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ABSTRACT 
 
 
This thesis examines anti-sweatshop nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) and the 

transnational anti-sweatshop network as political actors in the global garment industry.  

It focuses on the role of Northern-based NGOs in a transnational advocacy network 

aimed at improving working conditions and ensuring workers’ rights. Drawing on 

campaign materials, NGO websites, corporate documents and interviews, it presents 

case studies of FairWear, United Students Against Sweatshops, STITCH and the Clean 

Clothes Campaign.  While comparing these NGOs, the thesis analyses their links with 

the transnational anti-sweatshop network and the types of politics activists use to 

influence powerful actors in the industry.  It argues that anti-sweatshop NGOs have 

been creative, dynamic and largely unrecognised political actors whose influence and 

accomplishments are notable given their small size, scant resources and the scope of the 

problems they confront.  These NGOs have used their particular geographic and 

political positions in the global economy to develop consumer campaigns that pressure 

corporate retailers to acknowledge responsibility for workers in their supply chains.  Yet 

the concentration of power among large retailers and the unwillingness of states to 

regulate the industry place considerable constraints on activists’ abilities to achieve their 

goals. This thesis contributes to the growing literature on NGOs in global civil society 

by combining analysis of structural power with more subtle forms of discursive and 

communicative power. It applies a boomerang model of transnational advocacy 

networks to the specific circumstances of anti-sweatshop advocacy, demonstrating both 

the different points of leverage that NGOs use when confronting powerful global 

corporations rather than states, and the persistent structural problems they face in 

achieving their goals. 
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Introduction 
 

 

This thesis investigates the ways in which nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) and 

the anti-sweatshop network influence the garment industry, given significant structural 

challenges of complex supply chains and concentration of power among retailers.  This 

research provides a glimpse into an advocacy network at a particular point in time, and 

conceivably at a critical juncture, in its evolution.  The garment industry has been a site 

of contentious politics for over 150 years.  The clothing and textile industry employs 

more than 29 million people around the world, mostly in export processing zones in 

Asia and Central America.  Workers frequently face long hours and inadequate wages, 

and are often subjected to harassment and abuse.  Many workers resist such conditions 

by participating in protests and joining labour unions.  In many parts of the world 

however, workers are unable to form independent unions, and the unions that do exist 

have found it difficult to deal with manufacturers who move from one site to another in 

search of lower production costs and a compliant workforce.  Because of these 

challenges, garment workers have reached out to allies across political borders in order 

to apply pressure on garment manufacturers.   

In the 1990s, a group of NGOs emerged that focused on the role consumers 

could play in improving industry standards.  Constraints on traditional labour 

movements forced these NGOs to develop alternative strategies to improve conditions 

for garment workers.  The unique structure of the garment industry, with power 

concentrated among large retailers reliant on branding, gave consumer-oriented NGOs 

an opportunity to exert influence on retailers from the consumption side of the industry.  

The emergence of the anti-sweatshop network in the 1990s is illustrative of an alliance-

building process and of the constraints on, and successes of, such alliances in effecting 

political and social change for the betterment of workers’ rights and conditions. 

Anti-sweatshop activists focused on changing the behaviour of retailers in 

addition to conventional forms of political advocacy aimed at the state.  One of their 

most effective strategies was to link high profile brands with particularly egregious 

labour abuses in factories where those goods were produced.  Anti-sweatshop NGOs 

linked brands with cases of child labour, physical abuse and indentured labour in the 

industry.  Activists were able to do this because increasing consumer demand and 

branding opened up new points of leverage for consumer activism and political action.  
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As a result of the anti-sweatshop campaigns in the 1990s and early 2000s, retailers 

began to disclose their factory locations and adopt codes of conduct, and some even 

joined multi-stakeholder initiatives aimed at monitoring abuses in the industry.   

Nevertheless, problems remain.  Despite the gains made by the anti-sweatshop 

network over the past fifteen years, working conditions have not drastically improved. 

Moreover, the anti-sweatshop network is at a critical point because shifts in its 

operational terrain have necessitated new approaches to activism.  Sweatshops are no 

longer a hot topic among the media.  Advocates are now at the stage of working more 

closely with targeted corporations through multi-stakeholder initiatives, dealing with the 

challenges of maintaining public interest in the issues, and, since late 2008, coping with 

the global financial crisis which has led to the closure of many garment factories around 

the world.  

OBJECTIVES 
 

This research was guided by the following questions:  How has transnational anti-

sweatshop advocacy influenced the governance of the garment industry, and what effect 

has this had on workers? What factors constrain or facilitate NGOs’ abilities to improve 

working conditions in the industry?  How does examining transnational anti-sweatshop 

advocacy contribute to understanding the role of NGOs within international relations, 

and especially the role of transnational advocacy networks and the use of world civic 

politics?  

The research includes analysis of the transnational anti-sweatshop network as 

well as case studies of four NGOs in the network, which are based in the global North.1  

The case study organisations are FairWear, STITCH, United Students Against 

Sweatshops and the Clean Clothes Campaign.  The four cases provide opportunities for 

comparative analysis of specific NGO activities as well as analysis of these types of 

NGOs as a group with distinctive characteristics.  The focus on small, Northern-based 

NGOs is due to the prevalence of these types of organisations in the anti-sweatshop 

network, and the absence of adequate analysis of such organisations in the broader 

literature.   

                                                
1 The terms global North and South are used throughout this thesis, with wealthier nations belonging to 
the North and developing countries in the global South.  I recognise the gross risk of oversimplification of 
the complex distinctions between, and within, each of these categories.  As a researcher based in 
Australia the term seems especially inappropriate.  Nonetheless, the terms North and South are preferable 
to the alternatives (i.e. First, Second and Third World, developing and developed) and are therefore used 
in this thesis. 
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I argue that these small Northern-based NGOs have been creative, dynamic and 

largely unrecognised political actors whose influence and accomplishments are more 

notable given their small size, scant resources and the scope of the problems they 

confront.  The NGOs in this study focus their campaigns on North American, European, 

and Australian consumers in the belief that these consumers can pressure name-brand 

retailers to improve working conditions in their supply chains.  In doing so, they engage 

in political action that seeks to change the behaviour of consumers and retailers in order 

to improve the quality of life for garment workers worldwide.  The transnational 

advocacy networks they enact, through consumer campaigns and new technologies, 

have created new spaces for political action, which in turn have caused retailers to 

implement programmes to address labour conditions in their supply chains.  As a result 

of anti-sweatshop campaigns, most major retailers now acknowledge some level of 

responsibility for the working conditions under which their goods are produced.2   Many 

of these companies have adopted codes of conduct and implemented internal social 

responsibility programmes.  Some have also joined private, regulatory initiatives that 

monitor working conditions in the industry.  These are significant victories for the anti-

sweatshop network in an era of widespread deregulation and growing corporate power.  

At the same time, I argue that consumer-based campaigns alone contain inherent 

limits to effecting structural changes to the governance of the industry.  Despite the 

success of individual or even collective campaigns, conditions for garment workers 

have remained difficult.  The threat of factory closures and the persistent unwillingness 

of governmental agencies to enforce good working conditions have proven bigger 

obstacles than these networks could surmount.  This research shows that while 

consumer campaigns can be a useful strategy for activists aiming to improve working 

conditions in the garment industry, they must be complemented by other approaches 

that strengthen labour movements and bolster enforcement of international labour 

standards. 

THEMES 
 

Several themes run through this thesis.  The first theme deals with NGOs and world 

civil politics.  It explores how NGOs with limited resources or formal power exercise 

influence on the industry given its current structure.  One way NGOs do so is by 
                                                
2 While anti-sweatshop is a widely recognised term among activists and academics, many workers in the 
global South do not use the term anti-sweatshop.  The term is used in this thesis, especially when 
discussing Northern-based organisations, since this is the term most often used within that political arena.  
Debates over the usage over the term are discussed in chapter three. 
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participating in a network of unions, NGOs and other allies.  The thesis builds upon 

Keck and Sikkink’s (1998) account of transnational advocacy networks (TANs) and the 

influence TANs have on targeted actors.  The anti-sweatshop network differs from some 

other TANs in terms of resources and the use of political action that targets corporations 

rather than the state.  Their actions involve complicated patterns of advocacy, since anti-

sweatshop advocacy often involves many small organisations working simultaneously 

with minimal coordination, approaching multiple primary and secondary targets from 

different angles.  States are still important actors in shaping the industry, but activists 

have not targeted states in the same way that TANs have done in other industries and 

issue areas.  Patterns of anti-sweatshop advocacy, and how they differ from Keck and 

Sikkink’s TANs, are discussed in chapter three and, with regard to specific campaigns, 

in chapter six.  By looking in-depth at one particular type of actor in the network—

Northern-based NGOs—this research contributes to existing literature on the influence 

of NGOs and transnational advocacy networks in international politics.  

The second theme investigates the factors that facilitate or constrain NGOs’ 

actions as transnational political actors.  One of these factors is the relationship between 

the case study NGOs and the broader anti-sweatshop network.  These organisations tend 

to be relatively small, with annual budgets under US $2 million and fewer than ten full-

time employees.  For this reason, these NGOs and others like them rely heavily on the 

anti-sweatshop network for information and support; they also contribute to the network 

by broadening its support base and disseminating information.  Throughout the thesis, 

relationships between NGOs and the anti-sweatshop network are emphasised as a 

significant factor in influencing the structures, strategies and efficacy of transnational 

anti-sweatshop advocacy.   

The third theme deals with the opportunities and limitations inherent in 

consumer campaigns.  The structure of the global garment industry provides a specific 

context for anti-sweatshop advocacy that has opened up channels for political action 

through branding.  The relationship between consumers and brands has proven to be a 

significant point of leverage for Northern activists.  Branding is a valuable asset for 

multinational retailers, but it is also, Klein (2000) notes, their Achilles’ heel.  The 

relationship between consumers and brands is intimate yet volatile.  Klein likens it to 

the relationship between fan and celebrity, ‘emotionally intense but shallow enough to 

turn on a dime’ (2000, p.372).  Activists target the well-known retailers because they 

often market their brands using images that contrast with the conditions under which the 
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garments are actually produced, opening up an opportunity for activists to expose this 

disconnection.  

The exposure of high profile retailers can be a point of leverage, but it limits 

advocates’ abilities to exert influence on less well-known (and therefore, less 

vulnerable) retailers.  Consumer campaigns also tend to rely on sensational stories and 

images to capture the public’s attention.  This can lead to a focus on flagrant cases of 

abuse instead of the widespread, more routine forms of abuse.  It can also lead to 

activists playing up sensational images at the expense of workers’ rights and dignity, 

and misrepresenting their capacity for resistance.  These are just a few of the limitations 

of such campaigns, which are discussed throughout the thesis.   

The fourth theme addresses agency and power in the garment industry.  The 

anti-sweatshop NGOs have continually adapted to the changing political economy of 

the industry and to corporate behaviour.  Since the first campaigns in the early 1990s, 

when activists linked high profile brands and celebrities to sweatshop conditions, 

targeted corporations have altered their responses to anti-sweatshop campaigns.  These 

changes in retailers’ responses to anti-sweatshop campaigns demonstrate that NGOs 

have influenced corporate behaviour.  However, questions remain as to whether these 

changes in retailers’ policies, particularly their participation in multi-stakeholder 

initiatives, have actually bolstered the structural power of retailers by positioning them 

as watchdogs of manufacturers and workers in the global South.    

The last theme deals with the development of alternative forms of governance, 

particularly multi-stakeholder initiatives.  In recent years, retailers have begun to 

acknowledge that they share responsibility with manufacturers and governments for 

decent working conditions in their supply chains.  This has led to the establishment of 

new private forms of governance aimed at ensuring compliance with codes of conduct, 

which are often based on international standards and domestic labour laws.  These 

private forms of governance provide NGOs with opportunities to influence retailers, but 

they do not provide adequate oversight of the industry.  These themes are developed 

throughout the thesis in conversation with existing literature on the role of NGOs in 

international relations.  
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ORGANISATION OF THE THESIS 
 

This thesis is organised thematically to highlight the context, institutions, actors and 

processes of transnational anti-sweatshop advocacy.  The first two chapters provide the 

context for change.  The first chapter articulates the theoretical framework and reviews 

the existing literature, identifies how this study contributes to the literature on NGOs in 

international relations, and outlines key concepts and explains the methodology used in 

conducting this research.  The second chapter highlights the global context in which 

anti-sweatshop advocacy takes place and outlines the changing political economy of the 

garment industry.  It defines the issues advocates aim to address and seeks to answer 

why some of the channels of political change are unavailable to activists.  This chapter 

establishes how the structure of the industry affects activists’ abilities to influence 

powerful actors and the conditions in the industry that enable and hinder certain types of 

politics. 

Chapters three and four introduce the agents involved in anti-sweatshop 

advocacy and their responses to the political economy of the industry.  Chapter three 

explains the origins and key players in the anti-sweatshop network, and shows the 

developments of the anti-sweatshop network over the past fifteen years, alongside the 

economic and political changes outlined in the previous chapter.  With each change, 

chapter three argues that activists have adapted their strategies to encourage retailers to 

take greater steps to improve working conditions in their supply chains.  The fourth 

chapter introduces the United Students Against Sweatshops, STITCH, FairWear and the 

Clean Clothes Campaign as case studies of Northern-based anti-sweatshop NGOs.  It 

argues that these NGOs embody forms of cosmopolitanism with ties to places, identities 

and ideologies that influence their abilities to improve working conditions in the global 

garment industry.  It provides comparisons of the four NGOs and the ways in which 

they engage in transnational advocacy. 

Chapter five considers the institutions that govern the behaviour of the anti-

sweatshop NGOs.  It analyses the structures of governance that influence NGOs’ 

abilities to create change, and argues that NGOs interact with multiple governance 

structures that include states, international institutions and private regulatory initiatives.  

Each of these structures shape the NGOs’ abilities to influence targeted actors in 

particular ways.  First, the chapter compares the domestic political structure for NGOs 

in the US, Australia and the Netherlands, where the case studies are based.  Next, it 

addresses intergovernmental structures and the limits and constraints on NGO 
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engagement with these institutions.  Finally, it discusses NGO involvement in private 

initiatives to regulate the industry in the absence of adequate state or IGO governance, 

and reflects upon how each of these political structures contributes to NGOs’ roles as 

transnational political agents. 

Chapter six examines the strategies activists use in anti-sweatshop campaigns.  

The chapter includes a detailed analysis of each of the case study organisations, their 

campaigns and patterns of advocacy.  The chapter argues that as activists applied 

pressure to universities, retailers and governments, they used multiple forms of politics 

with varying degrees of success.  The chapter concludes by comparing the patterns of 

advocacy in terms of points of leverage, movement across political arenas and the role 

of states and intergovernmental organisations.  It shows the ways that activists have 

sought to change the industry, the factors affecting their success, and the difficulties 

they have encountered in different campaigns. 

The next two chapters focus on the implications of agents’ political actions.  

Chapter seven examines the accountability of NGOs as they become increasingly 

important actors in international politics, and addresses the extent to which anti-

sweatshop NGOs are accountable to the workers they aim to benefit.  The chapter 

contends that, along with accountability to garment workers, political responsibility to 

adhere to an organisation’s stated values in its day-to-day activities is crucial for anti-

sweatshop advocates’ legitimacy as political actors.  Chapter eight assesses the extent to 

which anti-sweatshop advocacy has been effective at improving conditions in the 

industry.  It investigates why, despite achievements in some political arenas, activists 

have been unable to secure lasting, structural improvements in working conditions in 

the industry.   

