
by Helen Zia 

Too many of the clothes made in the United States are produced by women 
working endless hours for a pittance in sweatshops. A M s . reporter went 
undercover for the first hand report on the whole dirty business. 

T h i s is not the 
u s u a l s h o p 
p i n g t o u r of 
f a s h i o n a b l e 
S a n F r a n 
c i s c o . T h e 
s m a l l b a n d of 
w o m e n dodge 
cab l e c a r s i n 

the c i ty 's tony U n i o n Square d is 
t r i c t , h o m e to c h i c d e s i g n e r 
bou t i ques . They proceed a l ong 
the b u s t l i n g s idewa lks w i th their 
h a n d h e l d b u l l h o r n , e x h o r t i n g 
s h o p p e r s to boyco t t h i g h - e n d , 
h igh- f r i l l dresses made by J e s s i c a 
M c C l i n t o c k , a des igner who, u n 
t i l r e c e n t l y , m a i n t a i n e d h e r 
flagship store i n the area. " J e s s i c a 
M c C l i n t o c k s ay s 'Let t h e m eat 
lace, '" p r o c l a im the ir flyers, w h i c h 

move l ike hot sale i t ems. Near 
M a c y ' s , a c r owd of h i g h s choo l 
s tudents gather a r o u n d . "I j u s t 
bough t one of her dresses , " l a 
m e n t s a teenager . " Y o u ' l l j u s t 
have to r e tu rn it ," says her fr iend. 

T h e d e m o n s t r a t o r s a r e 
ac t i v i s t s f rom A s i a n I m m i g r a n t 
W o m e n ' s A d v o c a t e s (A IWA) . 
M c C l i n t o c k first came to AIWA's 
at tent ion when a manu fac tu r e r of 
her c l o th ing owed U S $ 1 5 , 0 0 0 i n 
back wages to 12 seamstresses . 
T h e w o r k e r s t u r n e d to A I W A , 
w h i c h came u p w i th s o m e t h i n g 
u n u s u a l i n the garment indus t r y : 
a h i g h l y v i s i b l e c o n s u m e r 
c a m p a i g n d i r e c t e d n o t a t t h e 
contracted manufac ture r , bu t at 
a c o m p a n y tha t h a d h i r ed it to 
m a k e the c l o t h e s . O f a l l the 

c o m p a n i e s A I W A l o o k e d i n t o , 
J e s s i c a McC l i n t o ck h a d the best-
k n o w n label . 

A s a point of fact, M c C l i n t o c k 
had pa id for the dresses a n d had 
n o l e g a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y for a 
contractor 's fa i l ings—a point that 
AIWA readily concedes. B u t i n a n 
i n d u s t r y rife w i th labor abuses , 
A IWA reasoned, the respons ib i l i ty 
for v i o l a t i o n s a g a i n s t g a r m e n t 
workers goes beyond that of the 
d i r e c t e m p l o y e r . " J e s s i c a 
M c C l i n t o c k i s o n e of m a n y 
c l o t h i n g m a n u f a c t u r e r s w h o 
abd ica te r espons ib i l i t y for the i r 
workers ' hea l th , safety, a n d j u s t 
compensa t i on , " says Y o u n g S h i n , 
executive director of AIWA. "The i r 
s w e a t a n d b l o o d m a d e h e r 
U S $ 1 4 5 m i l l i o n i n g ross sa l es . 

Women in Action No. 2,1996 55 



She m u s t be accountab le to the 
women who make her c lothes. " 

It's hard to imagine a parent 
who wants the cute outf i ts she 
buys for her c h i l d to be made 
b y e x h a u s t e d w o m e n w i t h 
ch i ldren of their own w h o m they 
r a r e l y see b e c a u s e t h e y ' r e 
p u t t i n g i n 1 6 - h o u r d a y s . 
Desp i t e a c a m p a i g n to " B u y 
A m e r i c a n , ' m o s t c o n s u m e r s 
don't realize that m u c h of the 
c lo th ing bear ing the p r oud label 
"Made in the U .S .A . " has been 
produced by women who work 
for p e n n i e s a g a r m e n t i n 
condit ions that r ival turn-of-the-
century sweatshops. The U .S . 
Genera l Account ing Office (GAO) 
d e f i n e s a s w e a t s h o p a s a 
bus iness that regular ly v iolates 
wage, ch i l d labor, hea l th a n d / 
or sa f e t y l a w s . T h e c l o t h i n g 
b r a n d s f o u n d i n s w e a t s h o p s 
inc lude some of the U .S . ' s best 
k n o w n labels : Esp r i t , The G a p , 
J . C . P e n n e y , T h e L i m i t e d , L i z 
C l a i b o r n e , P a t a g o n i a , R a l p h 
Laur en , a n d Wa l -Mar t . 

The garment i ndus t r y is l ike 
a p y r a m i d , w i t h r e t a i l e r s — 
d e p a r t m e n t s t o r e s l i k e 
B l o o m i n g d a l e ' s , M a c y ' s , S ea r s , 
a n d o thers—at the top. They buy 
their fashions from companies l ike 
L i z C l a i b o r n e a n d G u e s s ? , who 
a r e k n o w n a s m a n u f a c t u r e r s 
a l though they rarely make the ir 
own clothes. The majority farm 
out the i r w o r k to t h o u s a n d s of 
factory owners—the con t rac to r s 
whose factories are often sweat
shops . Cont rac to rs are the sma l l 
fry i n the py ram id ; they are often 
u n d e r c a p i t a l i z e d e n t r e p r e n e u r s 
w h o m a y be f o r m e r g a r m e n t 
workers themselves, t a k i n g in a 
s m a l l profit per garment. 

At the bot tom of the py ram id 
i s t h e w o r k e r , g e n e r a l l y a 
w o m a n — a n d s o m e t i m e s h e r 
c h i l d — w h o is p a i d U S $ 0 . 5 0 or 
U S $ 1 for a d r e s s t h a t c o s t s 
U S $ 1 2 0 at re ta i l . A s a genera l 
ru le , pr ices w i t h i n the p y r a m i d 
follow a d o u b l i n g effect at each 
tier. The contractors double their 
labor costs a n d overhead w h e n 
q u o t i n g a pr ice to the ga rmen t 
c o m p a n i e s , w h i c h , i n t u r n . 

Most consumers don't 
realize that much of the 

clothing bearing the 
proud label "Made in the 

U.S.A." has been 
produced by women who 

work for pennies a 
garment in conditions 
that rival turn-of-the-
century sweatshops. 

c a l c u l a t e t h e i r o v e r h e a d a n d 
double that to arrive at a price to 
charge the retailer. The retailer 
t h e n d o u b l e s t h i s p r i c e , a n d 
s o m e t i m e s a d d s s t i l l m o r e , to 
assure a profit even after two or 
three m a r k d o w n s . 

