
and Oui magazines from the 70’s [and] admits in interviews to engaging
in sexual relationships with women who work for him.” Charney’s and
American Apparel’s “hipster aesthetic” and progressive rhetoric combined
with charges of union busting and sexual harassment show the impossibili-
ties of corporate citizenship. Despite the accusations against Charney and
American Apparel, Charney “is often held up as a model for other manu-
facturers, winning entrepreneurial awards and government commenda-
tions for keeping all operations in the United States. He also offers above-
minimum wages, health benefits, subsidized lunches and English classes for
his workforce, which is mostly Hispanic.”10

American Apparel is a proponent of vertically integrated manufac-
turing (VIM), a production process that keeps everything—from design
to manufacturing to marketing and retailing—under one roof. The VIM
model keeps all operations in the United States and under the umbrella
of American Apparel and its CEO. While immigrant and labor activists
laud the fact that the labor violations that mark outsourcing and subcon-
tracting are not part of the VIM model—and therefore enable American
Apparel to market itself as “sweatshop free”—the VIM model also allows
for a kind of corporate culture that makes sure that not only production
but also sexual harassment, antiunionism, and structural hierarchies are
under the VIM umbrella. In a recent full-page ad on the back of the sa-
tirical newspaper the Onion, American Apparel featured one of its retail
employees, a white woman, lying on the floor wrapped in nothing but a
blanket. The ad copy says: “Abby, a retail employee in New York, is wear-
ing our toasty Fleece Airplane Blanket, and nothing else. Made from our



EPILOGUE 169

supersoft California Fleece, this style comes in 12 colors, online and at our
stores.” The ad features the name of the company in boldface, with the
slogan: “Made in Downtown LA / Vertically Integrated Manufacturing”
(Figure 15).1 The employee featured in the ad is an ideal example of VIM

American Apparel” LT Aertacac

Figure 15. Advertisement for American Apparel, featuring a retail employee—
not a factory employee—unclothed except for the airline blanket that covers
her as she is lying on the floor. American Apparel has mixed its antisweatshop
message with sexual innuendo, raced and gendered hierarchies, and opposition
to union organizing.
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production processes: she is both employee and model; she sells the product
at the retail site and in the ad. The sexual, gender, class, and race hierar-
chies that are central to VIM production are also central to the ad; these
hierarchies produce and account for the $250 million in sales accrued by
American Apparel in the past year.

It remains an open question whether consumer campaigns have the po-
litical potential to open up the private sector to public scrutiny and account-
ability. Certainly, my documentation of some of the pitfalls of transnational
network building and a politics of consumption provides a cautionary note.
Much of the politics of the transnational depends on particular contexts,
localities, and relations among participants in all sites of the campaign. The
needed contextualization of transnational organizing and a conception of all
localities in the campaigns are difficult to maintain under current conditions.

In transnational labor organizing campaigns, advocacy networks have
used various protest tactics to campaign against labor abuses in the gar-
ment industry, often without taking into consideration the effects of these
politics in all localities of protest. Most of the contention has taken place
for a U.S.-based audience of consumers and activists. The protests outside
company headquarters, the threat of consumer boycotts, the threatened
embargo of imports from companies using child labor, and Internet and
e-mail communications have been carried out primarily by activists in the
United States and Europe. Media spots and videos have targeted consumers
in the United States and Europe and have not been readily available to the
garment workers named as the beneficiaries of the protest campaigns. Most
of the time, neither have transnational campaigns worked in tandem with
struggles and relations in factories and communities. Most promotions for
the cross-border campaigns have been in English and therefore not intel-
ligible to most of the garment workers in Bangladesh, El Salvador, and the
Chinese- and Spanish-speaking communities in New York City.

Moreover, because the campaigns are planned and implemented in the
United States and Europe, the subjects of the campaigns are often left out of
tactical planning, negotiations, and the final agreements. This means that
the interests that are represented in the corporate campaigns are defined in
the U.S.-based offices of activist groups and, like corporate planning within
the garment industry, tend to be those of the advocacy networks themselves
rather than of the garment workers. A split between globalization and its
local manifestations can be seen as a redeployment of those localities—
some are mapped at the level of the local, while others are transnational
or global. This split raises questions about where agency lies and by whom
activism can be carried out—with some sites and practices privileged and
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others left out of the transnational narrative. Those symbolic politics that
are compatible with the forms and symbols of advertising campaigns for the
new transnational politics win out over others that would either contest or
have nothing in common with public relations demands.