The conclusion reviews the analysis throughout the thesis, connecting it to 

broader implications for the study of NGOs in international relations, and raises 

questions for future research. While this research is focused on anti-sweatshop 

advocacy, the conclusion discusses the implications of the study beyond the anti-

sweatshop NGOs and beyond clothing and textiles.  By studying small NGOs as 

political agents, and the opportunities and limitations of various forms of political 

action, this research provides insights into the challenges facing non-state actors in an 

increasingly transnational civil society.   
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1 

NGOs and advocacy networks as transnational 
political actors 

 

 

NGOs are becoming more numerous and gaining prominence.  They claim consultative 

status with the United Nations, participate in international conferences, and use the 

Internet to launch campaigns to expose corporate misconduct. While NGOs have long 

been a part of international politics, the number of NGOs is growing steadily, with a 

reported 59,000 international NGOs in existence as of 2004 (Anheier, Kaldor and 

Glasius 2005, p.320).  This increase in number and visibility has led to a growing 

interest among scholars in investigating the relative significance and influence of NGOs 

in international politics. 

Scholars from various fields including international law, development studies 

and sociology have all taken an interest in the ways that NGOs interact with society.  

Some within social movement literature identify NGOs as mobilising structures 

(McAdam, McCarthy and Zald 1996), while others in development studies view NGOs 

as vehicles to deliver humanitarian aid once provided by states (Lindenberg and Bryant 

2001).  Although each discipline offers insights into the function and form of NGOs, 

they have not fully addressed how NGOs operate as political agents and the ways in 

which they interact across national boundaries.  Locating NGOs in an international 

relations framework provides a way to examine NGOs and their connecting networks as 

political actors, and analyse the ways that they exercise power and influence in 

international politics.   

This chapter provides definitions of terms used in the thesis and then traces the 

ways that international relations scholarship has treated the political engagement of 

NGOs.  This is followed by an articulation of the theoretical approach of the research 

and relevant key concepts.  Next, it provides a review of literature on anti-sweatshop 

advocacy and explains the contributions of the thesis to both the anti-sweatshop 

literature and to the field of international relations.  Last, it explains the methods and 

sources used in the thesis.  
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DEFINITIONS 
 

Non-governmental organisation 
 

There is significant confusion about the term non-governmental organisation.  Beyond 

being a mere nuisance, the lack of consensus on how to classify NGOs has impeded 

understandings about the sector (Vakil 1997).  The term is often used interchangeably 

with nonprofit, charitable or voluntary organisation, although these can represent quite 

different entities.  As part of the Johns Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project, 

Anheier and Salamon (2006, p.95) define nonprofit organisations as exhibiting the 

following characteristics:   

 

(1) organised – i.e. institutionalised to some extent  
(2) private – i.e. institutionally separate from government  
(3) self-governing – i.e. equipped to control their own activities  
(4) nonprofit distributing – i.e. not returning profits generated to their owners or 
directors  
(5) non-compulsory – i.e. involving some meaningful degree of voluntary 
participation   

 

Applying this definition, Anheier and Salamon found that the nonprofit sector in the 35 

countries included in their study had a combined expenditure of US $1.3 trillion and 

employed 39.5 million full-time workers, or 4.4 percent of the economically active 

population.  Whether referred to as the nonprofit sector, charitable sector or third sector, 

the sector is distinct from the government sector and the private, for-profit sector. 

NGOs are a subset of the broader category of nonprofit organisations, which 

also includes religious, leisure and professional organisations.  According to Vakil 

(1997, p.2060), NGOs are ‘self-governing, private, not-for-profit organizations that are 

geared to improving the quality of life of disadvantaged people’.  The main difference 

between Vakil’s definition of NGOs and the Johns Hopkins’ definition is the focus on 

improving the quality of life for disadvantaged people, with Vakil limiting NGOs to 

organisations aimed at providing social services or seeking social change.  I use Vakil’s 

definition of NGOs throughout the thesis, as it is not limited to one national context, and 

it distinguishes these organisations from for-profit businesses, government entities, 

professional organisations and trade unions.  

It is difficult to estimate the number of NGOs engaged in transnational 

advocacy.  According to the Union of International Associations, which publishes an 
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annual Yearbook of International Organizations (2007), there were approximately 

138,458 transnational non-governmental organisations in 2006.  In addition to NGOs, 

this includes trade associations, professional groups and athletic clubs.  Some 

organisations, including several included in this study, do not self-identify as a NGO 

even though they fit the above definition.  In the Netherlands, for example, the term 

NGO is generally reserved for organisations engaged in international development 

(Burger and Dekker 2001).  The association with international development is apparent 

in the US as well, where organisations based in the US are commonly referred to by the 

more general term nonprofit organisation, with development-related organisations based 

outside the US labelled as NGOs.  The complications with such definitions illustrate the 

difficulty in finding a language across countries and appropriately categorising NGOs 

engaged in transnational advocacy.  

Regardless of the exact numbers of NGOs, many people report a significant 

amount of trust in NGOs.  The 2009 Edelman Trust Barometer surveyed 4,475 people 

in twenty countries.  Of the respondents, 54 percent reported trusting NGOs to ‘do the 

right thing’.  Slightly fewer responded that they trusted businesses (50 percent), even 

fewer trusted the media (47 percent), and fewer still (45 percent) reported trusting 

governments.  There was some regional variation among levels of trust in these 

institutions, with respondents in the Asia Pacific reporting greater trust in business, 

governments and the media, than in NGOs.  In some countries trust in NGOs has grown 

dramatically over the last several years.  For example, trust in NGOs in China grew 

from 31 percent in 2004 to 60 percent in 2006 (Edelman 2009).  As NGOs grow in 

numbers and visibility they are increasingly perceived as trustworthy institutions, often 

more so than governments and the media. 

 
Advocacy  
 

Vakil (1997) proposes a classification of NGOs based upon orientation and level of 

operation.  Orientation is divided into six categories including welfare, development, 

development education, networking, research and advocacy.  This thesis focuses 

primarily on advocacy-oriented NGOs. Vakil (1997, p.2063) defines advocacy-oriented 

organisations as those with the intention of influencing policy or ‘decision-making 

related to particular issues and building social support both among like-minded 

organizations as well as in the wider population around these issues’.  Advocacy related 

to the garment industry involves activities aimed at changing norms, standards and 
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behaviour of private actors in addition to influencing public policy.  Anti-sweatshop 

NGOs also engage in other activities, yet advocacy is most often their primary mode of 

action, and is the focus of this thesis. 

The advocacy relationship between NGOs and those they aim to benefit is 

complex, especially when reaching across language, cultural and political boundaries.  

Throughout the thesis I use the words constituents and beneficiaries interchangeably.  I 

acknowledge that neither term is free from problematic associations, yet both terms are 

more appropriate than the third alternative, clients.  Positioning beneficiaries as clients 

is based on a corporate model of NGO service delivery and does not reflect the 

relationship of the advocacy NGOs in this study with the garment workers they aim to 

support. 

 

Political arenas 
 

The second aspect of Vakil’s classification is level of operation.  She distinguishes 

between international, national, regional and community-based NGOs.  While 

commonly used, these levels place organisations in a hierarchy that often replicates 

North-South biases where NGOs based in the North are considered to be international in 

scope, while those in the South are assumed to be community-based and lacking 

international expertise.  These distinctions can be misleading.  For example, some US-

based organisations in Washington DC may be focusing on issues that affect people in 

other parts of the world, but they, too, are operating in a particular locale.  The circles of 

Washington insiders are operating in multiple locales at the same time.  Similarly, a 

NGO based in Bangkok may struggle for local workers against factory owners, but 

those factories provide goods for multinational retailers, and their struggles may have 

implications for other workers in other countries.  Moreover, some Southern-based 

NGOs are international in scope, so that these levels of operation cannot be grafted on 

to North-South distinctions.1  

Rather than levels, I employ Jordan and Van Tuijl’s (2000) concept of political 

arenas.  Political arenas are spaces where decisions are made.  Arenas, in this sense, can 

be geographic, but they can also be issue or institutionally-focused.  Institutions may 

include multinational corporations, factory owners, states or intergovernmental 

                                                
1 There are many organisations that fit this description.  One is the Third World Network based in 
Malaysia, which deals with a wide range of global issues including trade, climate change and human 
rights.    
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organisations.  Regarding NGO advocacy, even if activists are engaged in a dispute 

involving working conditions in a particular factory, the assumption is that change is 

being sought that will affect workers in other factories and potentially influence the 

industry as a whole.  This approach equates expertise in the local arena with that in the 

global arena, as each relies on expertise of those in other arenas.  The concept of 

political arenas acknowledges that organisations are focused on change in different, yet 

overlapping spheres, rather than operating in distinct levels of operation.  Therefore, I 

use this notion of political arenas throughout the thesis to indicate the multiple political 

spaces NGOs occupy simultaneously. 

Consumer-oriented anti-sweatshop NGOs operate in one political arena, while 

unions and worker organisations operate in different, yet overlapping political arenas.  

One way of conceptualising the simultaneous actions is through triangular solidarity 

where the three points of the triangle include worker organisations in the South, 

consumers in the North, and the labour union movement (Leong and Ka-wai 2007).2  

Ideally, each group would work in concert to support workers’ struggles, yet the 

interactions among these parties are often complicated, leading to competing interests, 

strategic alliances and uncertain outcomes.3   

Examining how the anti-sweatshop network operates within multiple political 

arenas highlights the challenges of global governance of the garment industry.  Grugel 

and Piper (2007) note that academics and policy makers define global governance in 

multiple, and often competing, ways.4  Grugel and Piper focus on projects of global 

governance as opposed to theories of global governance.  They state that projects of 

global governance are strategic interventions that ‘aim to manage the stresses of global 

politics and globalization through global rule-making’ (Grugel and Piper 2007, p.11).5  

Governance of the global garment industry takes place in multiple political arenas.  The 

NGOs in this study face many challenges in using their particular position in the anti-

sweatshop TAN and in the global economy to enhance global governance of the 

                                                
2 Chang (2007) argues that such triangular solidarity is necessary to counter the triangular structure of 
employment in Asia, which involves western financial capital, manufacturing capital from East Asia and 
workers in Asia’s developing countries. 
3 The emphasis on NGOs in the thesis is not intended to prioritise their actions over the unions and 
workers’ organisations, but is designed to develop a better understanding of one type of actor within the 
network. 
4 The areas of networked politics and governance are increasingly becoming important areas of study in 
political science and international relations. For example, see Drahos (2004) on how nodes within 
networks create links to concentrate power for the purpose of governing.  Also, see Kahler (2009) on 
networked politics. 
5 After providing extensive theorisation of global governance and the ways that different disciplines 
approach the concept, Grugel and Piper (2007) argue for a rights-based approach to governance. 
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garment industry.  These challenges are discussed in more detail in chapter six in 

relation to specific anti-sweatshop campaigns.   

 

NGOs, social movements and transnational advocacy networks 
 

NGOs are often viewed synonymously with social movements, yet not all NGOs are 

involved in social movements, and those that are, are often just one type of actor within 

movements.  NGOs involved in social movements are sometimes referred to as social 

movement organisations (SMOs) in order to distinguish them from other types of NGOs 

(Smith, Chatfield and Pagnucco 1997).  Along with networks and coalitions, NGOs can 

be seen as mobilising structures within social movements, which act as the vehicles 

through which people engage in collective action to bring about social change 

(McAdam, McCarthy and Zald 1996).  The relationship between NGOs and social 

movements is important because NGOs alone do not constitute a movement, even 

though they can play a significant role in coordinating actions within movements.  

NGOs exhibit more structure than movements and therefore are often able to access 

official decision-making channels.  However, this level of formality also comes with 

limitations such as restrictions on lobbying government officials, or rigidity that might 

exclude some actors.   

Social movements and NGOs operate within the realm of civil society.  Kaldor 

defines civil society as ‘the medium through which one or many social contracts 

between individuals, both women and men, and the political and economic centres of 

power are negotiated and reproduced’ (Kaldor 2003a, p.44).  This sphere is separate 

from the state and the private, for-profit sector, but it is in constant dialogue with those 

political and economic centres of power.  While none of these categories are separate 

from the market and the state, defining a distinct sphere helps to open up space for 

alternative forms of politics beyond those targeting the state.  Competing definitions of 

civil society, and the implications for the study of NGOs, are discussed later in this 

chapter.   

As social and political actors, NGOs rarely act alone.  The NGOs in this study 

exist within a transnational advocacy network (TAN) of individual and organisational 

actors aimed at improving working conditions in the apparel industry.  Keck and 

Sikkink (1998) describe transnational advocacy networks as loosely-organised sets of 

global actors aimed at promoting causes, principles and norms involving people 

advocating policy changes that may not be directly related to their interests or have a 
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direct benefit to themselves.  Although activists are drawn to their work for a variety of 

reasons, networks of activists are primarily motivated by the centrality of principled 

ideas or values in forming the network, rather than profit or personal gain.  This is one 

of the factors that distinguishes TANs from other transnational networks such as 

professional or trade associations. 

Keck and Sikkink refer to networks, as opposed to social movements, in order to 

convey the structured and structuring relationships of these agents.  Collective action 

aimed at improving the garment industry fits the description of a transnational network 

as its underlying structure, with increased coordination for specific campaigns such as 

the Play Fair at the Olympics Campaign described in chapter six.  Figure 1.1 below 

depicts the relationship among civil society, TANs, social movements and NGOs.  In 

practice, TANs can involve some government actors that may not be firmly in the realm 

of civil society.  Nevertheless, the figure represents the basic relationship among the 

overlapping bodies and how the concepts relate to one another.  Anti-sweatshop NGOs 

reside in the area where social movements, NGOs and TANs overlap.  

 

Figure 1.1 Relationships among civil society, social movements, 

NGOs and TANs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NGOS AND THEIR NETWORKS IN INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 
 

The discipline of international relations has traditionally focused on states as the 

primary unit of analysis.6  Within realist or neorealist perspectives, NGOs are viewed as 

                                                
6 One of the first books to highlight the role of non-state actors in international relations was Keohane and 
Nye (1972).  While it contributed to opening up the field to actors other than states, it did not address the 
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domestic pressure groups, relevant in so far as they influence state behaviour.  Even the 

label of non-state actor within international relations illustrates the orientation of the 

field because entities as diverse as transnational corporations, criminal gangs, epistemic 

communities and NGOs are categorised together.  Traditional international relations 

scholarship defines these diverse entities in opposition to the state, prompting 

comparisons between states and non-states.7  Although these comparisons can be useful, 

conceptualising all non-state actors as a unified category obscures the diverse and 

complex interactions among NGOs, corporations and other non-state actors.8 

Several theoretical streams in international relations have begun to include 

NGOs within the realm of study.  This is mainly due to an increased emphasis on the 

development of norms, international regimes and institutions within international 

politics.  Much of this has come out of the growing influence of constructivism in 

international relations.  Coinciding with the growth of NGOs worldwide over the past 

fifteen years, there has been what Checkel (1998, p.324) refers to as a ‘constructivist 

turn in international relations’.  Constructivism is characterised by ‘an emphasis on the 

importance of normative as well as material structures, on the role of identity in shaping 

political action, and on the mutually constitutive relationship between agents and 

structures’ (Reus-Smit 2001, p.209).  With its emphasis on the place of ideas and norms 

in shaping global politics, constructivist perspectives contribute to understandings of the 

political role of NGOs.  By arguing that identities and interests are socially defined, 

constructivism includes a role for NGOs as products of the international system that 

contribute to its particular structure at any given time.   