F a c e d w i t h c o n t i n u o u s 
marke t pressures for lower prices, 
retai lers m a i n t a i n their profits by 
d e m a n d i n g st i l l lower pr ices from 
manufac ture rs who, i n t u r n , force 
th e c o n t r a c t o r s to t a k e l e s s 
money. The contractors squeeze 
the worke rs by pay ing th em as 
l i t t le a s pos s i b l e a n d r e d u c i n g 
s tandards for wo rk ing cond i t ions . 
T h i s pract ice of squeez ing labor is 
k n o w n as " s w e a t i n g " — w h i c h is 
where "sweatshop" comes from. 

A c c o r d i n g to a 1 9 9 4 G A O 
r e p o r t , t h e n u m b e r of U . S . 
sweatshops is increas ing . A year 
earl ier, the In ternat iona l Lad ies ' 
Ga rmen t Workers ' U n i o n (ILGWU) 
r e p o r t e d t h a t t h e n u m b e r o f 
sweatshop workers h a d increased 
dramat i ca l l y d u r i n g the prev ious 
15 years—by more t h a n a th i rd 
in Ca l i f o rn ia alone. The increase 
i n sweatshop labor has occurred 
as o v e r a l l e m p l o y m e n t i n the 
g a r m e n t - i n d u s t r y h a s f a l l e n 
dramat i ca l l y . 

Los Ange l e s a n d New Y o r k 
C i t y a r e t h e l a r g e s t a p p a r e l 
c en te r s a n d h o m e to the mos t 
sweatshops. S a n Franc i sco , M i 

a m i , New Je rsey a n d Texas are 
not far b eh ind . Mos t sweat
shops are h i dden away where 
i n s p e c t o r s never f ind t h e m , 
b u t a b o u t 2 2 , 0 0 0 c o n t r a c t 
shops a r o u n d the count ry do 
bus iness openly, sewing c lo th
i ng for a p p r o x i m a t e l y 1,000 
manufac ture rs . Even a m o n g 
these seeming ly legal shops , 
m a n y operate i n near-sweat
shop condi t ions. A 1994 s tudy 
of Los Angeles garment facto
ries found that 9 0 percent of 
them were not i n comp l i ance 
w i th labor laws. W o r k i n g in 
these contract shops are some 
8 0 0 , 0 0 0 e m p l o y e e s ; a b o u t 
6 5 0 , 0 0 0 are women . L a t i n a 
a n d A s i a n i m m i g r a n t s , bo th 
d o c u m e n t e d a n d u n d o c u 
mented, are thought to be the 

most heavi ly represented i n the 
shops . 

T he s w e a t s h o p i s 
j u s t off one of the b u s i 
est streets i n New Yo rk 
C i t y ' s b o r o u g h of 
Q u e e n s , n e a r S h e a 

S t a d i u m and the tenn is cour ts of 
the U .S . Open . To enter, y o u wa lk 
across a t rash-s t rewn p a r k i n g lot 
into a gray bu i ld ing , u p two flights 
of c ement s t a i r s , d o w n a c o l d , 
d im l y lit h a l l to a doub le set of 
heavy steel doors a n d c h a i n - l i n k 
gates. 

Beyond piles of paste l c lothes 
in var ious stages of complet ion are 
two l ong rows of w o m e n , e a c h 
h u n c h e d over a d r o n i n g sew ing 
mach ine . They have the dazed 
l ook of peop le w h o have been 
per forming the same task far too 
long . It's S a t u r d a y n i gh t , a n d 
fnost of them have been w o r k i n g 
since morn ing . 

R i s i n g a b o v e t h e p i l e s of 
c l o the s are t a n g l e d w i r e s t ha t 
power the sewing m a c h i n e s a n d 
s t eam presses . A s ing le s p a r k 
c o u l d t u r n the w h o l e p l a c e , 
c r a m m e d w i th fiammable fabric 
a n d l int, into a b laz ing inferno. No 
one s e ems c o n c e r n e d ; i n one 
sect ion of the crowded room a few 
w o r k e r s s i t u n d e r t h e " N o 
S m o k i n g " s i g n , c u t t i n g l oose 
t h r e a d s a n d p u f f i n g a w a y o n 
cigarettes. The only open w indow 
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Some, l i ke K a i l u n g , who br ings 
h o m e a b o u t U S $ 8 , 0 0 0 a year , 
e a r n m u c h l e s s b e c a u s e they 
can ' t work very fast. Good years 
have been few a n d far between for 
B i b i a n d K a i l u n g who often end 
u p out of work for long stretches. 
S ince they never k n o w if they wi l l 
have w o r k a n d m o n e y for the 
rent—from m o n t h to m o n t h , they 
l i ve i n s u b s t a n d a r d h o u s i n g , 
pu t t i ng do l lars as ide for the lean 
t imes. B ib i ' s on ly conso la t i on is 
that she gets to keep everything 
she e a r n s — n o d e d u c t i o n s for 
s o c i a l s e c u r i t y , u n e m p l o y m e n t 
i n surance , or taxes. B i b i s h r u g s 
a t t h e s u g g e s t i o n t h a t t h e 
deduc t i ons cou ld benefit her. 'I 
need the money more, " she says 
s imp ly . 

in the hot, stuffy r oom is by the 
h u g e s t e a m p r e s s t h a t f u s e s 
inter facings to fabric. 

F r o m o u t o f the s t a c k s of 
c l o thes , a s m i l i n g , gap - too thed 
w o m a n appears . B i b i , pe rsp i r ing 
a n d d i s h e v e l e d , s t eps g inge r l y 
over the lad ies ' b louses she has 
n e a t l y f o lded a n d s tu f f ed i n t o 
p l a s t i c b a g s , n o w s t r e w n i n 
s l ippery pi les on the floor. She is 
56, bu t l ooks m u c h older. Her 
h u s b a n d , 6 5 - y e a r - o l d K a i l u n g , 
works nearby , p u t t i n g tags on the 
b l o u s e s . T h e y g ree t m e a n d 
in t roduce me to a few of the other 
workers , none of w h o m seem the 
l eas t s u r p r i s e d to see m e — a n 
o b v i o u s l y C h i n e s e w o m a n — 
shows u p , os tens ib ly to help B i b i 
a n d Ka i l ung , a n d perhaps fall into 
a j ob for mysel f . The two are 
a m o n g the s h o p ' s few o l d e r 

employees—the sewing j obs are T H c i n C r e a S C In S W C a t s h o D 
filled by y o u n g women , some in 
the i r teens. A l l of t h e m have l a b o r h a S O C C U r r c d aS 
been w o r k i n g 14 to 16 h o u r s a 
day, seven days a week, for the O V C r a l l e m p l o y m e n t i t l t h e 
last three m o n t h s . They pu t i n 
the t ime b e c a u s e there is no g a r m e n t - i n d u s t r y Has 
g u a r a n t e e t h a t the r e w i l l be 
more work once the cu r r en t j ob 
is done. A n d because, w i th their 
l imi ted E n g l i s h , they have few 
choices . " I 'm so t i red, " says B i b i 
to no one in par t i cu la r , " Th i s j ob 
is going to k i l l me." 