In some cases, transnational organizers stepped in when there had
been contention at the grassroots level; in others, organizing was initiated
by activists who wanted to contest corporate control, without any previ-
ous occurrence of protests in factories or among local organizations. In the
case of the anti-child-labor campaign in Bangladesh, the everyday forms
of contestation that garment workers—child and adult—engaged in were
not recognized as such; the U.S. anti-child-labor campaign resulted in
the factory owners’ firing of the ten thousand working children under the
age of fourteen in the export-oriented garment industry in response to the
threatened U.S. boycott of their goods, sparking fears that even more jobs
would be lost in the possible boycott of Bangladeshi-made garments. These
effects mobilized the children working in the garment industry and their
families, bringing people out into the streets to protest the Harkin Bill. In
El Salvador, at Mandarin International, the transnational campaign began
after organizing had been going on at the factory for several months and
hundreds of people were fired for joining the newly formed union. The
Kathie Lee campaign built on organizing, literacy, and law classes among
women garment workers at the UNITE workers’ centers in New York City.
The Honduras side of the campaign arose from U.S.-based NGOs’ interest
in exposing labor practices occurring under the name of a celebrity label—
with no previous organizing activities at the factory targeted.

Gender, race, class, and national hierarchies in the campaigns have
mirrored those hierarchies mobilized in garment production itself. Women,
and often children, are the focus of the campaigns; their everyday work-
ing conditions, their lives outside of the factory, and the ways that local
meanings and symbols get taken up within production regimes are not ad-
dressed in the global arena. Relations among women, men, and children
on the factory floor, in retail outlets, and in communities on all sides of the
transnational campaigns often are left outside of the realm of protest. They
are included when notions of gender and symbolic politics can be utilized
in ways that are politically damaging to transnational retailers and without
consideration for the ways in which multiple subjectivities are articulated in
all sites of protest.

With their focus on the new sweatshop, transnational organizing cam-
paigns have tended not to address the long history of labor organizing among
women in their families and communities, on shop floors throughout the
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world, and in NGO and union centers. By portraying relations under glo-
balization as two-dimensional struggles between transnational corporations
and victimized workers in the South, the racial, gender, class, local, and na-
tional histories of organizing are neglected. One lesson of the history of the
union movement, both inside the United States and internationally, is that
it has failed whenever organizers have ecither ignored questions of gender
and race or deliberately played on racist, nationalist, and sexist sentiments
in the name of the nation-state or the worker. Historic opportunities for
political struggle and local contestations on the grounds of gender, inter-
nationalist, anticolonial, and antiracist politics have often been lost in the
move to create national, corporate, and union pacts. Thus, opportunities
to contest disciplinary mechanisms have been lost in the localities and sites
of the EPZ, the garment workers’ schools, and even retail and advertising
outlets.

The privileging of particular relations and particular tactics of con-
tention and symbolic politics determines which issues are brought to the
forefront of transnational campaigns. This privileging has implications for
how participation can be carried out, what can be contested, which sites at
which moments in time are sites of contention, and which companies will
be targeted. It also defines who can participate politically: consumers with
buying power, activists with organizing power, workers with the power of
production, or some messy combination of all of the above.

Over the course of the growth and expansion of transnational labor
organizing campaigns and the surge of transnational campaigns protesting
the policies and running of the World Trade Organization (WTO) and the
International Monetary Fund (IMF), there has been a learning curve, and
consumers, organizers, and activists throughout the world have become bet-
ter educated about globalization, transnational organizing, and its effects—
both intended and unintended. As scholars and activists, we need to keep
in mind that globalization, the new international division of labor, involves
relations and politics that are in multiple sites, dealing with multiple and
sometimes contradictory issues and overlapping identities, subjugations,
and subjectivities. We need to grapple with the many-layered negotiations
and contestations that are part of a transnational politics. It is necessary to
recognize the workings of gendered, raced, and classed hierarchies in the
new international division of labor and to focus on the ways in which local
practices, relations, affirmations, and contestations of production and con-
sumption regimes are carried out and represented within campaigns that
would protest globalization.
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