Constructivist literature has helped illuminate how those with relatively little 

power are able to participate in global debates by influencing cultural changes, ideas 

and norms.  It also recognises non-state actors alongside states and acknowledges the 

importance of ideational structures as well as material ones.  By rejecting a sole focus 

on the state, constructivism entails viewing the international political arena as an 

increasingly complex sphere where multiple interests are expressed, norms are created 

and dispersed, and increasingly transnational interactions complicate conceptions of 

international politics as exclusively one of states interacting with one another. 
                                                                                                                                          
specific role of NGOs.  Instead, it focused mainly on multinational corporations, ignoring the ‘actors who 
would resist the power of those corporations’ (Tarrow 2005, p.20). 
7 Throughout the 1980s debates existed among transnationalists and state-centrists in international 
relations as to whether or not the state was the primary actor in world affairs.  Risse-Kappen (1995b) and 
others sought to shift the debate to ask under what conditions transnational coalitions and actors are able 
to change policy outcomes. 
8 Nevertheless, the term non-state actor remains and is used at times in this thesis to be consistent with the 
broader international relations literature.  
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Constructivism is also useful when thinking about NGOs because NGOs’ power 

rests largely in their communicative abilities.  According to Uvin (2000, p.23), ‘What 

makes NGOs important is not their power in terms of the economic and military 

resources states have but rather the power of their ideas and the capacity to spread these 

ideas’.  Ahmed and Potter (2006, p.15) offer additional thoughts on how NGOs 

demonstrate ‘through persuasion and action that there are other ways of organizing 

social and political arrangements besides those currently in use’.  It is through this 

ideational realm that NGOs can influence the public, government institutions and the 

private sector. 

Reus-Smit (2001) argues that constructivism grew out of critical theory in an 

attempt to ground its critiques in empirical studies of world politics.  Critical theories in 

international relations include a range of post-positivist theories that challenge the 

epistemological and ontological basis of rationalist perspectives.  The purpose of critical 

social theory is to interrogate the production of knowledge within existing power 

structures and expose the dual role of explanatory and constitutive politics.  Critical 

international theory seeks to uncover the relationship between theory and power by 

exposing the political nature of the formation of knowledge (Devetak 2001).  This 

includes uncovering both the ways that power is exercised within the international 

political system, and the ways that power is exercised within the academic discipline of 

international relations itself.  

Scholars within a critical tradition in international relations often reject the idea 

of political neutrality and value-free research, demonstrating an awareness that such 

claims have contributed to reinforcing and legitimising political orders that favour 

ruling elites (Burchill et al. 2001).  Furthermore, True (2001, p.234) suggests that 

‘feminist efforts to reinterpret power suggest that international relations scholars have 

underestimated the pervasiveness of power, and precisely what it takes, at every level 

and every day, to reproduce a grossly uneven and hierarchical world order’.  This 

emphasis on power, and particularly material power, differentiates some critical theories 

from constructivism—which tends to minimise power of the state system and the 

capitalist economy—in favour of a focus on discursive or communicative power. 

Conceptions of structure and agency also vary among critical theorists in 

international relations.  For example, although feminist approaches overlap with critical 

international political economy, they differ in how they approach structure and agency 

and the primacy of capitalism in shaping people’s lives.  In much of the political 

economy literature, transnational capital is seen as absolutely dominant with little room 
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for agency of institutions like NGOs (Bergeron 2001).  Feminist scholars provide 

insights into the ways that women express their political agency, individually and within 

organisations.  For example, Enloe (1990) and Tickner (2001) have highlighted the 

range of women’s political engagement, which has largely been ignored in the study of 

international relations.  They exposed how the hegemonic discourse of international 

relations theories reinforces patriarchal power structures by ignoring gender as a 

category of analysis and excluding the multiple roles of women as political agents. 

While the literature on NGOs in international relations has contributed 

significantly to the field, analysis of NGOs within international relations has largely 

been focused on the influence of large NGOs on states or intergovernmental 

organisations.9  For example, Lindenberg and Bryant (2001) profiled PLAN 

International, Save the Children, CARE, Médecins Sans Frontières, Oxfam and World 

Vision, organisations with combined resources of US $2.5 billion.  Nelson and Dorsey 

(2008) emphasised the political role of large NGOs in promoting rights-based 

approaches.  Their study included Oxfam, ActionAid, CARE and Save the Children.  A 

focus on large NGOs is not surprising since the field of international relations has its 

roots in macro analysis of large entities (i.e. states) and formal politics.  Although 

valuable, insights related to large NGOs are not necessarily applicable to the thousands 

of small organisations that do not have the same resources.10   

Networks are increasingly understood as an important category of analysis for 

those engaged in the study of social change and civil society.  Scholars have used 

several different units of analysis.  In addition to transnational advocacy networks, 

others focus on transnational coalitions (Bandy and Smith 2005), transnational social 

movements (Cohen and Rai 2000) and transnational social movement organisations 

(Smith, Chatfield and Pagnucco 1997).  Bendell and Ellerseik (2009) examined inter-

organisational networks and their role in the public policy process.  They focused on 

four civic advocacy networks in the UK to assess the extent to which participants within 

the networks, and those outside the networks, perceive the networks to have contributed 

to policy outcomes. The following section describes how this thesis seeks to build on 

existing literature in the field and shed light on small NGOs and their networks as 

transnational political actors.  

 

                                                
9 Hobson and Seabrooke (2007) provide a notable exception, focusing on how small-scale actors shape 
the global economy. 
10 For notable exceptions, see Uvin, Jain, and Brown (2000) and Chetkovich and Kunreuther (2006), who 
focus on small organisations as the primary objects of analysis. 
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THEORETICAL APPROACH 
 

Piper and Uhlin (2004) argue that most research on transnational activism has not 

significantly addressed power.  More specifically, Hurrell (2005) critiques literature on 

NGOs’ roles in global governance for ignoring four types of power: state power, power 

within transnational civil society, power within weaker states, and power in particular 

parts of the international system that favour the values and interests of Northern states 

and societies.  Such critiques speak to the need for scholarship on NGOs and 

international politics to move out of the realm of theorising about the transformative 

potential of NGOs and into developing analysis that accounts for multiple aspects of 

power.  

This thesis seeks to contribute to the analysis of NGOs in international politics 

by incorporating two aspects of power.  Following Piper and Uhlin (2004, p.8) such an 

approach combines ‘a thorough investigation of how the structural power of the state 

system and the capitalist economy shape transnational activism’ with ‘a nuanced 

analysis of discursive power and the complex entanglements of power on a micro 

level’.11  Combining analysis of the structural inequalities of power with the micro-

politics or communicative power of NGOs provides a way to analyse NGOs as political 

actors in a particular time and place, rather than in an idealised world devoid of such 

structures and inequalities.  It shows how both aspects of power constrain and facilitate 

transnational anti-sweatshop advocacy.  

This thesis draws on numerous theoretical traditions to weave together analysis 

of anti-sweatshop NGOs, their roles as political actors, and the ways in which material 

and discursive power shapes their abilities to advocate on behalf of garment workers.  

Throughout the thesis I draw upon constructivism and critical theories in international 

relations, as well as pertinent scholarship in social movement studies, feminist theories 

and development studies, to develop a better understanding of NGOs as political actors.  

The research seeks to maintain links to the material realm while acknowledging the 

indirect power of ideas and ideology in influencing behaviour.  The following section 

outlines key concepts used to account for both aspects of power.  These include (a) non-

state actors and civic politics, (b) advocacy and inequality, (c) power, civil society and 

transformative change, and (d) structure and agency.  These concepts are used 

throughout the thesis in order to develop a better understanding of NGOs and 

                                                
11 Another way of conceptualising different forms of power in international relations comes from Barnett 
and Duvall (2005), who distinguish among compulsory, institutional, structural and productive power. 
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transnational advocacy networks, the power they exercise and their limitations as agents 

of change. 

 

Non-state actors and civic politics 
 

This thesis seeks to expand the object of analysis and scope of inquiry beyond states and 

formal politics found in state-centric approaches to international relations.  This is 

particularly important for the garment industry since much of the political activity 

surrounding it takes place outside the realm of states.  The primary units of analysis of 

the research are NGOs and transnational advocacy networks.  Keck and Sikkink (1998, 

p.1) identify TANs as ‘networks of activists, distinguishable largely by the centrality of 

principled ideas or values in motivating their formation’.  Their characterisation of 

TANs is useful in order to understand how anti-sweatshop NGOs behave as political 

agents, the types of politics they employ, and their stages of influence.  These are 

described in more detail throughout the thesis.  

In his study of environmental organisations, Wapner (1996, p.2) demonstrates 

how environmental NGOs engage in what he terms ‘world civic politics’, which are 

actions aimed at influencing societal attitudes and behaviour, as opposed to targeting the 

state directly.  Like the transnational environmental groups he observes, the anti-

sweatshop NGOs in this study are keenly aware that ‘states do not hold a monopoly 

over the instruments that govern human affairs but rather that nonstate forms of 

governance exist and can be used to effect widespread change’ (Wapner 1996, p.7).  

This recognition, along with a lack of access to formal political institutions in many 

cases, has led anti-sweatshop groups to focus on consumers and retailers directly in an 

attempt to transform the culture of the industry. 

Further developing ideas of civic politics, Wapner (2002) demonstrates NGO 

influence over cultural changes by showing how environmental NGOs have moved 

discourse, concepts and values into the mainstream.  He charts the effect of 

environmental campaigns by assessing the extent to which ideas and actors from the 

environmental movement have been incorporated into existing structures and 

institutions.  He gives the example of sustainable development, suggesting that 

sustainable development was once only used by environmentalists, but has since 

become a widespread cultural norm.  For example, the language and the concepts 

around sustainable development provided the framework for the 1992 UN Conference 

on Environment and Development.  The extent to which sustainable development has 
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become a norm or simply convenient rhetoric, without actually changing policies and 

practices, is debatable.  A similar process can be observed in the garment industry, with 

the discourse around corporate social responsibility migrating from the margins to the 

mainstream, and activists struggling to retain its original meaning.  This is discussed in 

more detail in chapter eight.  

A further aspect of this research is informed by Young’s definition of politics as 

activities in which ‘people organize collectively to regulate or transform some aspect of 

their shared social conditions, along with the communicative activities in which they try 

to persuade one another to join such collective action or decide what direction they wish 

to take it’ (2004, p.377).  The important aspect to note here is the inclusion of 

communicative activities, which include debates and struggles within organisations, 

within networks and within movements.  It is through these communicative activities 

with opponents, supporters and allies that NGOs are able to influence cultural change.  

NGOs seek to shape norms directly, by persuading corporate executives and 

policy makers to change official policies, and indirectly, by altering public perception of 

government and businesses activities (Florini 2000, p.11).  NGOs have often been more 

effective in achieving change by influencing cultural shifts rather than in their efforts to 

directly effect government policies.  The goal of anti-sweatshop campaigns is to reveal 

how the production and consumption of clothing is a social relationship among people, 

not simply an exchange of money and objects.12  By applying a definition of politics 

that reaches beyond formal political activities to include broader collective actions 

aimed at social change, this research captures some of the ways in which those without 

formal political power engage in transnational politics either as workers, activists or 

trade unionists.   

While this research on NGOs in the anti-sweatshop network is informed by 

power relations at the site of production, it also includes analysis of power throughout 

the supply chain, from production to consumption, as well as the power relations 

enacted beyond the factory walls.  Power is not limited to the productive and extractive 

relationships between workers and capital, for while this is certainly an important part 

of the story, these are not the only relationships that influence workers’ conditions and 

affect their abilities to transform existing social structures.   This has been a central 

lesson from feminist scholars’ work about women’s multiple roles as they interact with 

                                                
12 This idea of commodities and capitalism entailing relationships among people, rather than simply 
among things, corresponds to the Marxist concept of commodity fetishism.  Marx critiqued the ways that 
people in a capitalist society placed value on objects, obscuring the relationship between producers and 
consumers and the labour attached to those objects (Marx and McLellan 1999). 
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families, communities, markets and states, and is one that this thesis takes quite 

seriously.  

The point of consumption of clothing has also become a central site of 

contentious politics in the anti-sweatshop network.  Micheletti, Follesdal and Stolle 

(2006a) refer to the range of activities that promote responsibility through market 

channels as political consumerism, arguing that as peoples’ identities become forged 

with their consumption habits, the market becomes a viable arena for political 

engagement.  They suggest that ‘by viewing businesses as political actors and as new 

alternatives to political parties and interest groups, citizens articulate and promote their 

interests to society, businesses, and government through the market’ (2006a, p.xi).  It is 

debatable whether businesses are alternative political actors or whether they provide 

alternative political arenas for political change.  In either case, the politicisation of the 

market in this way is the result of globalisation, a growing disassociation from public 

life, and changing relationships between consumption and citizenship.  This site of 

political activity shows how people’s actions as consumers differ from traditional 

notions of how citizens interact with states.  Consumer activism represents an emergent 

form of political activity in and across national borders in ways that state-centric 

approaches in international relations often overlook.  Campaigns focused on changing 

consumers’ buying habits aim to capitalise on this changing relationship and imbue the 

buying process as a political act, with the market as a political arena. 

There is a further gendered dimension to the construction of consumption as a 

political act.  Women make up 80 percent of the garment workers worldwide and are 

often hardest hit by the depressed wages and forced overtime in the industry (ILO 

2005).  Bonacich and Appelbaum (2000) note that women also purchase the majority of 

the world’s clothing.  They suggest that the industry’s pressure to get women to 

continually purchase new clothing with each season helps to fuel the system that forces 

women workers to meet unrealistic deadlines and treats them as a source of exploitable 

labour.  At each end of the production-consumption chain, the industry is dependent on 

women’s bodies.  The implication is that if women were able to connect issues facing 

women at various points in the chain there may be points of leverage that could 

influence the way the industry operates.  Yet, establishing this type of solidarity would 

require overcoming well-entrenched racial, national and class divisions that are not 

easily transcended. 
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Advocacy and inequality 
 

Throughout the thesis, I use the term advocacy to refer to activities aimed at influencing 

policies of states, intergovernmental bodies and private actors, such as retailers.  There 

are significant misconceptions about advocacy and NGOs, which shape public 

perceptions of NGOs and their involvement in politics.  Eade (2002, p.xiii) explains that 

the word advocate is derived from Latin for ‘someone called to one’s aid.’  It generally 

includes two meanings.  The first refers to an advocate as providing legal 

representation.  The second meaning refers to ‘someone who argues for a cause or 

recommended course of action’ (Eade 2002, p.xiii).  Except for very specific cases 

related to legal actions, NGO advocacy is not usually a legal or even a formal 

arrangement.  The distinction is important because the first type of advocacy in a legal 

sense is based on expertise, while the second type is value-based (Eade 2002).  Implicit 

in both types of advocacy is the notion that actions are being done on behalf of a 

specific group.  

There are many problems, though, with the idea of speaking on behalf of others, 

even when the express purpose is to empower disadvantaged groups.  Spivak’s (1988, 

p.271) query, ‘Can the subaltern speak?’ is relevant for any sort of advocacy 

relationship, particularly ones built on North-South dynamics.13  Spivak argues that 

attempts to represent the subaltern often result in homogenising or essentialising a 

diverse group of people and assuming a false sense of solidarity.   In this sense, the act 

of Northern-based activists attempting to ‘advocate’ on behalf of garment workers may 

actually risk reinforcing the ‘subalternality’ of garment workers.  This raises many 

questions about the accountability of NGOs, including: what is the responsibility of 

NGOs to those they aim to serve?  To whom and by whom are NGOs held accountable?  

These questions are fundamental to NGOs’ perceived legitimacy in the international 

political arena, and are explored in detail in chapter seven. 

Challenges within advocacy relationships are present even when the distance 

between constituents and advocates is limited, but it is especially challenging in 

transnational contexts.  NGOs based in the global North occupy a distinct location in 

transnational advocacy networks.  In theory, their strength comes from ‘simultaneous 

access to grassroots experience in the South, and to decision-makers in the North’ 

(Edwards 2002, p.98).  In practice though, that position can be problematic.  The 

                                                
13 The term subaltern comes from postcolonial theory and refers to marginalised groups of people outside 
of hegemonic power structures. 
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location of these NGOs close to the centres of power means that they are often a long 

way—spatially and ideologically—from the marginalised (Diokno-Pascual 2002, p.3).  

This position is partly strategic in order to gain greater access to decision makers.  