Overt ime pay is u n h e a r d of. 
E v e r y o n e i s p a i d a p iece ra t e , 
de te rmined by the garment a n d 
the task. A co l lar is wor th more 
than a straight seam, for instance. 
In th eo r y , p i ece r a t e s are no t 
m ean t to c i r c u m v e n t m i n i m u m 
wage a n d overt ime laws , b u t to 
p r o v i d e a n i n c e n t i v e for m o r e 
product ive workers . In pract ice , 
however , low p iece ra t es force 
everyone to work as h a r d , fast, 
a n d as long as they c an to make 
the p e n n i e s a d d u p . B u t no 
matter how h a r d they work, the 
p a y a l m o s t n e v e r r e a c h e s 
m i n i m u m wage—a direct v io lat ion 
of federal labor laws. 

For her 16 h o u r s on th is day, 
B i b i w i l l take home about U S $ 5 0 . 
In a good y e a r , she m a y e a r n 
U S $ 1 3 , 0 0 0 — a b o u t t h e n o r m 
a m o n g s w e a t s h o p w o r k e r s . 

3ed. 

I 

f a l l e n d r a m a t i c a l l y . 

W h e n they finally leave the 
factory after m idn i gh t , B i b i a n d 
K a i l u n g are so t ired that they take 
a b u s home . M o r e often, they 
wa lk the two mi les i n order to save 
the U S $ 2 . 5 0 fare. Home is i n the 
basement of a three-story house . 
The c r u d e l y finished space h a s 
been subd i v i d e d into a maze of 
three bedrooms, a k i t chen , a n d a 
ba throom. E a c h of the bedrooms 
rents for U S $ 2 5 0 a m o n t h . B i b i 
a n d Ka i lung ' s room, a 12-by-12-
foot c u b i c l e w i t h d a r k w o o d 
pane l ing that makes it seem even 
smal ler , is filled w i th broken-down 
fu rn i tu r e . The o ld b u r e a u h a s 
s e v e r a l m i s s i n g d r a w e r s ; n o 
matter , the couple use the space 
as shelves to store p last ic bags, 
s c r e w d r i v e r s , a n d a n a n c i e n t 
radio. B i b i hur r i ed l y heats u p a 
d inne r of Ch inese d u m p l i n g s a n d 
soup whi le K a i l u n g washes the ir 
c lothes i n the ba th tub a n d hangs 
them by the water heaters. After 

they gu lp d o w n the i r s oup , the 
first mea l they've h a d s ince l u n c h , 
they col lapse o n the tattered sofa 
bed. 

n the 84 y e a r s s i n c e the 
T r i a n g l e S h i r t - w a i s t f i r e \ 
k i l l e d 146 w o m e n w o r k e r s 
c a u g h t b e h i n d l o c k e d 
d o o r s i n a M a n h a t t a n 

s w e a t s h o p , t h e f u n d a m e n t a l 
p r o d u c t i o n r e l a t i o n s h i p s t h a t 
c o n t r o l the l i v e s o f g a r m e n t 
workers haven't changed m u c h . 
If anyth ing , the workers ' lot has 
w o r s e n e d i n r e c e n t d e c a d e s . 
Nowadays, U .S . swea tshops are 
c ompe t i ng w i th those f o u n d i n 
developing countr ies , a s i tua t i on 
that is directly related to the abuse 
of the industry 's m a i n workforce— 
i m m i g r a n t w o m e n o f c o l o r . 

W h e r e v e r g a r m e n t 
m a n u f a c t u r e r s have set u p 
shop, the workers have been 
pr imar i l y women. "The whole 
subcontract ing s t r a tum lends 
i tse l f to e m p l o y i n g w o m e n , 
p a r t i c u l a r l y i m m i g r a n t 
women, because their labor is 
va lued less," says E l i z abe th 
P e t r a s , a p r o f e s s o r o f 
sociology at Drexel Univers i ty 
in Ph i lade lph ia . 
D u r i n g the 1950s a n d 1960s, 

a p p a r e l m a n u f a c t u r e r s led the 
m o s t l y u n i o n i z e d s h o p s of the 
n o r t h e r n U . S . for the S o u t h , 
w h i c h offered a n o n - u n i o n i z e d , 
low-wage, female workforce. By 
the 1970s, m u c h of the work h a d 
moved overseas. As ia 's " four little 
d r a g o n s " — H o n g K o n g , S o u t h 
Korea, Singapore, an d T a i w a n — 
began to b u i l d the i r e conomies 
w i th the help of the U .S . appare l 
i n d u s t r y . C o m p a r e d to a n 
average hour ly wage of U S $ 3 . 7 9 
for U.S . garment workers i n 1975, 
w o m e n in S o u t h Ko rea e a r n e d 
US$0 .22 , US$0 .29 in Ta iwan, an d 
U S $ 0 . 7 5 in Hong Kong . 

W h e n l abo r c o s t s i n these 
c o u n t r i e s b e g a n to edge u p , 
m a n u f a c t u r e r s s o u g h t e v e n 
cheaper labor i n p laces l ike S r i 
L a n k a or the People's Repub l i c of 
C h i n a . Sewing shops boomed i n 
M e x i c o , t h e C a r i b b e a n , a n d 
Cen t ra l Amer i ca because of their 
close prox imi ty to the U .S . marke t 
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a n d t h a n k s to U .S . trade 
policies that offered relief 
o n i m p o r t t a r i f f s for 
appare l . Hour l y wages for 
sewing-machine operators 
i n 1991 r a n g e d f r o m a 
h i g h of U S $ 0 . 5 0 i n the 
B a h a m a s to U S $ 0 . 4 5 i n 
G u a t e m a l a . 