However, this distance can also result in Northern-based NGOs excluding people from 

decision-making processes, including those who will be most directly affected by such 

decisions.  Transnational advocacy does not take place in an abstract and idealised 

global sphere, but rather these relationships take place in geo-political contexts that are 

shaped by histories of empire, racism, privilege and power.  Advocacy relationships are 

often developed as a counter-hegemonic force, but they are not separate from the very 

systems and structures that they aim to change.  While power is an ever-present factor 

in such relationships, advocacy relies on at least two parties, both of whom depend on 

each other and necessarily shape the other side.  In other words, advocacy relationships 

are not simply one group offering charity to another or one group using another, but are 

rather interdependent relationships whereby complex negotiations take place embedded 

in social, political and economic structures. 

 

Power, civil society and transformative change  
 

Cox (1981, p.128) reminds us that, ‘theory is always for someone for some purpose’.14  

Questions about the basis of knowledge claims are particularly relevant for 

understanding the ways that power is exercised within civil society as well as how the 

production of knowledge can reinforce or challenge the status quo.  Furthermore, 

conceptualising power is important because it influences how civil society is conceived 

of either as a space where states and elites exercise hegemonic power or as an arena 

where counter-hegemonic social movements can also resist the power of elites.  

The concept of civil society has gone through many mutations, enjoying periods 

of common usage, followed by relative obscurity.  The term was recently revived in the 

1980s.  At its most basic, societies civilis refers to the rule of law based on explicit or 

implicit consent of individuals (Kaldor 2003b).  Various political philosophers and 

other scholars have added to the concept over the ages.  Contemporary usage of the 

term falls generally into three types.  The first draws inspiration from Alexis de 

Toqueville’s (2006) Democracy in America, first published in 1835.  The Toquevillian-

inspired usage of civil society emphasises associational life and the ways in which civic 

participation in associations outside of the state builds democracy.  This usage of civil 
                                                
14 Italics in original.   
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society is most clearly seen in the work of Putnam (2001) and others on social capital 

and the democratising effect of participation in civic associations.  In this way, NGOs 

act as ‘schools of citizenship’ where individuals learn skills and practices that contribute 

to formal political participation (Clemens 2006, p.207).15  This conception has also been 

used by those supportive of neoliberal policy reform, but in a different way.  In their 

view, NGOs occupy a separate, private sphere that is valued not for its democratising 

potential but for its ability to provide social services and thus relieve the state of the 

responsibility, and burden, of providing such services. 

The second type is based on classical European models of civil society that view 

civil society as distinct from the state, but inclusive of the private sector.  Some of the 

most influential writings in this tradition come from Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci in 

his Prison Notebooks (1974).  Gramsci viewed civil society as the space where 

bourgeois society maintained a set of norms and institutions to sustain and negotiate 

hegemonic control over the working class, blending consent with coercion (Kaldor 

2003a).  The concept somewhat died out in popular discourse until the 1980s in Eastern 

Europe and Latin America, where it found resonance amongst activists emphasising 

self-organisation and civic autonomy ‘in the face of powerful influences from the state 

on culture and ideology’ (Kaldor 2003a, p.21). 

The third conception is what Edwards (2009, p.45) refers to as the ‘good 

society’.16  In this version of civil society, Edwards does not include corporations and 

he makes a clear distinction between the third sector as an entity separate from, and 

outside of, the market and the state.  In this view civil society is a collection of actors as 

well as a public sphere.  This ‘space of uncoerced human association’ is the domain of 

networks of unions, churches, movements and neighbourhoods (Walzer 1995, p.7).   

In most conceptions, civil society is seen as distinct from the family.  Feminist 

scholars such as Howell (2005) claim that this separation between public and private is 

based on assumptions about the family as a place of unity, free from conflict, from 

which the male head of household enters the world of civil society.  She suggests that 

civil society is a double-edged sword for feminists, providing a site for feminist 

organising and devising counter-hegemonic discourses, but one that can also be an 

                                                
15 Clemens notes that there is a vast literature supporting the democratising effect of civil society, 
however associational life does not necessarily transfer to pluralistic democracy.  She gives the example 
of fraternal organisations or religious organisations, where inclusion for some often means exclusion for 
others, working to reinforce existing power structures. 
16 Edwards (2009) makes a distinction between civil society as associational life, the good society, and as 
the public sphere.  Other scholars characterise versions of civil society differently.  For example, see 
Colas (2002) and Lipschutz and Rowe (2005).   
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arena where gendered norms are reproduced.  She cautions against the discourse of civil 

society being appropriated to support political positions particularly when related to 

state deregulation, user choice and community provision of welfare services.17  

Acknowledging these varying traditions, this thesis employs Kaldor’s (2003a) 

definition of civil society, noted earlier, which draws on aspects of both Edwards’ good 

society and a neo-Gramscian perspective.  Kaldor considers civil society to be the 

medium through which social relationships are negotiated and defined.  This emphasis 

on the complex, and sometimes contradictory, ways that power is exercised in civil 

society fits within the theoretical approach used in this thesis.  A key aspect of this 

understanding is that civil society is distinct from states and markets, but is not 

separated from them.  Such a definition recognises that markets, as well as states, are 

centres of power and authority.  The relationship among civil society, states and markets 

is one of interdependence with vague boundaries.  

In recent years, scholars have begun to examine the global aspects of civil 

society.  Some refer to this as transnational civil society (Florini 2000), while others 

prefer the term global civil society to acknowledge its ‘counterweight to globalisation’ 

(Anheier 2001, p.16).  Kaldor, Anheier and Glasius (2005, p.2) further define global 

civil society as, ‘a sphere of ideas, values, institutions, organizations, networks, and 

individuals located between the family, the state and the market, and operating beyond 

the confines of national societies, polities and economies’.  This is a useful definition, 

although it is arguable whether any civil society actors are truly operating beyond 

nation-states.  While engaged in transnational advocacy, the organisations included in 

this study are not acting beyond national boundaries, but are instead strategically 

positioned within national contexts, working across those boundaries.  Instead of 

breaking free from national constraints, these NGOs embody what Tarrow (2005) refers 

to as rooted cosmopolitanism, galvanizing support domestically for international causes.  

These organisations cannot accurately be relegated to either the global or national 

political sphere, suggesting that global civil society is not free floating beyond national 

boundaries, but is rather part of the process of engagement between local, national and 

global political arenas.  This is discussed in more detail in chapter four. 

 

                                                
17 Just as definitions of civil society vary, the purposes or politics behind its usage are often important.  
As Kaldor (2003a, p.9) explains, the term can be used by activists to mean a field of resistance to 
overbearing states and runaway capitalism, while others espousing neoliberal ideology can view civil 
society as a triumph of the private, voluntary sector over the state, where the third sector provides a 
substitute for many state functions. 
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Structure and agency 
 

Josselin and Wallace (2001) argue that focusing on non-state actors presents two main 

challenges for the study of international relations.  Firstly, it challenges state-centric 

approaches and secondly, it challenges approaches that would regard structure as the 

prime locus of power and change.  NGOs, particularly Northern-based activist NGOs, 

often challenge transnational capital by organising campaigns targeting multinational 

corporations, but their relationship to both the state and capital is often ambiguous.  The 

NGOs included in this study can be agents of resistance to neoliberal globalisation, but 

they can also inadvertently reproduce inequalities.  This thesis approaches the study of 

NGOs in the anti-sweatshop movement with consideration of the mutually constitutive 

nature of structures and agency, recognising that NGOs are political agents embedded in 

social structures.  The norms, rules, meanings and ideologies that guide action are not 

fixed in time and space.  They are essentially social phenomena, which can change 

substantially in certain circumstances (Klotz and Lynch 2007, p.7).  

The NGOs in this study interact with multiple political arenas beyond a two-

level game (Putnam 1988), of the domestic and international spheres.  Their 

engagement is significantly influenced by the changing nature of the global garment 

industry, particularly in an era characterised by great capital mobility.  Their 

relationships to these structures are also affected by their actions of transnational 

advocacy and their roles as non-governmental organisations within a global system that 

does not have a clear role for civil society organisations.  In both instances, anti-

sweatshop NGOs are agents within structures as well as products of those structures, 

contributing to the changing forms of political, economic, and social systems around 

them.   

As rooted cosmopolitans with ties to places, identities and ideologies, anti-

sweatshop NGOs interact with numerous layers of political institutions and systems.  

These structures include formal political structures such as intergovernmental 

institutions and their abilities, or lack thereof, to enforce laws and agreements.  Also 

relevant are the regulatory powers of various states regarding NGO activities.  Smith, 

Pagnucco and Chatfield (1997, p.70) make the distinction between the ‘high politics’ of 

social movement activities in explicitly political arenas and the ‘deep politics’ of 

shaping individual beliefs and actions.18  Deep politics take place within the realm of 

                                                
18 Social movement scholarship provides a number of ways to theorise contentious politics including 
resource mobilisation theories (McAdam, McCarthy and Zald 1996), political processes (Tarrow 1994), 
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extra-institutional contexts, which include values, beliefs and patterns of behaviour.  

These are the intangible, less formal, aspects of societies and culture that influence 

NGOs and their abilities to create change. 

While both the formal and informal structures influence the modes of advocacy 

available to social movements and NGOs, neither is immutable or unchangeable.  

Giddens (1986) suggests that structures are created and maintained by the repetitive 

actions of individual and collective agents.  His conceptualisation of structuration seeks 

to move beyond structure or agent determinism.  He considers that the repetition of acts 

can create, reinforce or destroy social structures.  Wendt (1987, p.360) adapts Giddens’ 

structuration theory to international relations.  He suggests that: 

structuration theory, then, conceptualises agents and structures as mutually 
constitutive yet ontologically distinct entities.  Each is in some sense an 
effect of the other; they are ‘co-determined.’  Social structures are the result 
of the intended and unintended consequences of human action, just as those 
actions presuppose or are mediated by an irreducible structural context.   
 

While Wendt applies structuration theory to states and international system structures as 

the primary units of analysis, his insights are relevant to transnational anti-sweatshop 

advocacy as well.  Structures are not completely external to NGOs, since NGOs and 

social movements can also help to create new structures.  For example, NGOs have 

helped create new political opportunity structures at the international level, including by 

obtaining consultative status at the UN, gathering at parallel NGO conferences, and 

establishing formal interactions with intergovernmental organisations such as through 

the NGO-World Bank Committee (Khagram, Riker and Sikkink 2002).  Through their 

campaigns targeting retailers, anti-sweatshop NGOs have also helped create multi-

stakeholder initiatives, described in more detail in chapter five.  To use Wendt’s (1987, 

p.365) phrase, the social action of transnational advocacy is co-determined by the 

properties of both agents and the social structures in which they are embedded. 

Bieler and Morton (2001, p.18) put forth a historicist, neo-Gramscian 

perspective on structure-agency to examine how social relations in the present are the 

result of human actions in the past.  They emphasise that historical structures are formed 

through human activity over time.  These structures, in turn, shape how individuals 

                                                                                                                                          
and new social movements that seek to understand the role of identities in mobilising movement 
participants (Melucci 1980).  Each of these theoretical approaches to social movements view the role of 
NGOs slightly differently.  Resource mobilisation and political process models suggest that NGOs are 
important for developing access to external resources and providing communication channels and 
mobilising internal resources (Chetkovich and Kunreuther 2006).  New social movement literature tends 
to view NGOs in terms of how they relate to the construction of identities.  In each case, NGOs are 
assessed for their utility to the broader social movement agenda, rather than as transnational political 
agents in their own right. 
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perceive themselves and possibilities for action.  In other words, all aspects of structure 

are the result of human interaction.  Bieler and Morton (2001, p.26) continue, ‘The fact 

that it is so difficult to change macro structures does not imply that change is 

impossible.  A first step to engendering such change is by questioning the objective 

status of structures’.  This includes exposing such structures as the result of human 

action, as opposed to being natural or unchanging.  From there, one can begin to unpack 

the human interactions that have contributed to specific historical structures and 

determine how human actions today have the potential to influence micro and macro 

structures in the future. 

This research seeks to unpack the complex negotiations and power struggles 

among garment workers, consumers, activists, government officials and company 

officials.  By combining accounts of material power and communicative power, it aims 

to highlight the particular role of NGOs as political actors and the aspects of power that 

facilitate and constrain transnational advocacy.  Similar to Cox’s (1987, p.8) enquiry of 

power and production, the ultimate purpose of this research is not ‘to depict an 

inexorably self-reinforcing system of power, but to pinpoint the places within the 

system where conditions are most propitious for change – to undertake the preliminaries 

necessary for a strategy of social and political transformation’.  The following section 

provides a brief overview of existing literature on anti-sweatshop advocacy to establish 

where this research fits in and how it seeks to contribute to the field. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW OF ANTI-SWEATSHOP ADVOCACY  
 

As the anti-sweatshop movement has grown, so too has the academic literature 

surrounding it.  Literature focused on the anti-sweatshop network varies in terms of 

regional focus, disciplinary orientation, strategies and tactics, and prescriptions for 

future actions.  Scholarship on activism in the garment industry tends to fall into two 

broad categories.  In a simplified version, this split is between those who privilege 

labour as the primary unit of analysis and those that view gender as an equally 

significant category of analysis in understanding exploitation in the industry and 

proposing solutions.   This divide between labour and gender/labour is somewhat 

mirrored in the orientation of the actors in the anti-sweatshop TAN.  Throughout the 

thesis, the labour-gender divide can be seen in the ways that activists frame issues, the 

strategies pursued and in the relationship between garment workers and the NGOs 

themselves.  It is clear that work in the contemporary garment industry is exploitive of 
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women and manipulates gender identities, but factory work has also ruptured existing 

patriarchal structures, thereby opening up new opportunities and identities for women.  

This does not fit well into traditional narratives of class politics and exploitation.  

Feminists are sometimes critical and distrustful of labour movements because of 

patriarchal tendencies of many unions and the fact that they often ignore the 

reproductive sphere.  At the most basic level, this duality points to the challenges and 

tensions among civil society actors, and even within a single actor.   

Some of the most relevant literature to anti-sweatshop advocacy is reviewed 

below, with specific bodies of work discussed in relevant sections throughout the thesis.  

In No Sweat, A. Ross (1997) provided one of the first introductions to the fashion 

industry and budding activism in the mid 1990s.  Featherstone (2002) profiled United 

Students Against Sweatshops (USAS), its origins, successes and challenges.  R. Ross 

(2004b) analysed the rise of sweatshops in the 1970s in parts of the US and throughout 

the global South in his book, Slaves to Fashion.  It includes several chapters on the 

successes and limitations of anti-sweatshop activism in the US.  Ross (2004a) compared 

USAS with student movements in the 1960s in the US, placing contemporary student 

activists within a broader trajectory of activism and labour movements in the US.19  

Several scholars have emphasised the influence of the anti-sweatshop network 

on corporate social responsibility and governance of the industry.  This includes Egels-

Zanden (2006) on the Swedish Clean Clothes Campaign, and Hughes, Buttle and 

Wrigley (2007), who compare ethical trading initiatives in the UK and US.  In a 

recently published book, Sluiter (2009) profiles the development of the Clean Clothes 

Campaign in the Netherlands and its growth throughout Europe. By highlighting 

European activists and campaigns, Sluiter’s book provides a counterweight to the 

existing literature, which emphasises the rise of anti-sweatshop activism in the US.  

Several scholar-activists have contributed to the literature on particular aspects of the 

anti-sweatshop network.  Connor (2005; 2007) and Delaney (2004) were personally 

involved with building the anti-sweatshop network in Australia.  As well as scholarly 

analysis, their work provides insider accounts of the development of Oxfam Australia’s 

Labour Rights campaigns and FairWear, respectively.  As an activist with the Clean 

Clothes Campaign and a scholar, Merk (2008a) analyses the structural constraints 

activists face in transforming the industry. 

                                                
19 For work on activism and the US garment industry, see Louie (2001) and Bonacich and Appelbaum 
(2000). 
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Brooks’ (2007) work addresses constructions of race, gender and nation in the 

anti-sweatshop network.  She investigates protests in Bangladesh, El Salvador, and New 

York City that involved transnational advocacy networks.  She argues that corporate-

focused consumer-oriented campaigns include an inherent assumption ‘that those who 

consume have the right to act as political agents through the fact of their purchasing 

power’ (Brooks 2007, p.xx).  She suggests that by focusing on Northern consumers, 

women workers and their struggles on the shop floor become secondary to the realm of 

corporate power.  She claims that these campaigns play on familiar tropes of ‘Third 

World women’ as agentless victims, images that disempower women workers.  

Questions about the strengths and limitations of consumer-oriented campaigns arise 

within activist circles as well as within scholarly debates, and are discussed in more 

detail throughout the thesis, particularly in chapters six through eight.20  

In addition to relationships among Northern consumers, activists and workers in 

the anti-sweatshop network, several scholars have focused on the relationship between 

NGOs and unions and the possibilities for coalition-building among differently oriented 

organisations.  Notably, Anner and Evans (2004) highlight efforts to bridge the double 

divide between trade unions and NGOs, and between Northern and Southern labour 

activists.  Although most of the anti-sweatshop NGOs are engaged in modes of 

advocacy that complement trade unions, NGO staff and union organisers can also be in 

conflict with each other over setting priorities and campaign strategies.21 

Another dimension of anti-sweatshop literature deals with alternative modes of 

governance of the industry.  Lipschutz (2005, p.70) critiques the movement for its focus 

on the private sector, and argues that the state remains essential to social regulation in 

the apparel industry.  Esbenshade (2004) also assesses governance of the industry by 

way of reviewing monitoring through the Worker Rights Consortium.  In a recent article 

she describes how USAS and Sweatfree Communities are adapting to address changing 

dimensions of the garment industry (Esbenshade 2008).  Adding to the work on 

governance, O’Rourke (2006) reviewed the efficacy of non-governmental regulatory 

initiatives, concluding that such initiatives hold out the potential of strengthening 

regulatory systems and motivating improvements in the industry.  However, he also 

warns of the perils of such systems that essentially privatise regulation and close off 

more democratic forms of regulation.  Rodriguez-Garavito (2005b) shares these 

                                                
20 For more on consumer activism in the garment industry, see Robinson (2007), Barenberg (2007) and 
Ross (2008). 
21 For more on relationships between NGOs and unions, see Freeman, Hersch and Mishel (2005) and 
Eade and Leather (2005). 
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concerns and views corporate codes of conduct as part of an emerging field of labour 

regulation that includes national laws, international treaties, unilateral sanctions and 

social clauses in trade agreements.  He sees a role for transnational advocacy networks 

to participate in the formation and enforcement of such standards, but argues that such 

initiatives are insufficient to ensure adequate governance on their own.   

Macdonald and Macdonald (2006) approach governance from a different angle.  

They see anti-sweatshop advocacy as having the potential to represent a framework of 

non-electoral accountability in global politics.  They identify how public transparency 

and public disempowerment of political agents have increased democratic 

accountability within the global garment industry.  Although corporate codes of conduct 

and monitoring programmes currently operate without much transparency, Macdonald 

and Macdonald (2006, p.112) argue that there is a potential to make these systems more 

public by applying transparency laws (usually reserved for public institutions) to the 

‘non-administrative institutional spaces of private transactions’.  Macdonald and 

Macdonald describe public disempowerment as the ability of the public to disable or 

sanction political agents.  They suggest that with regard to the garment industry, ‘such 

sanctioning mechanisms operate both through direct consumer boycotts, and through 

deeper processes of socialization manifested as broader reputational damage to 

company brands’ (Macdonald and Macdonald 2006, p.116).  They use the case of the 

global garment industry to highlight emerging, non-electoral institutions, and the 

reforms needed to strengthen democratic accountability in global politics.  The existing 

literature on anti-sweatshop advocacy provides rich perspectives with which to better 

understand the network, its structure and social dynamics within the network.  The 

following section describes the ways in which this thesis seeks to contribute to 

scholarship in the field. 

 

CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE THESIS 
 

This study fills gaps in both the anti-sweatshop literature and in international relations 

literature on the role of NGOs.  Firstly, by shedding light on the specific role of 

Northern-based NGOs in the transnational anti-sweatshop network, the research aims to 

uncover the processes, relationships and interactions that open up space for 

organisations with limited means to exert influence on powerful actors in the industry.  

The organisations in this study are primarily based in the global North, operating within 

the political arena of consumers, transnational corporations and Northern governments.  
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Within the international relations literature, the position of Northern NGOs is rarely 

interrogated in regard to their complex relationships with Southern NGOs, the interplay 

between politics and consumption, and the ways that power is exercised.  This thesis 

positions Northern-based NGOs as grounded in specific political and economic contexts 

that shape how they define problems and solutions, and how they carry out campaigns. 

Secondly, this thesis includes transnational and comparative dimensions often 

absent in existing literature.  Much of the existing literature is generated by scholars in 

the United States and focuses on actions of US-based organisations.  In addition to 

actors in the anti-sweatshop network in the US, a vibrant group of anti-sweatshop 

NGOs in Europe, Asia and Australia also contribute to this global network.  By 

examining actors located in different Northern nations, this thesis shows how domestic 

environments shape NGO abilities to act within and across national borders.  It 

demonstrates how NGOs involved in transnational advocacy operate simultaneously as 

domestic and transnational actors.  By comparing four NGOs in the anti-sweatshop 

network, based in three countries, the research provides comparisons across, and within, 

national political borders. 

Thirdly, the thesis examines how an organisation’s size impacts upon its tools of 

influence.  It does not seek to downplay the influence of larger organisations, but 

instead to complement existing research with a study of smaller NGOs.  This is 

necessary if only because small organisations make up the majority of NGOs in the 

anti-sweatshop network.  The other reason for an emphasis on small organisations is 

because international relations literature focuses generally on the work of large scale 

NGOs. The implicit assumption is that agency, power and influence are scaled by size.  

This thesis provides insights into how a growing group of actors is attempting to use 

their place in the global economy to advocate on behalf of others, across social, political 

and economic borders.  

Lastly, the anti-sweatshop network is entering into a new historical period that 

differs from the one represented in the literature from the 1990s and early 2000s.  The 

garment industry is in a phase of transformation due to the phasing out of quota 

systems, implementation of new quota regimes, and the global financial crisis that 

began unfolding in 2008.  Garment production is changing in its structure, composition 

and geographic distribution.  The anti-sweatshop network is at a critical stage in its 

development and this thesis seeks to develop a better understanding of the network 

during this important time. 
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METHOD AND SOURCES 
 

A variety of qualitative research methods were used in conducting this research.  In 

addition to providing analysis of NGOs in the anti-sweatshop network as a group, this 

study also includes case studies of four such organisations.  The purpose is to provide 

analysis of the group as a whole and the characteristics it embodies as well as assessing 

variations within this group through the case studies.  The cases were chosen after an 

extensive search of NGOs engaged in anti-sweatshop advocacy through web searches 

and in dialogue with activists and scholars in the field.  I developed a database of 

Northern-based NGOs engaged in garment industry advocacy, noting their origins, size, 

activities and relationships to one another (a full list of the organisations is included in 

appendix A).  What distinguishes these 28 NGOs from the dozens of other organisations 

devoted to the needs of garment workers is that they are based in the global North, they 

link the politics of consumption and production, and they advocate across national 

borders.  Some of the organisations do this while simultaneously advocating on behalf 

of the mainly immigrant workers engaged in factory and home-based work in the 

domestic garment sector in their own country. 

At least 21 of the organisations are small, defined here as those with fewer than 

10 full-time employees and an annual budget less than US $2 million.22  Several of the 

NGOs were larger.  For example, War on Want reported annual revenue of £1.94 

million in 2008.  Two of the NGOs had substantially larger budgets.  Oxfam Australia 

(of which Oxfam Labour Rights is a part) reported annual revenue of AUS $70 million 

in 2008 and Solidarity Center reported annual revenue of US $32 million in 2006.23  

Anti-sweatshop advocacy is a very small part of each of these organisations, which deal 

with a wide range of social issues.  I was unable to obtain definitive recent financial 

information for the remaining four organisations (Ethical Trade Action Group, IRENE, 

Homeworkers Worldwide and No Sweat).  However, based on anecdotal evidence and 

the number of paid employees at these organisations, I believe they are relatively small 

                                                
22 This definition of a small organisation is consistent with a recent study of small social change 
organisations in the US, which included organisations with a paid staff of 5 up to 54, and annual budgets 
ranging from US $76,000 - $3.3 million (Chetkovich and Kunreuther 2006). 
23 Oxfam International had a combined expenditure of US $528 million in 2005 (Oxfam 2006).  Oxfam 
affiliates in different countries participate to a greater or lesser extent in the anti-sweatshop network. The 
Labour Rights Division of Oxfam Australia is one of the most active of the Oxfam affiliates.  In the mid 
1990s before Community Aid Abroad joined Oxfam International and became Oxfam Australia, it 
operated as a small grassroots campaign.  According to Kelly Dent, Oxfam Australia Labour Rights 
Coordinator, although each of the affiliates operates independently, being part of a large organisation with 
the ‘Oxfam brand name’ helps to open doors and gain media attention (Dent, personal interview, 13 
January 2009, via telephone). 
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as well.24  The four case study NGOs range in size from 2 to 7 full-time employees, 

with annual budgets ranging from US $76,000 to US $1.2 million (€860,000).  The case 

studies were chosen to reflect the broader group and to highlight a range of Northern 

NGOs in the anti-sweatshop network.  The organisations, FairWear, United Students 

Against Sweatshops, STITCH and the Clean Clothes Campaign, are described briefly 

below and in more detail in chapter four.  

FairWear was developed through a joint project between the Textile Clothing 

and Footwear Union of Australia and the Uniting Church.  Originally focusing on 

homeworkers in the garment industry in Australia, it has expanded to campaigning on 

behalf of garment workers overseas who produce goods for the Australian market.  The 

organisation is made up of community organisations, churches and unions dedicated to 

seeking protections for homeworkers and supporting better working conditions in the 

industry.  

United Students Against Sweatshops (USAS) grew out of the American 

Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) in 1998 and 

has since grown to encompass 200 chapters on university campuses throughout North 

America.  The chapters coordinate actions online and through regional conferences, 

with each chapter designing their own campus activities.  The aim of USAS’s 

campaigns are to pressure universities to join the Worker Rights Consortium, which 

requires the universities to be held accountable for the conditions under which 

university apparel is produced.  The Washington DC-based secretariat provides 

information and a coordinating structure for the campus campaigns. 

STITCH is based in Washington DC with a satellite office in Guatemala.25  It 

was founded by a group of women unionists in the US following a delegation to 

Guatemala in 1998.   The organisation works with union women in the US and Central 

America to increase women’s leadership in labour movements, strengthen linkages 

among union women across national borders and sectors, and highlight women’s 

perspectives in global debates on trade, globalisation and immigration.  It does this by 

conducting training programmes in Central America, bringing delegations of union 

women from Central America to the US and vice versa, and publishing materials on 

issues affecting women workers. 

                                                
24 While an exact definition of a small NGO may be difficult, it often is easier to define what they are not.  
In contrast, eight of the 2,000 international NGOs engaged in humanitarian aid and development control 
50 percent of the $8 billion aid market (Uvin 2000).  Access to this level of resources make large 
organisations atypical rather than representative of the thousands of non-governmental organisations 
worldwide.  
25 STITCH is the organisation’s full name, written in capital letters; it is not an acronym. 
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The Clean Clothes Campaign consists of a secretariat based in Amsterdam and 

chapters in eleven countries throughout Europe.  Each chapter is made up of NGOs and 

unions, linked together with other chapters, sharing information and resources, yet 

designing campaigns unique to the local or national context.  The Clean Clothes 

Campaign also acts as a conduit for garment workers’ appeals to Northern consumers 

by collecting and disseminating urgent appeals from Southern unions and NGOs. 

The Clean Clothes Campaign and USAS are obvious candidates for case studies 

since they are two of the best-known anti-sweatshop NGOs and are often cited by 

activists.  CCC generates significant resources and information used by others in the 

network, while USAS is often noted as a source of inspiration for anti-sweatshop 

activists for its organising strategies and tactics.  The other two organisations are less 

well-known.  They are smaller and more focused on specific populations, but differ in 

their relationships to their constituents and structures of governance.  STITCH works 

closely with union women in Central America, while FairWear advocates on behalf of 

homeworkers in Australia and is beginning to address the needs of garment workers 

abroad producing for the Australian market.26  

The case studies provide the basis for transnational comparisons as well as 

analysis based on relations between each organisation and the broader anti-sweatshop 

network.  The focus on these four organisations is intended to highlight trends and offer 

insights into the broader group, but is not designed as a representative sample because 

each organisation has its own unique features and circumstances.   

In order to identify actors in the network and analyse the relationships among 

those actors, I engaged in limited network analysis.  Scholars utilise a variety of tools to 

analyse networks of individuals, NGOs and social movements (Diani and McAdam 

2003).  Anheier and Katz (2005, p.207) define network analysis as a ‘set of related 

approaches, techniques and tools for describing and analysing relationships among 

individuals, organisations and other social entities.  What unites these different 

approaches is a basic focus on structure’.   I used network analysis, aided by network 

visualisation software, to draw out the relational aspects of actors in the anti-sweatshop 

TAN.  Issue Crawler is a software programme designed to locate and map networks on 

the web.  It identifies and analyses specified sites and the links to and from those sites.  

                                                
26 There was also a practical reason for choosing to focus on FairWear instead of Oxfam Australia, since 
I was unable to gain access to Oxfam Australia activists when I first began this project.  Since then, I have 
interviewed Kelly Dent, one of the coordinators of the Labour Rights Division.  Throughout the thesis, I 
incorporate material on Oxfam Australia when appropriate since together with FairWear it represents an 
important aspect of anti-sweatshop activism in Australia. 
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A discussion of the network, and maps generated by Issue Crawler, are included in 

chapter three. 

For this research, I relied on a wide range of primary and secondary 

documentary sources.  I collected anti-sweatshop campaign materials, especially 

brochures, newsletters and reports.  Since much of the anti-sweatshop campaigning 

takes place online, I was able to gather information and resources easily through 

websites, blogs and listserves.  I tracked the case studies over a period of four years by 

regularly visiting their websites, subscribing to newsletters, monitoring media coverage 

and corresponding with staff.  Most of the anti-sweatshop campaign materials I 

collected were available in English.  Many of the organisations also produce materials 

in other languages.  For example, STITCH produces materials in English and Spanish, 

and FairWear produces pamphlets in Vietnamese for the Vietnamese-speaking garment 

workers in Australia.  Each European chapter of the Clean Clothes Campaign prints 

materials in its own language while the secretariat publishes all reports, action alerts, 

and web content in English. 

Other printed sources included corporate annual reports and reports on social 

responsibility.  I monitored websites of corporations targeted by the anti-sweatshop 

network and the industry body, the World Federation of Sporting Goods Industries, in 

order to collect information on its reactions to campaigns and positions on corporate 

social responsibility.  I also relied on reports generated by research institutes, 

government agencies and other NGOs to monitor trends in the garment industry.  

I conducted 35 interviews with activists, scholars, targeted retailers, former 

garment workers, trade unionists, factory inspectors and participants in student and 

consumer groups.  Interviewees were identified using a snowball technique through web 

searches, word of mouth, and based on recommendations of activists and scholars in the 

network.  The interviews were semi-structured, using a set of questions with flexibility 

to deviate depending on responses given.  In several cases, I conducted follow up 

interviews or communicated via email with interviewees to clarify their responses. 

Some interviews were conducted as part of fieldwork and others took place via 

telephone.  I conducted fieldwork in 2006-2007 in Washington DC, San Francisco, 

Amsterdam, and Melbourne, with additional research in 2008 in Washington DC, New 

Mexico, San Francisco and Hong Kong.  A full list of interviewees is included in 

appendix D. 