U . S . c l o t h i n g i m 
p o r t s f r o m d e v e l o p i n g 
countr ies have grown from 
p r a c t i c a l l y z e r o i n t h e 
1 9 5 0 s to a b o u t U S $ 8 6 
b i l l i on a year today. Ha l f 
of a l l c lothes bought i n the 
U . S . are made overseas , 
o f t en p r o d u c e d u n d e r 
wre t ched c ond i t i ons . In 
B a n g l a d e s h , g i r l s a s 
y o u n g a s 10 w o r k a s 
i n d e n t u r e d s e r v a n t s , 
l o c k e d i n g a r m e n t 
factories for 70 - to 75 -hour 
w o r k w e e k s . In S o u t h 
Korea, 22 teenagers d ied i n 1988 
w h e n the sweater factory where 
they l ived a n d worked caught fire 
whi le they slept. Cond i t i ons are 
no better i n the Amer i cas : labor 
o r g a n i z e r s i n G u a t e m a l a have 
been k i l l ed , whi le women workers 
who merely s igned pet i t ions at a 
Levi S t r a u s s p l an t i n H o n d u r a s 
have su f f e r ed m a s s f i r i n g s — a 
v io lat ion of Levi 's own corporate 
guide l ines . 

W h e n U . S . f a c t o r i e s s h u t 
down to move overseas, they were 
rep laced w i th sweatshops u s i n g 
i m m i g r a n t s desperate for work , 
o f t en u n d e r u n i m a g i n a b l e 
cond i t ions . In one of the worst 
r e c e n t e x a m p l e s , 7 2 T h a i 
i m m i g r a n t s were r e s c u e d l a s t 
Augus t from a guarded c o m p o u n d 
i n Los Angeles , where they h a d 
b e e n c o n f i n e d b e h i n d b a r b e d 
wire, some for u p to seven years , 
sewing garments for b r and -name 
m a n u f a c t u r e r s a t U S $ 1 . 6 0 a n 
hour . 

W i t h the wor ld a c andy store 
of c h e a p l abo r , a p p a r e l m a n u 
f a c t u r e r s c a n a n d do get 
contractors to agree to a lmost any 
pr ice . 'Re ta i l e r s use the c l u b of 
C h i n a a n d B a n g l a d e s h to drive 
t h e p r i c e d o w n , " s a y s S e t h 
Bodner , executive d irector of the 

Women sewers wear uniforms and get better wages in this garments factory. 
They endure the same physical pain suffered by women sewers in sweatshops 
from the long hours spent bending over sewing machines. 

Nat ional Kni twear an d Sportswear 
A s s o c i a t i o n . ' T h e y come b a c k 
year after year a s k i n g for the same 
g a r m e n t to be m a d e for l e s s 
money. W i t h compan ies l ike Wa l -
M a r t a n d J . C . Penney b u y i n g i n 
s u c h v a s t q u a n t i t i e s , t h e r e ' s 
a lways someone who wi l l do it if 
he t h i n k s he c a n get a foot i n the 
door." 

T h e r e s u l t o f t h i s g l o b a l 
s w e a t s h o p p r o c e s s d o e s n o t , 
however, necessar i ly lead to lower 
pr ices for the consumer . Two L iz 
C la ibo rne j a cke t s that re ta i l for 
U S $ 8 0 a n d are exact ly a l ike may 
h a v e b e e n m a d e by d i f f e r e n t 
workers at different wage rates in 
any o f a hal f-dozen countr ies . B u t 
whether the labor cost is five cents 
or five do l lars , the price charged 
to the c o n s u m e r is the same. 

t 7 : 3 0 o n S u n d a y 
m o r n i n g , B i b i a n d 
K a i l u n g get r e a d y 
to go back to work. 

i T h e i r b o d i e s s t i f f 
w i t h fa t igue , they move s low ly 
about the k i t chen area. Ka i lung ' s 
face is swol len from a toothache 
tha t is so p a i n f u l he can ' t eat. 
Ins tead , he prepares a n h e r b a l 
concoct ion i n a glass j a r to take 
to work. A s B i b i packs a l u n c h of 
leftover rice, vegetables a n d h a r d -

to the consun 

A i 

boi led eggs, she c o m p l a i n s about 
her l i v ing quarters . ' T h i s place is 
very dirty . M y home in C h i n a was 
m u c h nicer , " she says. ' I n w inter 
there's no heat. B u t it 's a l l we c a n 
pay . ' 

A p e r m a n e n t r es iden t , B i b i 
emigrated from S h a n g h a i i n 1992; 
K a i l u n g came last year. In C h i n a , 
B i b i wou ld soon be re t i r ing from 
her office job , whi le K a i l u n g h a d 
already retired. They came to the 
U.S . i n the hope of sav ing enough 
m o n e y to b r i n g t h e i r g r a n d 
ch i ld ren over. Despite the ir own 
work ing cond i t i ons , they believe 
the ch i ld ren wi l l have a better life 
here. B u t if the j ob r u n s out , 
they' l l be on the street. B i b i does 
not speak E n g l i s h wel l enough to 
find work as a c l ean ing w o m a n or 
in a fastfood r e s t a u r a n t . E v e n 
w i t h he r green c a r d , she can ' t 
quit . 

By 9 a .m. they're at the shop. 
As the workers filter i n , B i b i a n d 
K a i l u n g sweep u p pi les of t rash 
and debr is from a r o u n d the work 
stat ions. The floor looks as if a n 
exp los ion d u m p e d p i n k , yel low, 
g r e e n , a n d b l u e f a b r i c every 
where. Mos t of the seamstresses 
are from a r u r a l area of C h i n a ' s 
G u a n g d o n g province. S ince B i b i 
a n d Ka i lung ' s S h a n g h a i dialect is 
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quite dif ferent f rom the i rs , they 
can ' t t a lk w i th the i r co-workers. 
The shop owner, a forty ish m a n 
a l s o f r om G u a n g d o n g , s p e a k s 
some M a n d a r i n , as do B i b i a n d 
K a i l u n g . In any case, language 
a b i l i t y i s n o t c r i t i c a l to t h e 
f u n c t i o n i n g of a ga rmen t shop , 
where t a sks c an be readi ly taught 
nonverba l l y . 

C o n v e r s a t i o n l u l l s as the 
cadence p i cks up . The pressers 
start feeding h u n d r e d s of sk i r t s 
to B i b i , who d i spa tches them to 
hangers a n d the proper rack , 
s ized from 8 to 14. K a i l u n g is 
supposed to be hang ing sk i r t s 
too, b u t h i s t o o t h h u r t s so 
m u c h that he is s i t t ing at a n 
u n o c c u p i e d s e w i n g m a c h i n e 
w i th h i s head down whi le B i b i 
t r i e s — w i t h my inexpe r i enced 
he lp—to keep u p w i th h i s work 
as we l l a s h e r s . W h i l e the 
pressers s team the ir way th rough 
b u n d l e s of s k i r t s , t h e 
s e a m s t r e s s e s w o r k o n th e 
m a t c h i n g j a c k e t s . B e c a u s e 
fabrics are p l i ant a n d are s t i tched 
i n t o c u r v e d s h a p e s , the w o r k 
m u s t be done by h a n d , e n s u r i n g 
that the sewing process r ema ins 
labor- intens ive . 

ow t h a t g a r m e n t 
s h o p s c a n be set 
u p a n y w h e r e , 
c l o s i n g p l a n t s 
a n d s h i f t i n g fac

t o r y l o c a t i o n s o v e r s e a s a r e 
commonp lace . G a r m e n t i ndus t r y 
o f f ic ia ls cha rge t h a t free t rade 
pol ic ies l ike the Nor th A m e r i c a n 
Free T rade Ag r e emen t (NAFTA) 
a n d the G e n e r a l Ag r eement o n 
Tariffs a n d Trade (GATT) threaten 
the surv i va l of domest ic appare l 
manu fac tu r ing , whi le worker a d 
vocates expect tha t "free t rade" 
w i l l add to j ob loss a n d increased 
pressure on the r e m a i n i n g work
ers. 

At the U.S. -Mexico border, the 
i m p a c t o f t h e s e c h a n g e s i s 
par t i cu la r l y intense. O n the U .S . 
side, E l Paso, Texas, is a center 
for t h e p r o d u c t i o n o f d e n i m 
garments . Its tw in city of C i u d a d 
J u a r e z s i ts across the Rio Bravo 
d e l Nor te i n M e x i c o . U n d e r a 
prog ram devised i n 1965 , d e n i m 

abor- intens iv i 

N 

produc t i on was to shift to Jua r e z , 
w h i l e c o r p o r a t e o f f i ces w o u l d 
remain in E l Paso. As the factories 
m o v e d to J u a r e z , w h e r e th ey 
c o u l d pay w o r k e r s as l i t t l e as 
U S $ 2 . 3 5 pe r day , s w e a t s h o p s , 
c a l l e d talleres de hombre— 
' s t a r va t i on s h ops '—h av e cropped 
u p i n E l Paso, h i r i n g people la id 
off by the p lant c los ings . 

The whole subcontracting 
stratum lends itself to 

employing women, 
particularly immigrant 
women, because their 

labor is valued less. 
Accord ing to La Mujer Obrera 

(The W o r k i n g Woman) , formed in 
1 9 8 1 to o r g a n i z e E l P a s o ' s 
garment workers , in the first year 
after NAFTA ' s passage, 11 of the 
c i t y ' s ga rmen t factor ies c l osed , 
l eav ing a t ra i l of u n p a i d wages 
beh ind . "At first, people get angry 
a t M e x i c a n w o r k e r s , " s a y s 
C a r m e n Dominguez , coord inator 
of La Mujer Obrera . " B u t then we 
exp la in how those workers do the 
same work for less pay. In Mexico, 
the cost of l i v ing is the same as in 
E l Paso a n d people wou ld rather 
sel l soda on the street t h a n work 
i n a g a r m e n t factory. So who 
works i n them? Th i r teen- to 16-
year-o ld gir ls. Now the workers 

-get angry at the factory owners. " 

Anger is exact ly what work
ers i n S a n Antonio feel toward Levi 
S t rauss . In 1989, one m o n t h af
ter p o s t i n g pro f i t s of U S $ 2 7 2 
mi l l i on , the c ompan y a n n o u n c e d 
the c los ing of its S a n Antonio plant 
where 1,150 w o r k e r s were em
ployed. P roduc t i on was moved to 
C o s t a R i c a . T h e L a t i n a s e a m 
stresses who lost their jobs formed 
a g r o u p c a l l e d Fuerza Unida 
(United Strength) a n d filed su i t , 
c h a r g i n g t h a t L e v i S t r a u s s 
c h e a t e d t h e m ou t of the i r fa i r 
share of severance a n d vacat ion 
pay, profit sha r ing , pens ions , a n d 

bonuses , l eav ing b e h i n d women 
wi th ca rpa l t u n n e l syndrome an d 
herniated d iscs , t h a n k s to the i n 
tense work pace. The su i t was 
d i sm issed , but the women have 
pe rs i s t ed , m o u n t i n g a n a t i o n a l 
boycott of Levi S t r aus s p roduc ts 
and sett ing u p a n organ i z ing of
f ice n e a r the c o m p a n y ' s S a n 
Franc isco headquarters . Fue r za 

U n i d a organizer Lupe G a l v a n 
po in ts out that Lev i ' s made 
U S $ 5 5 7 mi l l i on i n profits i n 
1994, a record year. 

L e v i ' s i s h a r d l y the 
exception. The U.S. appare l 
indus t ry is va lued at U S $ 5 0 
b i l l i on a year an d generated 
d o m e s t i c r e t a i l s a l e s o f 
U S $ 1 7 2 b i l l i o n i n 1 9 9 4 . 
S e v e n c o m p a n i e s do m o r e 
t h a n a b i l l i o n i n s a l e s 
annua l l y : Fru i t of the Loom; 
K e l l w o o d , w h i c h o w n s 

n u m e r o u s sportswear labels; Levi 
S t r a u s s ; L i z C l a i b o r n e ; R u s s e l l 
C o r p o r a t i o n , the a th l e t i c wear 
m a n u f a c t u r e r ; S a r a Lee, w h i c h 
has bought u p several c l o th ing 
companies , i n c lud ing the make rs 
of W o n d e r b r a ; a n d V F 
Corpora t ion , the manufac ture r of 
Lee a n d W r a n g l e r j e a n s , 
J a n S p o r t , a n d Heal thex, a m o n g 
others. A n d as E d n a B o n a c i c h , 
professor of sociology a n d e thnic 
s t u d i e s a t the U n i v e r s i t y o f 
Ca l i f o rn ia at Riverside, who has 
been r e s e a r c h i n g the s w e a t i n g 
p r o c e s s , s a y s , " t h e g a r m e n t 
indust ry is l ike a tale of two cit ies." 
C E O and executive staff sa lar ies 
are i n the s i x - a n d seven- f igure 
ranges, fringe benefits are wor th 
m a n y t h o u s a n d s , a n d s t o c k 
o p t i o n s m i l l i o n s ; m e a n w h i l e , 
garment workers are l u cky if they 
earn U S $ 1 0 , 0 0 0 a year, far less 
than one percent of the executives' 
p a y . " F o r a b u c k m o r e p e r 
garment , the whole p r o b l e m of 
s w e a t s h o p a b u s e s c o u l d be 
solved," says a labor enforcement 
official. 