I engaged in participant observation on several occasions.  In Shenzhen, China, I 

visited the economic zone where thousands of factories are located, spoke with a factory 
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auditor and NGO representative, and visited workers’ dorms.  I also met with former 

garment workers in Anthony, New Mexico, located along the US-Mexico border, where 

women developed a sewing cooperative and conduct classes for each other in painting, 

carpentry, and English-language skills in order to generate income and provide social 

support.  I attended a leadership training workshop for Vietnamese garment workers in 

Melbourne in 2006.  During the workshop, workers role-played meeting with clothing 

retailers, wrote letters to newspaper editors, and discussed a radio programme for other 

workers.  In 2005, I attended the Association for Women’s Rights in Development 

Forum in Bangkok, Thailand.  The Forum included 1,800 participants from 120 

countries.  I met with representatives of women’s organisations informally and attended 

sessions on economic and political changes in the garment industry, their impact on 

women workers, and advocacy campaigns in Asia and Central America. 

By conducting research in multiple locations, this thesis contributes to the 

growing body of multi-sited research in anthropology, sociology and political science 

(Hannerz 2003).  Beyond a traditional comparative approach, each location is seen as a 

node in an interconnected network.  With multi-site research, a variety of qualitative 

methods are applied to examining global processes at work in localised sites.  Yet, 

multi-site research does not imply viewing NGOs as isolated units subsumed under 

national and global processes.  Referencing Marcus (1995), Fisher (1997, p.450) 

remarks, ‘unpacking the micropolitics of NGOs is dependent upon placing these 

associations within larger contexts, understanding them not as local wholes subsumed 

within larger national and global political contexts but as fragmented sites that have 

multiple connections nationally and transnationally’.  With this in mind, the thesis 

emphasises the transnational and relational aspects of NGO advocacy and politics, 

along with comparisons among NGOs and differing national contexts. 

Throughout the thesis I sought to balance tension between two competing poles.  

One was to examine a particular organisation as an independent entity with its own 

structure, actions and influence.  The other was the awareness that organisations should 

be seen as nodes within larger systems and networks and any attempts to isolate an 

organisation from the broader transnational anti-sweatshop network were inaccurate.  I 

tried to balance those tensions by providing insight into specific organisations when 

appropriate, with the awareness that their existence, framing, political opportunities and 

influence are all shaped by their relationship to the anti-sweatshop network.  This is 

where multi-site research was useful to investigate the specificity of place and identities 
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unique to a particular organisation, balanced with a view of the interactions within and 

among the anti-sweatshop TAN and the global garment industry.  

Workers’ voices and critiques of NGOs are not prominently featured in this 

thesis.27  In a few cases I include workers’ words, mainly drawn from other scholars and 

NGOs.  I acknowledge the ways in which my own position as a researcher, relying on 

such mediated messages, can replicate the problems that Northern NGOs face in 

fulfilling their political responsibilities to workers.  Highlighting Southern workers’ 

perspectives of anti-sweatshop advocates is a worthwhile future project, and would 

complement the focus of this study.  

 

 CONCLUSION 
 

This chapter introduced definitions, relevant literature and the theoretical approach of 

the research, which combines analysis of material as well as communicative power.  It 

outlined key concepts to analyse these aspects of power and how they shape NGOs’ 

abilities to improve working conditions in the industry.  These concepts include non-

state actors and civic politics, advocacy and inequality, power, civil society and 

transformative change, and structure and agency.  These concepts are referred to 

throughout the thesis to explain how NGOs vary in their abilities to affect economic 

actors, states, and cultural shifts using tools within, and outside of, formal political 

structures.  

This chapter also introduced the case studies: FairWear, Clean Clothes 

Campaign, United Students Against Sweatshops and STITCH.  These anti-sweatshop 

NGOs, like the majority of anti-sweatshop NGOs, rarely participate in actions aimed 

directly at changing state behaviour.  Instead they use political tools aimed at 

influencing retailers, third parties and consumers.  This use of ‘world civic politics’ 

(Wapner 1996) distinguishes anti-sweatshop NGOs from other advocacy NGOs that 

primarily target the state.  While states are still significant actors in the garment 

industry, states have not been the primary target of advocacy to improve working 

conditions in the industry. Anti-sweatshop NGOs use a variety of modes of advocacy to 

improve conditions in the industry, with most of those strategies relying on behavioural 

changes from consumers and retailers. 

                                                
27 The following studies emphasise workers’ perspectives in the garment industry in China (Pun 2005), 
Sri Lanka (Lynch 2007) and New York City (Chin 2005). 
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These anti-sweatshop NGOs differ in size from the NGOs that are most 

prevalent in international relations literature.  Large NGOs often have more name 

recognition and a level of access to decision-makers unavailable to small NGOs.  Since 

small NGOs often lack adequate financial resources they tend to rely on low-cost 

strategies to pressure targeted retailers and raise awareness among the public.  These 

factors in terms of size and modes of advocacy affect NGOs’ abilities to create change 

in the industry.   

Other factors shaping transnational advocacy are the political and economic 

context in which the NGOs operate.  As noted in the introduction, this research draws 

upon Keck and Sikkink’s (1998) analysis of transnational advocacy networks and 

boomerang patterns of advocacy, and applies it to the specific context of the global 

garment industry. The boomerang patterns evident in transnational anti-sweatshop 

advocacy differ from Keck and Sikkink’s due to the specific context of the global 

garment industry, in which governance takes place largely outside of state control.  

States are certainly relevant and important actors, yet it is transnational corporations that 

hold significant power within supply chains in the garment industry. The particular 

context and structure of the industry begins to explain why anti-sweatshop NGOs have 

mobilised in a particular way, focusing on consumer campaigns, and the pressure points 

available to them.  The specific context of the garment industry, and the opportunities 

and challenges it presents to anti-sweatshop activists, are discussed in detail in the 

following chapter. 
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2 

Political economy of the garment industry 
 

 

The garment industry played a significant role in the industrial revolution in England 

and the United States.  The industry has also served as a political opportunity around 

which social protest and social movements emerged.  Examples include the growth of 

the US labour movement in the early 20th century following the Triangle Shirtwaist Fire 

in New York City, the campaign led by Gandhi to boycott British-made textiles in 

favour of homespun cotton, and international appeals to support Bangladeshi workers 

taking to the streets in 2006.  Each of these moments of protest served to highlight the 

conditions workers endured, and the symbolic position that garment workers occupy in 

each time and place: the struggle for immigrants’ and women’s rights in New York, 

self-determination in India, and a rejection of the terms of neoliberal globalisation in 

Bangladesh. 

Over the past forty years, the size and distribution of the garment industry has 

changed dramatically.  It was dominated by the US and Europe until the mid 20th 

century, but developing countries now produce over half of the world’s textile exports 

and almost three quarters of the world’s apparel exports (UNCTAD and Appelbaum 

2005).  Many factors have influenced this shift, including technological developments, 

lowering transportation costs, shifts towards lean, just-in-time production, consolidation 

of power among retailers, the search for cheaper labour costs, and easing trade 

restrictions. 

This chapter provides an overview of the political and economic forces that have 

shaped the industry since the 1970s.  While economic globalisation has played a central 

role in the industry, the politics behind the structure are equally important.  Highlighting 

the international political economy of the industry begins to uncover how human and 

political agency contributed to the current structure of the industry.  Building from the 

work of Susan Strange (1988, p.18), this thesis defines international political economy 

as ‘the social, political and economic arrangements affecting the global systems of 

production, exchange and distribution, and the mix of values reflected therein’.  The 

international political economy of the garment industry is presented here to situate the 

actions of NGOs in the anti-sweatshop network in relation to broader structures and the 

actors they engage.  
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The first section of this chapter examines the changing sites of production in the 

garment industry.  It discusses the growth of export processing zones and defines 

sweatshops.  The second section focuses on the political and economic structure of the 

garment industry.  It describes how buyer-driven supply chains created historically new 

power configurations in the garment industry.  It also explains how the Multifibre 

Arrangement and subsequent quotas shaped the industry.  The third section analyses the 

impact that the political economy of the industry has had on workers.  It outlines labour 

standards and working conditions in the industry, union membership, the feminisation 

of labour, and ways that workers have responded to these conditions.  The final section 

details new developments in the industry with regard to the global financial crisis that 

began in 2008. 

  

GLOBALISATION AND CHANGING SITES OF PRODUCTION 
 

While some sceptics debate the extent to which the current wave of globalisation 

constitutes a significant departure from previous periods of economic interdependence 

and cross-cultural interaction, most agree that since the 1970s economic, social and 

cultural interaction across political borders has increased dramatically.  Castells (2000, 

p.1-2) notes that capitalism has undergone profound restructuring in the past three 

decades, characterised by the following features: 

 
greater flexibility in management; decentralization and networking of firms 
both internally and in their relationship to other firms; considerable 
empowering of capital vis-à-vis labor, with the concomitant decline in 
influence of the labor movement; increasing individualization and 
diversification of working relationships; massive incorporation of women 
into the paid labor force, usually under discriminatory conditions; 
intervention of the state to deregulate markets selectively, and to undo the 
welfare state, with different intensity and orientations depending upon the 
nature of political forces and institutions in each society; stepped-up global 
economic competition, in a context of increasing geographic and cultural 
differentiation of settings for capital accumulation and management.1 

 
Globalisation is as much about movement and flows of information, people, money, 

images, and ideas as it is about the flow of goods.  Indeed, Appadurai (2001, p.5) notes 

that nation-states, once studied as stable objects, are characterised by ‘floating 

populations, transnational politics within national borders, and mobile configurations of 

                                                
1 Some sceptics, such as Hirst and Thompson (1996) argue that features present today existed in early 20th 
century capitalism as well, and do not represent a significant departure from earlier forms of production.  
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technology and expertise.’  All of these flows facilitate interaction and interdependence 

across and within political borders.  

In much of the existing literature on the global economy, globalisation is 

presented as a ‘process without a subject’ (Hay 2002, p.379).  Whether stated or 

implied, globalisation is portrayed as an inevitable meta-structure, moving within its 

own internal logic.  In contrast, Clark (1997, p.197) argues that globalisation is, ‘at 

heart, a political process – both domestically and internationally’.  This understanding 

‘prevents us from succumbing to notions of globalization as a technical, and hence 

depoliticised, trend.’  Examining globalisation as a political process shows how 

purposeful actors have made decisions to implement policies and practices that 

contributed to the particular structure of neoliberal globalisation.  At the same time, it 

allows for analysis of political action that is aimed at changing the course of the 

prevailing structure or presenting viable alternatives. 

While there has been much written about ‘globalisation from above’ referring to 

the influence of transnational corporations and international finance, many scholars and 

activists have begun to tout the potential of ‘globalisation from below’ (Brecher, 

Costello and Smith 2002, p.4), noting that cross-cultural interaction, communication 

across borders, and connections among marginalised peoples are also facilitated by an 

increasingly globalised world.  Those engaged in civic action, political organising, and 

social movements across borders are also a part of the globalisation process, particularly 

through their use of information technology and networked campaigns.  Like their 

counterparts, they are purposeful actors who make decisions and create alliances. 

The garment industry has been particularly affected by globalisation due to the 

low cost of market entry, ease of transportation of goods, and favourable push and pull 

regulations and incentives encouraging Northern retailers to outsource production (Hale 

and Wills 2006).  The industry is characterised by what some term a ‘race to the 

bottom’ (Chan 2003, p.41) with competition based on low wages and a largely non-

unionised workforce.  In many ways the garment industry has become emblematic of 

globalisation, providing a stage where conflicting interests clash and hegemony is re-

established through multiple forms of material and ideological power.2  It is in this 

context that export processing zones were developed in the 1970s and garment 

production relocated to lower-cost production sites, which has shaped the current form 

of the industry.  The growth of export processing zones is discussed below. 
                                                
2 Esbenshade (2008) describes facets of the global economy affecting the global garment industry, 
including horizontal webs of production, buyer-driven chains of production, deregulation and 
privatisation, undermining of unions, and the use of vulnerable labour.  
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Export processing zones 
 

In the 1960s and 1970s the IMF and World Bank embarked on a programme of 

structural adjustment.  These structural adjustment packages included requirements 

upon many countries to privatise many state services, cut state spending, open up 

markets, and move towards export-oriented production.  The emphasis on export-

oriented production resulted in the establishment of numerous export processing zones 

(EPZs) throughout the global South.  In 1970, only ten countries had EPZs.  By 2006, 

130 countries had EPZs employing 66 million workers, with 40 million of those in 

China alone (Boyenge 2007).  Governments offer foreign investors extensive incentives 

to locate in these special zones.  For example, the Export Processing Zones Kenya 

website (2008) entices foreign investors by claiming that foreign companies in Kenyan 

EPZs are exempt from various regulations that normally apply to businesses in Kenya, 

including from payment of customs and from corporate taxes for ten years.  Similarly, 

the Bangladesh Export Processing Zones Authority (2008) advertises EPZs in 

Bangladesh as a ‘Bonanza for the Investors’, offering a variety of tax incentives, off-

shore banking, and exemptions from usual customs.  Foreign companies located in 

export processing zones are also often given exemption from certain labour laws.  For 

example, in Bangladesh unions are prohibited in EPZs.  In Mexico company-based 

unions are encouraged in EPZs to help employers control workers, and in China 

independent unions are prohibited altogether (Quan 2007).  These changes have had 

significant impacts on the societies involved. 

The demographics of cities that grow up around EPZs are changing the face of 

urban centres.  For example, many EPZs draw migrants from rural areas.  Along the 

US-Mexico border, the maquiladoras, as the assembly factories are known, draw 

migrants, displaced by structural adjustment policies and market forces, from rural 

Mexico in search of employment.  In China, many women in the countryside come to 

Guangdong or other provinces where factories are located in order to make money to 

send back to their families.  However money is not the only incentive.  As Dong, a 23-

year old woman who had been working in Guangdong for four years, told Pun Ngai 

(2005, p.67): 

 
I knew it was not easy to work in a big city, which was a totally strange 
place for me.  But I thought it was still worth it to try, and it was a chance 
for me to look at the outside world.  We often thought we were jing di zhi 
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wa [frogs living in a well, knowing nothing about the outside world], and 
we knew little about life outside the village.   

 

Despite the difficult working conditions, Dong reflects on her desire to work in a 

factory since it provides an opportunity for independence and new perspectives beyond 

the village.  Internal migration from the countryside to urban centres presents a number 

of challenges for the women and men who make the journey as well as for those left 

behind in villages.  Further still, once factories shut down, as has happened in recent 

years, few garment workers return to their villages, leaving government officials in a 

quandary as to how to sustain a large unemployed urban population.   

 

Defining sweatshops 
 

The U.S. General Accounting Office defines a sweatshop as ‘an employer that violates 

more than one federal or state labor law governing minimum wage and overtime, child 

labor, industrial homework, occupational safety and health, workers compensation, or 

industry regulation’ (Ross 1997, p.12).  While this definition specifically relates to 

conditions in the US, it is widely cited by academics and activists elsewhere as a 

baseline for determining whether employers in developing countries warrant the label of 

sweatshop.  The term has long been associated with the garment industry with its 

reliance on layers of subcontracting, and minimum requirements of capital to enter the 

market beyond an abundant supply of labour.  

In his book, Sweated Work, Weak Bodies, Bender (2004) traces the discourse 

about sweatshops in the US.  He argues that the word sweatshop, with its connotations 

of cramped and unsanitary conditions, was connected to ‘larger anxieties about the 

effects of industrialization and immigration’ in the early 1900s in New York City (2004, 

p.3).  Early anti-sweatshop campaigns relied on evocative images of immigrant workers 

in unclean workplaces toiling for low wages.  These images provided powerful tools for 

anti-sweatshop campaigners, but also reified categories of difference, playing on 

middle-class Americans’ fears of contagion and an immigrant underclass.     