t t h e s w e a t s h o p , 
e v e r y o n e i s b u s y 
e x c e p t the b o s s , 
w h o i s e a t i n g a 
bowl of noodles. A t 

:30 a.m.Ta sma l l entourage ar-
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Migrant women workers are not limited to Asians or Latin Americans or women from 
indigenous groups. Maria, 23 , is a sewer from Yugoslavia. Several years ago, she 
joined her husband and the throng of migrant women workers in Germany. 

r i v e s : t h e o w n e r ' s w i f e , s o n , 
d a u g h t e r - i n - l a w , a n d i n f a n t 
g randson . The son , a cheer fu l -
l o o k i n g twen t y - s ome th ing , w i th 
g o l d c h a i n s o n h i s n e c k a n d 
w r i s t s , s t a r t s w o r k i n g a s t e a m 
press . H i s wife s i ts at a sewing 
mach ine a n d a lso begins work ing . 
Ho ld ing the baby, the boss 's wife 
strol ls into a side r oom where the 
t i m e c l o c k s i t s u n u s e d , s u r 
rounded by posters o n state a n d 
federal labor l a w s — a l l p r in ted i n 
E n g l i s h . She t u r n s o n a rad io 
that 's p iped into the shop: m u s i c 
w i th a l oud disco beat that gets 
the m a c h i n e s h u m m i n g fas ter 
t h a n ever. 

A s the j a c k e t s are p ressed , 
B i b i a n d K a i l u n g pa i r them wi th 
s k i r t s , t h e n b u t t o n on a sa t iny 
front p a n e l . T h e y a t t a c h tags, 
then bag the complete ensemble . 
They ' l l be pa i d 15 cents for each 
outfit. In 12 h o u r s , a n d w i th my 
he lp , they ' l l do 4 0 0 se ts—for a 
total of U S $ 6 0 between the two of 
t h e m . T h e p r e s s e r s a n d the 
seamstresses get about 24 cents 
for each outfit they work on . The 
total labor cost for a s s emb l i ng the 

S u n d a y su i t : u n d e r U S $ 3 . E a c h 
wi l l reta i l for about U S $ 6 0 . 

The a roma of rice an d Chinese 
t u r n i p s i n oyster sauce begins to 
waft th rough the shop—the boss 
has been cook ing at a hotplate in 
the back . At noon he c lears off 
one of the worktab les . "Ea t , eat!" 
he says. The workers wa lk over, 
t h e n r e t u r n q u i c k l y to t h e i r 
w o r k s t a t i o n s to eat i n s i l ence . 
"The boss is cook ing l u n c h for u s 
because it 's S u n d a y , " says B i b i . 
Never the less , i t 's not a r egu la r 
S u n d a y e v e n t . W i t h i n 15 
m i n u t e s , e v e r yone is f i n i s h e d 
eat ing , except the boss a n d h i s 
family, who hover l ike hosts p roud 
to have treated the ir guests to a 
fine mea l . 

M
a n u f a c t u r e r s a n d 
r e t a i l e r s h a v e 
been ab l e to use 
t h e c o n t r a c t o r 
sys tem to insu la te 

o m the unp l easan t 
n e s s o f s w e a t s h o p s a n d t h e 
e m b a r r a s s m e n t of g o v e rn m en t 
r a i d s . T h e y d e m a n d t h a t 
contractors meet their pr ices for 
work that can ' t poss ib ly be done 

at m i n i m u m wage rates, yet they 
deny knowledge of a b u s e s a n d 
reject r e spons ib i l i t y for t h e m if 
t h e y a r e f o u n d . I n r e a l i t y , 
m a n u f a c t u r e r s k n o w e x a c t l y 
w h a t ' s g o i n g o n i n t h e i r 
c o n t r a c t o r s ' s h o p s — c o m p a n y 
i n s p e c t o r s a n d o t h e r r e p r e 
s e n t a t i v e s r o u t i n e l y v i s i t the 
works i tes . 

T h e t y p i c a l l i fe s p a n of a 
contractor 's bus iness is less than 
a year. If caught for v io lat ions, 
the contractor is l ike ly to go out 
of bus iness , only to immediate ly 
r e a p p e a r u n d e r a n e w n a m e , 
per forming the same work for the 
same manufac ture rs a n d retailers 
to e v a d e g o v e r n m e n t f i n e s , 
possible legal act ion a n d , most of 
a l l , r e s p o n s i b i l i t y for w o r k i n g 
c o n d i t i o n s f r o m w h i c h t h e y 
direct ly benefit. 

L a b o r l a w e n f o r c e m e n t 
officials have been l imi ted by too 
few resources. B u t i n 1993 the 
U.S . Depar tment of Labor began 
enforc ing a rarely used provis ion 
of the Fa i r Labor S t anda rds A c t — 
th e " h o t g o o d s " r u l e , w h i c h 
proh ib i t s the sh i p p in g or sel l ing 
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via interstate commerce of goods 
t h a t h a v e b e e n p r o d u c e d " i n 
v io la t ion of m i n i m u m wage a n d 
overt ime laws. " " M a n u f a c t u r e r s 
try to insu la te themselves, " says 
M a r i a E c h a v e s t e , the d e p a r t 
m e n t ' s Wage a n d H o u r A d m i 
n i s t r a t o r . " W h a t we've done is 
shift it back to them. " U s i n g the 
threat of a hot goods in junc t i on , 
the agency secured a U S $ 5 3 0 , 0 0 0 
sett lement aga inst G u e s s ? , Inc., 
after f ind ing its U S $ 6 0 j eans in a 
Los Angeles shop where workers 
made less t h a n U S $ 1 a n hour , 
a n d t h e y ' v e o b t a i n e d 
a g r e e m e n t s w i t h o t h e r 
m a n u f a c t u r e r s to p o l i c e 
themselves . 

To get m o n e y f r o m 
i n c r e a s i n g l y c o n s e r v a t i v e 
l e g i s l a t u r e s , l a b o r o f f i c i a l s 
mus t argue that compl iance 
w i t h l abo r l aws is good for 
b u s i n e s s . C o m p a n i e s t ha t 
o p e r a t e i l l e g a l l y h a v e a n 
u n f a i r a d v a n t a g e o v e r 
legit imate bus inesses . Taxpayers 
also lose when these unde rg round 
b u s i n e s s e s e v a d e t a x e s a n d 
payments to unemp l oymen t a n d 
w o r k e r s ' c o m p e n s a t i o n , a n d 
Soc ia l Secur i ty . B u t conservat ive 
p o l i t i c i a n s have b e g u n to l i n k 
l a b o r e n f o r c e m e n t to a n t i -
i m m i g r a n t r h e t o r i c . B e c a u s e 
s w e a t s h o p s re ly so h e a v i l y o n 
immigran t labor, m a n y po l i t i c ians 
a s s e r t t h a t u n d o c u m e n t e d 
w o r k e r s a re to b l a m e for the 
existence of sweatshops. In both 
1 9 9 3 a n d 1 9 9 4 , C a l i f o r n i a 
G o v e r n e r Pe te W i l s o n v e t o e d 
l e g i s l a t i o n t h a t w o u l d m a k e 
m a n u f a c t u r e r s j o i n t l y l iab le for 
wage a n d h o u r v io la t ions of the 
contractors they hire , say ing that 
" u l t i m a t e l y t h e f a u l t for 
sweatshops lie w i th i l legal workers 
w h o a r e w i l l i n g to w o r k a t 
s u b s t a n d a r d w a g e s a n d 
cond i t i ons . " B l a m i n g sweatshops 
on immig ran t labor may be part 
of a l a r g e r p o l i t i c a l s t r a t e g y : 
"There are more U .S . sweatshops 
now a n d a greater to lerance for 
them; the t h r e s h o l d of w h a t is 
acceptable t reatment of workers 
is lower, says Drexe l Univers i ty ' s 
E l i zabe th Petras. 

he t e m p e r a t u r e i n 
the shop is r i s ing as 
the a f t e r n o o n s u n 
hits t h e w i n d o w s . 
B i b i takes advantage 

of a Freak in the presser 's work 
to r u s h to the ba throom. First she 
reaches into the c a r d b o a r d box 
near her w o r k a rea , where she 
h ides her l u n c h and the house 
s l ippers she wears at work. She 
pu l l s out a rol l of toilet paper. You 
have to b r i n g y o u r o w n , " she 
whispers . We go through the steel 

With the world a candy 
store of cheap labor, 

apparel manufacturers can 
and do get contractors to 
agree to almost any price. 

doo r s tha t are the s h o p ' s sole 
entrance a nd exit, back into the 
d a r k ha l lway strewn w i th refuse. 
To get to the women's room, we 
walk down several corr idors , past 
other garment sweatshops. "That 
one is owned by Amer i cans , " she 
s a y s , m e a n i n g C a u c a s i a n s . 
" A m e r i c a n s work for t h e m , " by 
wh i ch she means non -As i ans . A l l 
the factories in the bu i l d ing share 
the women's room. The doors on 
the two gr imy wooden stal ls don't 
shut . There is ne i ther toilet paper 
nor paper towels, not even a t rash 
c a n , so u s e d p a p e r p r o d u c t s , 
i n c l u d i n g san i ta ry n a p k i n s , l ine 
the floor. The s i n k s are encrusted 
w i th food waste, d ir t a n d grease. 
B i b i j u s t s h a k e s he r head a n d 
leaves as fast as she can . 

B a c k in the shop, the boss 's 
s o n is p i c k i n g u p the bagged 
blouses that B ib i folded yesterday, 
and p a c k i n g them in boxes. He 
looks furtively at boxes near B i b i 
that ho ld neat ly s tacked p last ic 
hangers. When he th inks she isn ' t 
l o o k i n g , he d u m p s o u t h e r 
hangers a nd takes the box. B i b i 
s t a r t s y e l l i n g at h i m . The s on 
ignores her, u n t i l h is father makes 
him put the hangers back. 

Late in the evening, B i b i goes 
to a n area pi led h i gh w i th l inen 
v e s t s . E a c h one h a s s i x t i n y 
but tons . Her j ob is to bu t t on a n d 
sort them, for wh i ch she gets three 
cents per vest. The but tons are 
so s m a l l that i t 's h a r d to wo rk 
th em t h r o u g h the b u t t o n h o l e s . 
A f t e r d o i n g s e v e r a l h u n d r e d 
buttons, Bib i ' s fingers are stiff a n d 
s o r e . B i b i a n d K a i l u n g a r e 
expected to stay u n t i l a l l the vests 
a re b u t t o n e d , p r e s s e d , h u n g , 
tagged, and bagged. B u t B i b i is 
so tired she's th ink ing of qu i t t ing . 

"1 don ' t want to die i n th i s 
j o b , " s h e s a y s . K a i l u n g , 
whose jaw has been a ch ing all 
day, is a lso eager to leave. 
T h e b o s s t a l k s t h e m i n t o 
s t ay ing by offering to dr ive 
t h e m h o m e w h e n they ' r e 
done. Reluctant ly they agree. 
B i b i r e turns to the vests that 
b e a r two l a b e l s — o n e , the 
n a m e of a p o p u l a r m a l l 
retai ler; the other, "Made i n 

the U.S .A . " 

fter 20 years in the 
g a r m e n t i n d u s t r y , 
K a t i e Q u a n , m a n 
ager of the P a c i f i c 
N o r t h w e s t D i s t r i c t 

at the U n i o n of Needle 
I n d u s t r i a l , a n d Text i l e 

Employees (UNITE), is the first to 
a c k n o w l e d g e t h a t t h e s e are 
c h a l l e n g i n g t i m e s . Q u a n is 
w o r k i n g i n a c o n s o r t i u m of 
C a l i f o r n i a m a n u f a c t u r e r s , 
contractors , government officials, 
e d u c a t o r s , a n d w o r k e r s c a l l e d 
Ga rmen t 2 0 0 0 — a U S $ 2 . 3 mi l l i on 
project des igned to re invent the 
g a r m e n t i n d u s t r y . T h e y a r e 
t e a c h i n g n ew m a n a g e m e n t 
t e c h n i q u e s l i k e the J a p a n e s e 
" j u s t - i n - t i m e " q u i c k r e s p o n s e 
systems, to help U.S . compan ies 
take advantage of their prox imi ty 
to the U .S . marke tp l ace . " U . S . 
workers have to define a niche i n 
the g l o b a l e c o n o m y w h e r e 
companies can make money and 
workers c an make a l iv ing. U .S . 
workers can't w in in a compet i t ion 
based on the cheapness of labor, " 
says Q u a n . 

G r o w i n g c o n s u m e r c o n c e r n 
over the social cost of c l o th ing has 

^ounc i l 
T r ade s , 
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Groups working for women and workers' rights and to improve work 
conditions in the garment industry: 
Asian Immigrant Women Advo
cates (AIWA) 
310 ,8 th Street, Sui te 301 
O a k l a n d , Cal i f . 9 4 6 0 7 
(510) 2 6 8 - 0 1 9 2 
B i l i n gua l a n d b i c u l t u r a l organiz
ers who promote l eadersh ip a n d 
empowerment a m o n g low- income 
immig ran t women. 