In addition to advocating for an adherence to existing labour laws, many 

activists in the contemporary anti-sweatshop movement consider existing standards, 

particularly minimum wages, to be insufficient.  They believe that labour standards in 

the industry should include provisions for a living wage, which Bonacich and 

Appelbaum (2000, p.4) define as ‘a wage that enables a family to support itself at a 

socially defined, decent standard of living’.  The International Textile, Garments and 
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Leather Workers Federation argues for a living wage based upon a basket of goods 

approach where trade unions in each country would determine the living wage 

depending on the local price of food, housing, medical attention, transport, education 

and 10 percent for savings or discretionary spending (ITGLWF 2008).  This sets a 

higher standard than is often included in national or international labour standards.  

Some activist organisations, such as United Students Against Sweatshops, go 

further.  It defines sweatshops as ‘not limited to the apparel industry as traditionally 

conceived; sweatshop conditions exist in the fields, in the prisons, on our campuses, in 

the power relations of a flawed system.  Thus, we consider all struggles against the 

systemic problems of the global economy to be directly or by analogy a struggle against 

sweatshops’ (USAS 2007b).  By applying a broader definition of sweatshops, USAS 

activists argue that sweatshops are not an anomaly in an otherwise just system, but 

rather that they have become ubiquitous and symptomatic of broader trends of 

neoliberalism and economic globalisation, and that to struggle for better conditions in 

the garment industry is by extension a struggle against corporate power in the global 

economy.3   

 

GARMENT INDUSTRY POLITICS AND MARKETS 
 

In 2007, the global textile and clothing sectors had a combined value of over US $583 

billion.  Over 29 million women and men work in the garment industry worldwide. This 

includes those employed in the formal sector as well as informal workers who are 

involved in a wide range of tasks including piece rate work performed in the home.  

There has been a steady increase in both textiles and clothing since 1990, shown in 

figure 2.1.  In 2007, clothing and textiles represented 2.5 percent and 1.7 percent, 

respectively, of total world exports (WTO 2008).  Although clothing is considered to be 

a separate industry in trade statistics, the two are often categorised together, and the 

terms clothing, garments, and apparel are used interchangeably here.  

                                                
3 Brooks (2007, xx) argues that the emphasis on sweatshops as atypical is misplaced: ‘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 consumption centers of the United States’. 
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Figure 2.1 World Exports of Clothing and Textiles 

 

 
Source: WTO International Trade Statistics (2002) and (2008) 

 

The growth in the sector has been accompanied by several major shifts in the 

production of clothing since the mid 20th century, beginning with a shift from Western 

Europe and North America to Japan in the 1950s and early 1960s.  With the 

implementation of quota systems in 1974 (described later in this chapter), production 

spread to Mexico and Central America.  In Asia, production moved to Hong Kong, 

Taiwan, and Korea (Gereffi 2002).  Once these countries maximised their quotas in the 

1990s, production moved to other developing countries in Latin America, Southeast 

Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa.  This movement, from South to South, meant that 

Korean-owned factories, for example, relocated to El Salvador, Cambodia, and 

Indonesia in order to take advantage of unmet quotas in those countries.  In Cambodia, 

for example, only 9 percent of the 248 clothing factories located near Phnom Penh are 

Cambodian-owned.  The remainder are owned by companies based in Hong Kong, 

China, Taiwan, South Korea and Malaysia (Ferenschild and Wick 2004).  One of the 

effects of this is that much of the income generated from garment factories leaves the 
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country, a practice that is hardly mitigated by increased tax revenues, as governments 

commonly give tax concessions to foreign companies for locating in their EPZs. 

Even though much of the revenue of these companies leaves the host country, 

the garment industry has become an important part of many economies in the global 

South, as shown in table 2.1 below. 
 

Table 2.1 Leading exporters of clothing, 2006 
(billion US dollars and percentage) 

 

Exporters Value 
 

Share in world exports 
 2006 1980 1990 2000 2006 

China                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           95.4 4.0 8.9 18.2 30.6 
European Union (25)4                                                                                                                                                                                                                              83.4 - - 26.9 26.8 

         beyond-EU (25) exports                                                                                                                                                                                                                         21.9 - - 6.8 7.0 
Hong Kong, China                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 28.4 12.3 14.2 12.2 9.1 

            domestic exports                                                                                                                                                                                                                              6.7 11.5 8.6 5.0 2.2 
            re-exports                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    21.7 0.8 5.7 7.2 7.0 

Turkey                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          11.9 0.3 3.1 3.3 3.8 
India                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        10.2 1.7 2.3 3.1 3.3 
Bangladesh                                                                                                                                                                                                                               7.8 0.0 0.6 2.1 2.8 
Mexico                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          6.3 0.0 0.5 4.4 2.0 
Indonesia                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        5.7 0.2 1.5 2.4 1.8 
United States                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    4.9 3.1 2.4 4.4 1.6 
Viet Nam                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      4.8 ... ... 0.9 1.7 
Romania                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          4.4 ... 0.3 1.2 1.4 
Thailand                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         4.3 0.7 2.6 1.9 1.4 
Pakistan                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         3.9 0.3 0.9 1.1 1.3 
Morocco                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        3.2 0.3 0.7 1.2 1.0 
Tunisia                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    3.2 0.8 1.0 1.1 1.0 

Above 15                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         256.1 - - 77.1 82.2 
Source: International Trade Statistics (WTO 2006) 

 

While the second half of the 20th century saw a relocation of garment production from 

North to South, another shift is taking place, with increasing production in China, and to 

a lesser extent in India.  These shifts are due to changes in the global economic 

structure, consolidation among retailers, and easing of quota restrictions.  China, for 

example, increased its share in world exports of clothing from 9 percent in 1990 to 18 

percent in 2000, and to 31 percent in 2006.  The current global financial crisis, as well 

as increasing costs of production in China, may result in slowing down the shift of 

production to China, but for the meantime China remains the primary exporter of the 

world’s clothing. 

                                                
4 According to the European Commission (2008), mass production of clothing and textiles has shifted 
recently within the EU, initially towards Central and Eastern Europe and then to Bulgaria and Romania.  
Production has also moved towards the Mediterranean basin.  
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The clothing and textile industry accounts for a significant portion of some 

countries’ exports, shown in appendix E.  For example, the garment industry is 

responsible for 83 percent of merchandise exports in Bangladesh, 70 percent in Pakistan 

and 55 percent in Sri Lanka (UNCTAD and Appelbaum 2005).  This represents a large 

portion of the workforce in these countries.  In Sri Lanka, garment workers make up 33 

percent of the total workforce.  In Bangladesh garment workers are 40 percent of the 

workforce (Hale and Burns 2006).  Such a high percentage of exports coming from one 

sector can create a high degree of vulnerability among workers to shifts in the industry.  

Moreover, changes in sourcing decisions can have a significant impact on entire 

national economies, not to mention on the individuals who depend on the sector for 

their livelihood.  

The structure of the garment industry is the result of particular negotiations 

among competing interests through the various stages of production and consumption of 

clothing.  In the US for example, there are a number of industry lobbying groups 

including the American Manufacturing Trade Association, American Apparel and 

Footwear Association, American Apparel Manufacturers Association and the American 

Knitwear Association.  Similar special interest groups exist in Australia and Europe, 

along with groups representing certain sections of the industry such as the World 

Federation of the Sporting Good Industry.  These groups represent powerful interests 

aimed at opening foreign markets, protecting domestic industries, minimizing tariffs 

and taxation and attracting subsidies.  

The interaction between the politics and economics of the industry are evident in 

Rivoli’s (2005) book Travels of a T-Shirt in the Global Economy.  After witnessing a 

protest by student activists, Rivoli set out to disprove the students’ claims about 

sweatshops by tracing the lifecycle of a t-shirt.  The story of her t-shirt begins with a 

cotton farm in Texas, travels to a factory in Shanghai, and is sent to a screen-printing 

factory in Miami.  By investigating the lifecycle of an individual shirt Rivoli found that 

the students’ claims were largely warranted and that the travels of her t-shirt were 

shaped by ‘political reaction to markets, political protection from markets, and political 

involvement in markets, rather than competition in markets’ (2005, p.212).  Rivoli notes 

that many t-shirts purchased in the US continue their lifecycle when consumers donate 

used clothing to charities.  The Salvation Army, like other charities, sells excess 

clothing to companies like the Trans-Americas Trading Company, which then sort and 

ship clothing by the pound to Sub-Saharan Africa where it is sold in the extensive 

second-hand clothing market.  Such clothing is often cheaper than locally-made 
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clothing, and has all but ruined local garment production.  Between 1990 and 2003, the 

US exported nearly 7 billion pounds of used clothing (Rivoli 2005).   During the same 

time, the domestic garment industry in many African countries, unable to compete with 

imported second-hand clothing sold by the pound, collapsed under the weight of 

cheaper imports. 

In her study of the US apparel industry, Rosen (2002) found similar dynamics of 

the politics shaping the industry.  She traces the politics of protectionism, trade 

liberalisation, and competing interests domestically that have contributed to the political 

economy of the industry.  She argues that lifting the quota restrictions will move the 

industry from protectionist to ‘finally free trade’ (2002, p.202). Similarly, Bonacich and 

Appelbaum (2000, p.9) suggest that the apparel industry ‘is the epitome of free market 

capitalism because the barriers to entry are so low.’  I agree that the industry is 

emblematic of globalisation, not because it has actually been free from regulation, but 

quite the opposite.  The forces influencing the industry expose the gaps between free 

trade rhetoric and practice. 

A narrative of deregulation does not accurately reflect what is going on in the 

industry.  The EU and US are continuing policies of protectionism through bilateral 

agreements and strategic uses of protectionism, which reinforces the existing structure 

to the industry.  Even those measures that are packaged as trade liberalisation are part of 

a regulatory framework to facilitate capital accumulation with states supporting and 

often subsidising the large retailers and manufacturers.  A 2004 report by Good Jobs 

First claimed that Wal-Mart received a variety of subsidies from federal, state, and local 

governments in the US, including tax credits, infrastructure assistance, and low-cost 

financing totalling over US $1 billion (Mattera and Purinton 2004).  Rather than an 

absence of state involvement, as the trade liberalisation narrative often assumes, 

concrete strategic engagement by North American and European states favour 

transnational retailers at the expense of workers. 

According to the US Trade Representative, the Chinese government also 

provides extensive subsidies to garment manufacturers.  Some of these include 

preferential loans for exporters, research and development funding, and cash grant 

awards for exporting (USTR 2008).  In China, subsidies to manufacturers keep prices 

low and mask the true cost of production, while subsidies in the US help consolidate 

power among large transnational corporations.  Together, the subsidies can be beneficial 

to consumers, but they have not benefited garment workers by increasing wages or 

improving working conditions.   
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Buyer-driven supply chains  
 

There are several features that characterise the garment industry and shape its 

structure, working conditions and prospects for change.  One of these features is the 

configuration of supply chains whereby legal liabilities are severed through lengthy 

subcontracting. Gereffi (2002) distinguishes between the various actors in apparel 

supply chains.  Manufacturers are those entities responsible for designing, cutting, and 

assembling clothing.  Retailers are those who sell the final product to the customer.  

Some companies act as branded marketers which may not act as the final retailer, yet 

rely heavily on their brand recognition to sell their products through third parties.  

Gereffi also makes the distinction that branded manufacturers, unlike branded 

marketers, control the manufacturing of clothing rather than subcontracting this 

function.  Appendix G describes some of these actors and their functions in the garment 

supply chain.5  

In the 1970s American and European retailers began shedding their 

manufacturing roles to concentrate on design, branding and advertising.  Lengthy 

supply chains, often using fabric from one country assembled in another and shipped to 

a third for sale, came to characterise the industry.  Unlike more traditional producer-

driven chains, commodity chains in the garment industry are buyer-driven (Gereffi 

2002).  Buyer-driven supply or commodity chains exist where large retailers and 

manufacturers play significant roles in setting up decentralised production networks in 

numerous countries.  In such networks, large buyers have significant control in selecting 

suppliers in different parts of the world.  These buyers exhibit more power than those 

who produce the goods partly due to the separation of functions and also due to their 

sheer size and buying power.   

Gereffi (2002) contrasts buyer-driven chains with producer-driven commodity 

chains that are controlled by large manufacturers at the point of production.  A diagram 

                                                
5 Throughout the thesis, I generally follow Gereffi’s terminology.  However, for simplicity and clarity, I 
refer to firms oriented towards consumers through retailing, branding, marketing and design as retailers.  
This includes traditional retailers such as The Gap as well as branded marketers like Nike and Reebok 
that rely on brand images to sell their products through third parties.  Some activists refer to the latter 
group of companies as brands or branded retailers.  I refer to companies engaged in assembly and 
production as manufacturers.  When necessary, I make further distinctions about the functions of various 
actors in the chain.  I use the term transnational corporation (TNC) when referring to large retailers or 
manufacturers producing or sourcing goods in multiple countries. 
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representing a typical apparel commodity chain is included in appendix F.6 He suggests 

that ‘companies that develop and sell brand-named products exert substantial control 

over how, when, and where manufacturing will take place, and how much profit accrues 

at each stage of the chain’ (2002, p.3).  Gereffi refers to these companies, such as Wal-

Mart, Nike, and The Gap, as manufacturers without factories. 

In addition to the big retailers, several large manufacturers primarily based in Asia 

exert significant power in the industry.  These ‘first-tier’ manufacturers are less well-

known than retailers, yet they play an important part in managing supply chains.  These 

include companies such as the South Korean Dada Group and South China Garments, a 

cartel that controls production in Lesotho, Zambia, and Madagascar (Conroy 2007, 

p.230).  Another such company is Tainan Enterprises worth $17.65 million, with 

factories in China, Cambodia, Indonesia and Taiwan (Quan 2007). One such powerful 

corporation is Li and Fung, which contracts with 10,000 suppliers in over 40 countries.  

With an operating budget of US $12 billion, Li & Fung coordinates all aspects of the 

supply chain including sourcing raw-materials, coordinating manufacturing and 

managing logistics (Green 2008).  A manager of Li and Fung described the process as 

follows: 

 
Say we get an order from a European retailer to produce 10,000 garments.  
For this customer, we might decide to buy yarn from a Korean producer but 
have it woven and dyed in Taiwan.  So we pick the yarn and ship it to 
Taiwan.  The Japanese have the best zippers and buttons but they 
manufacture them mostly in China.  So we go to YKK in Japan, but we 
order the right zippers from their Chinese plants.  Then we determine that, 
because of quotas and labour conditions, the best place to make the 
garments is Thailand.  So we ship everything from there.  And because the 
customer needs quick delivery, we may divide the order across five factories 
in Thailand. Effectively, we are customizing the value chain to best meet the 
customer’s needs.  Five weeks after we have received the order, 10,000 
garments arrive on the shelves in Europe, all looking like they came from 
one factory (Magretta 1998, p.108 in Hurley and Miller 2006, p.25). 

 
These large sourcing agencies and manufacturers are involved in every aspect of the 

industry, including developing patterns, ordering fabric, cutting and sewing, assembly 

and shipping.  By contracting with one of these first tier manufacturers, retailers are 

able to offload much of their risk (Quan, personal interview, 12 December 2008, 

Berkeley, California).  Although these companies do not have the same name 

                                                
6 Dicken et al. (2001) critique the implied linearity of viewing the industry as a supply chain.  They 
propose global production networks as a more appropriate way to view the industry. 
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recognition and brand vulnerability that big retailers do with consumers in global North, 

they are increasingly important players in the industry.  

Lengthy supply chains and retailers’ power over subcontractors are defining 

features of the industry.7  At one end of the chain there are many small manufacturers, 

while consolidated retailers dominate the other end of the chain.  For example, with an 

annual turnover of nearly US $118 billion, Wal-Mart is able to exert considerable 

influence over suppliers that are reliant on its orders to survive.  Conroy (2007) notes 

that Wal-Mart has considerable ‘monopsony’ power, indicating that through its size and 

the volume of its purchases it is able to demand lower prices from producers.  The 

problem extends beyond Wal-Mart with almost two-thirds of all clothing in the US 

being sold through the ten largest clothing retailers (Hurley and Miller 2006, p.21).8  

Such powerful buyers are able to control prices, turnaround times, and terms of 

subcontracting since they control such a large segment of the market.  