Chinese Staff and Workers As
sociation (CSWA) 
PO Box 130401 
New Yo rk N.Y. 10013 
(212) 6 1 9 - 7 9 7 9 
Nonprof i t a s soc i a t i on cont ro l l ed 
by workers who organize for rights 
on the job a n d i n the c o m m u n i t y 
at large. 

Common Threads 
i PO Box 962 

Venice , Cal i f . 9 0 2 9 4 
(310) 9 6 7 - 5 1 2 2 

A coa l i t i on—pr imar i l y made u p 
of women—tha t at tempts to edu 
cate c onsumer s about sweatshop 
cond i t i ons . 

Fuerza Unida 
3946 S. Za r zamora Street 
S a n Anton io , Tex. 7 8 2 2 5 
(210) 927 -2294 
Organized by women la id off from 
Levi S t rauss , to "educate, activate 
a n d empower " the fami l ies a n d 
commun i t i e s of low- income Mex i 
c a n a n d M e x i c a n / A m e r i c a n 
women . 

La Mujer Obrera (Centro Del 
Obreto Fronterizo) 
PO Box 3975 , E l Paso, Tex. 7 9 9 2 3 
(915) 533 -9710 
Organizes aga inst the deter iora
t ion of wo rk ing a n d l iv ing cond i 
t ions. A l so operates a worke rs ' 
schoo l . 

Latino Workers' Center 
(aka Lower East Side Workers' 
Center) 
PO Box 2 0 3 2 9 
New York, N.Y. 10009 
(212) 4 7 3 - 3 9 3 6 
Seeks to uni fy La t ina/La t ino i m 
migrant workers th rough educa 
t ion a n d outreach . Operates the 
L a t i n a W o m e n ' s D e v e l o p m e n t 
Project. 

Sweatshop Watch 
c/o As i an Law C a u c u s 
4 6 8 B u s h Street, 3 r d F loor 
S a n Franc i sco , Cali f . 9 4 1 0 8 
(415) 3 9 1 - 1 6 5 5 
A coal i t ion of labor, women 's c iv i l 
r i gh t s , i m m i g r a n t r i gh t s , legal , 
a n d other organizat ions that work 
to e l iminate sweatshop cond i t i ons 
domest ica l ly a n d global ly . 

s p u r r e d a n u m b e r o f r e c e n t 
developments. A women 's group 
cal led C o m m o n Threads , based i n 
Los Ange les , i s l i n k i n g m i d d l e -
c l ass a n d wo rk ing - c l a s s women 
through c o n s u m e r campa i gns to 
s u p p o r t w o r k p l a c e o r g a n i z i n g . 
" T w o - t h i r d s of t h e c l o t h i n g 
purchases are made by women , 
who are m a n i p u l a t e d a m i l l i o n 
ways as fashion consumers , " says 
sociologist B o n a c i c h , one of the 
organizers of C o m m o n Threads . 

A n o t h e r g r o u p , c a l l e d 
Sweatshop Wa t ch , a coa l i t ion of 
w o r k e r s ' a n d i m m i g r a n t s ' 
a d v o c a t e s , w o m e n ' s o r g a n i z a 
t ions , a n d legal a n d c i v i l r i ghts 
g r o u p s a c r o s s C a l i f o r n i a , i s 
s t a r t i n g a news le t t e r to i n f o r m 
consumers about the c lothes they 
p u r c h a s e , p r o v i d i n g " B u y " a n d 
"Don ' t B u y " l is ts . " O u r approach 
is three-pronged, " says at torney 
L o r a J o F o o , a n o r g a n i z e r of 
S w e a t s h o p W a t c h : " m a k i n g 
m a n u f a c t u r e r s l i a b l e t h r o u g h 
legislative change a n d legal act ion, 
e m p o w e r i n g w o r k e r s t h r o u g h 

workp lace organiz ing, a n d enl ist
ing c o n s u m e r suppor t . " A r o u n d 
the country , workers ' centers l ike 
Fue r za U n i d a , L a Mujer Obrera , 
a n d AIWA jo ined th is year i n a 
n a t i o n a l c o n s o r t i u m to b u i l d a 
c o m m u n i t y - b a s e d w o r k e r s ' 
movement . 

C o n s u m e r consc iousness has 
caused some manu fac ture rs and 
retailers develop guidel ines, wh i ch 
o f t en se t f o r t h h i g h s o u n d i n g 
pr inc ip les that suppor t fair wages 
a n d e n v i r o n m e n t a l l y s o u n d 
p r a c t i c e s . Y e t e v en t h e s e 
compan ies cont inue to get caught 
i n s w e a t s h o p v i o l a t i o n s . A n d 
ethics codes rarely cover the new 
a n d creative ways that employers 
come u p wi th to transfer costs to 
w o r k e r s . E a r l i e r t h i s y e a r a 
Ca l i f o rn ia contractor was found to 
be c h a r g i n g s e a m s t r e s s e s 
U S $ 1 2 6 . 7 5 p lus tax, each mon th , 
for the needles a n d bobb ins they 
used at work. 

A n d the b o y c o t t s a g a i n s t 
Lev i ' s a n d J e s s i c a M c C l i n t o c k 
cont inue . M c C l i n t o c k attempted 

to resolve the d i spute i n 1993 by 
offering an unspeci f ied a m o u n t as 
a "char i tab le c on t r i bu t i on " to the 
12 s eams t r e s s e s . F i ve w o m e n 
accepted the offer, whi le the rest 
decided to cont inue their battle for 
"corporate respons ib i l i ty . " In the 
w a k e of t h e r e j e c t i o n , 
McC l in t o ck ' s c ompany is wag ing 
its own battle, hav ing h i red one 
of S a n Franc i sco ' s biggest labor 
law firms to file l awsu i t s against 
AIWA. 

"We d o n ' t e x p e c t J e s s i c a 
McC l in tock to change the garment 
i ndus t r y , " i n s i s t s A IWA 's Y o u n g 
S h i n . " B u t it c a n be done—U.S . 
c o n s u m e r s have the ba r ga in ing 
power to te l l the m u l t i n a t i o n a l s 
what their concerns are, to r id the 
g a r m e n t i n d u s t r y of i n h u m a n 
pract ices, a n d make it a h u m a n e 
place to work. 
Helen Zia is a contributing editor 
to M s . The names she used in this 
story are not real. 
Source: M s . , January/February 
1996 
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