For example, the Adidas group sources finished products from 1,000 factories, 

with six to eight times that many subcontractors producing some part of a shoe (Tse, 

personal interview, 6 October 2008, Hong Kong).  The vastness and complexity of such 

networks means that retailers wield significant power to set prices and determine terms 

of sales, yet they are unable (or unwilling) to adequately monitor subcontractors.  In 

order to illustrate the various actors involved in one chain, appendix H depicts the 

supply chain for The Gap, one of the world’s largest retailers with 3,100 stores and 

revenues of US $14.5 billion in 2008 (Gap Inc. 2009).  A significant feature of this 

supply chain, as with Gereffi’s sample apparel commodity chain in appendix F, is that 

producers and consumers do not share any political institutions that can be used to put 

pressure on the top of the chain (Hale and Wills 2006).  That is why anti-sweatshop 

NGOs have turned toward alternative forms of politics, mainly consumer campaigns 

aimed at influencing retailers, rather than appealing to governmental institutions that 

lack a political mandate to regulate garment industry supply chains.   

Increasingly complex supply chains and more widespread use of subcontracting 

have presented traditional trade unions with significant challenges.  Traditionally reliant 

on bargaining between two parties, trade unions have been unable to adapt quickly to 

global production networks in the garment industry (Wills and Hale 2006).  In her study 

                                                
7 Weller (2007) suggests that the Australian garment industry is less buyer-driven than the US and 
European markets.  Because of this, she argues that consumer campaigns and regulatory initiatives built 
on the assumption that retailers have control over supply chains are inappropriate for the Australian 
context. 
8 A list of the top ten retailers worldwide is included in appendix I.   
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of garment factories in the US and Mexico, Collins (2003) shows how subcontracting 

and casualisation of the workforce eroded workers’ abilities to make claims on their 

employers.  Unions have also been ‘unable to challenge the impact of subcontracting 

beyond their workplaces’ (Wills and Hale 2006, p.7).  These challenges have opened up 

space for NGOs to influence retailers while unions target direct employers and 

manufacturers. 

Garment industry supply chains are part of a broader trend of economic 

globalisation and an ease of capital mobility, lowering transportation costs, 

technological developments in shipping and tracking packages, and the quest to produce 

goods at the lowest cost possible.  All of these factors are linked to the myriad of rules 

and regulations governing trade in textiles and apparel.  The most extensive agreement 

affecting the industry since the 1970s is the Multifibre Arrangement, described below.   

 

The Multifibre Arrangement 
 

The Multifibre Arrangement (MFA) came into effect in 1974.  Its purpose was to 

protect American and European textile manufacturers.  The MFA constructed an 

elaborate quota system that limited the quantity of clothing and textiles that 40 different 

countries could export to the United States, Canada and Europe.  Quotas limited the 

amount of clothing that could be produced in any one country, thereby limiting 

production in countries that would have otherwise developed a large sector.  As a result, 

the industry spread out to 160 countries.  Despite the quotas, manufacturers in the US 

and Europe still could not remain competitive with other countries, and therefore many 

manufacturers moved to countries with lower production costs.   

The global distribution of the garment industry was an unintended outcome of 

North American and European protectionism under the MFA.  In many countries a 

competitive garment sector was unlikely to develop without the MFA.  Yet since the 

development of the sector, these economies became reliant on the jobs it created.  For 

example, the clothing and textile sectors made up 85 percent of Cambodia’s total 

merchandise exports in 2003.  Haiti also relied heavily on the industry with 84 percent 

of its export earnings coming from apparel and textiles in the same year (see appendix 

E).  Such reliance on one sector leaves local economies vulnerable to global shifts in the 

industry.   

The application of the MFA reflects competing interests within the countries 

concerned.  For example, the US government restricted the importation of Bangladeshi 
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goods through the MFA at the ‘behest of a protectionist domestic lobby,’ but also 

offered a proposal to the Bangladeshi government through the U.S. Agency for 

International Development (USAID) to get around the quota system (Chisolm in Kabeer 

2000, p.10).  This kind of policy incoherence offers an insight into the complex and 

contradictory position of various actors within the US about the purpose of the MFA 

and its dissolution.   

The MFA itself ended in 1994, replaced by the Agreement on Textile and 

Clothing (ATC) laying out procedures for the gradual phasing out of quotas on textile 

and clothing exports to Northern markets by 1 January 2005.9  The ATC was designed 

to align the textile industry with the rules of the World Trade Organization.  Unlike the 

MFA, which applied only to imports to Canada, the European Community, Norway and 

the US, the ATC applied to all member countries of the WTO.  The ATC stipulates a 

gradual process of lifting quotas.  As a result of US and EU lobbying, the ATC also 

includes provisions for transitional safeguard measures, reciprocal market access, and 

rules of origin to prevent the falsification of labelling.   

The ATC was intended to remove the quotas over a ten-year period to ease the 

transition toward a deregulated system.  However, as with the MFA, Northern 

governments (whose tax bases benefited from trade protectionism) found ways to delay 

the gradual phase out.  They left 80 percent of the quotas intact until 2004, causing a 

shock to workers when factories shut down suddenly.  For example, in Lesotho the 

garment and textile industry accounted for 70 percent of its export earnings (UNCTAD 

and Appelbaum 2005).  By mid-2005 many factories in Lesotho shut down, leaving 

workers with few employment alternatives.  For example, Lesotho Haps and Vogue 

Landmark, two of the largest factories that produced goods for Wal-Mart, shut their 

doors leaving 2,000 employees out of work (Iritani and Dickerson 2005). 

Much of the discussion at the international level has been about which countries 

will be the winners and which will be the losers from the fall-out of the MFA.  Hale and 

Burns (2006) note that such discussions centre on national interests rather than workers’ 

rights and conditions.  They claim that the discourse of national economies as winners 

and losers assumes that what benefits a country benefits a population.  Since much of 

the determination of where production relocates is based on a country’s comparative 

advantage in terms of low wages and a non-unionised workforce, there are no 

                                                
9 Since the ATC is less well-known, I follow the general practice of referring to this period under the 
ATC as inclusive of the MFA, and therefore refer to the period after 2005 as post-MFA, even though the 
MFA technically ended upon the inception of the ATC in 1994. 
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guarantees that workers’ rights will be respected or that wages will increase, even in 

countries that are slated to gain from the end of quotas. 

While employment in the garment sector is expected to increase in India and 

China, labour standards are not necessarily going to improve.  After all, the main 

incentives for production to increase in these countries are low labour costs and 

workforces constrained in their abilities to organise.  There are also likely to be many 

internal shifts in jobs in countries that stand to gain from easing quota restrictions.  

There are several key differences between the nature of the industry in India and China.  

In India, most of the garment production is currently done in small shops, while China 

has more large factories.  After the MFA phase-out, there will most likely be a trend in 

India towards larger production facilities, akin to those in China.  There is a possibility 

that this could be beneficial for labour rights, but it may also hurt homeworkers (Hale 

and Burns 2006). 

Chang and Wong (2005) also criticise the prevailing discourse of the end of the 

MFA as resulting in winners and losers.  They claim that this perspective assumes that 

any job is better than no job and that the quota system was better than nothing, a 

position that is often used to justify exploitive working conditions.  They argue that that 

this loser-winner framework ‘encourages speculation and xenophobia amongst workers 

in many developing countries and thus helps capitalists make workers compete against 

each other’ (Chang and Wong 2005, p.137).  Furthermore, they note that there have not 

been widespread transnational labour solidarity protests to accompany the phase out of 

the MFA.  The end of the MFA has led several unions to announce their commitment to 

work with governments and corporations to increase competitiveness, rather than 

develop ways to create solidarity with workers in other countries.  This has certainly 

been the case in Cambodia and Bangladesh where unions and NGOs have been anxious 

to tout their countries’ increased competitiveness rather than critique the system that 

undermines their abilities to build solidarity among workers across national boundaries.  

 

Quotas after the phase-out of the MFA 
 

Even before the MFA ended on 1 January 2005, lobbyists in the US sought protections 

against Chinese imports.  In 2004, a coalition of domestic manufacturers and unions 

filed a pre-emptive petition with the U.S. Committee for the Implementation of Textile 

Agreements (CITA) to restrict Chinese imports based on the threat of market disruption.  

They were able to do this because of the provision for safeguard mechanisms in the 
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ATC, although such threat-based petitions were unprecedented since such restrictions 

were intended to come into effect once market disruption or dumping could be shown 

(Martin 2007).  The reason that the US was able to activate these safeguard measures 

was because of China’s accession to the WTO in 2001.  At that time, China agreed to 

conditions that allowed WTO members to apply safeguards against Chinese clothing 

and textiles if the importing government could demonstrate market disruption.10 

U.S. CITA never made a ruling on the petition because in the meantime the US 

and China signed the Memorandum of Understanding Between the Governments of the 

United States of America and the People’s Republic of China Concerning Trade in 

Textile and Apparel Products (US-China MOU).  The US-China MOU was part of a 

deal struck in the US Congress to get Republicans in textile states to agree to the 

Central American Free Trade Act (CAFTA).  In particular, it was used to get support 

from Robin Hayes, a Republican from North Carolina.  In exchange for his CAFTA 

vote, ‘Hayes requested and received assurances from the administration that a 

“comprehensive” agreement would be negotiated with China to limit textile and apparel 

exports to the United States’ (Rivoli 2005, p.217).  The EU enacted similar measures in 

June 2005 with the EU-China MOU limiting Chinese imports that were considered 

sensitive to the European textile industry. 

Through the ATC negotiations and these bilateral agreements with China, the 

US and EU were able to maintain some level of control of the liberalisation regime.  For 

example, according to Hale and Burns (2006, p.215), the offer to remove the MFA was 

used by the US and EU as a bargaining tool to persuade India, Pakistan and other 

countries to lower their tariff barriers.  Rosen (2002, p.209) refers to the way US trade 

negotiators have used the industry in trade negotiations as textile politics.  She notes 

that in some cases maintaining this control is not necessarily done to protect domestic 

industries, which were waning, but that control over the industry was used as a point of 

leverage to be used in various negotiations.  Textile politics have been used to exercise 

influence against many countries.  In particular, Rosen claims that it is a way for the US 

to influence China on issues beyond the garment industry. 

In WTO trade negotiations, US and EU representatives were able to offer to lift 

quota restrictions because they no longer needed them.  This was because, with the 

advent of the MFA, the industry had changed dramatically.  In the 1970s small and 

medium-sized manufacturers produced clothing for national retailers.  Since then—and 

in part due to the MFA—there has been significant market concentration and a shift to 
                                                
10 For more on safeguards, see Jones (2006). 
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outsourcing through lengthy supply chains.  As a result of the MFA, North American 

and European companies began sourcing their goods elsewhere in order to avoid the 

high cost of domestic manufacturing.  At the same time, Asian producers in Hong Kong 

and Korea, for example, who had already maximized their own quotas subcontracted to 

suppliers in countries that had not yet met their limits.  In either case, large 

manufactures were the only ones who could manage these transnational processes (Hale 

and Burns 2006).  In other words, what began as a protectionist measure in the North 

contributed to the power of large retailers in the industry through market concentration 

and the need to manage complex supply chains.   

In some ways these changes signify a disregard for national boundaries as 

capital moves across borders.  At the same time national boundaries were an essential 

part of the quota system that forced manufacturers to move across political borders in 

order to circumvent the quota system.  Like many aspects of globalisation, the 

production of clothing has become a process of increasing borderlessness as TNCs 

traverse political borders.  Simultaneously however, governments are reinforcing those 

borders through trade negotiations, immigration policies, and selective implementation 

of international norms and standards. 

The US and EU agreed to dismantling the quota system, something they no 

longer needed, but nevertheless maintained some of the protectionist language in the 

ATC to make it appear as if they were making major concessions.  US and EU trade 

representatives used an easing of quota restrictions as a bargaining chip in General 

Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), and later WTO, negotiations.  Essentially 

Northern states used the removal of the MFA in order to persuade others to sign on to 

the liberalisation agenda while maintaining control over that process. 

Although it was not a party to the initial agreement, Australia shares some of the 

same issues as the US and Europe.  While the domestic garment industry is shrinking, 

the Australian garment industry still produces 49 percent of the clothing sold in 

Australia, with most of the remainder being imported from China.  The domestic 

garment industry in Australia accounts for AUS $2.8 billion (Green 2008, p.2).  As of 

2006 there were approximately 100,000 formal workers in the industry, and three times 

that many employed in home-based work.11  There are many competing interests in the 

                                                
11 These estimates are from TCFUA.  A recent review of the industry reported the figure of 48,000 
employees in the formal garment sector.  Including wholesaling and retailing, the number of employees 
was estimated at 156,000 (Green 2008).  Based on anecdotal evidence, the union reports that outwork has 
actually increased in recent years; as many of the larger factories close and move off-shore the 
manufacturing that is left is increasingly done by outworkers.  This has particularly been true for 
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industry.  In February 2009, Pacific Brands cut 1,850 factory jobs, after accepting AUS 

$9 million in government funds six months earlier.  In a press release, Pacific Brands 

CEO Sue Morphet stated, ‘Unfortunately Australian consumers have not been willing to 

pay higher prices for locally manufactured clothes.  To keep manufacturing here we 

have in effect been subsidising the cost of locally produced goods by producing goods 

off-shore. We can’t keep doing this’ (Pacific Brands 2009).  Despite this intra-firm 

subsidy, Pacific Brands reported an increase in revenue of 16.3 percent in 2008 to AUS 

$2 billion.  The Australian Textile, Clothing and Footwear Union is pressuring the 

government to implement programmes to retrain and support the displaced workers.   

 

IMPACTS ON WORKERS 
 
Labour standards  
 

This section provides a brief description of labour standards in the industry as set out by 

the International Labour Organisation (ILO).  The ILO outlines basic rights in the 

workplace in the Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, adopted in 

1998.  These are shown in table 2.2. Although the ILO has no enforcement capabilities, 

the language from the Declaration is enshrined in domestic labour legislation in many 

countries and is referenced in many corporate codes of conduct.  While widely 

recognised, some countries including the US have refused to ratify some of the core 

conventions.  For example, of the conventions making up the Declaration, the US has 

ratified only two, on the abolition of forced labour and addressing the worst forms of 

child labour.  Although US reports to the ILO assert that US laws are generally in 

conformance with the conventions aimed at freedom of association and collective 

bargaining, US representatives claim that actually ratifying the conventions would 

amount to ‘back door’ amendments to US labour law (Compa 2003, p.29).  

Nevertheless, under the Declaration of Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, all 

ILO member states are obligated to meet certain basic standards, including freedom of 

association and collective bargaining, even if a particular state has not ratified the 

conventions.  Whether or not they actually do so is another matter.  

 

                                                                                                                                          
women’s wear, which often requires quick production runs and short turnaround times (Spyrou, personal 
interview, 20 November 2006, Melbourne). 
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Table 2.2 Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work 
 

 
Fundamental principles 

 

 
ILO Conventions 

 
Freedom of association and the effective 
recognition of the right to collective bargaining 

 

C87 Freedom of Association and Protection of the 
Right to Organise Convention, 1948 
C98 Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining 
Convention, 1949 

Elimination of all forms of forced or 
compulsory labour 

C29 Forced Labour Convention, 1930 
C105 Abolition of Forced Labour Convention, 1957 

Effective abolition of child labour C138 Minimum Age Convention, 1973 
C182 Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 
1999 

Elimination of discrimination in respect of 
employment and occupation 

 

C100 Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 
C111 Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) 
Convention, 1958 

Source: ILO (1998) 
 

The ILO standards are also incorporated in many national labour laws where garments 

are produced.  The difficulty local labour organisers face is the lack of implementation 

of such laws in the face of steep competition to produce goods both cheaper and quicker 

than their competitors.  In 2008, China enacted a new contract labour law aimed at 

stabilising employment relations.  Among other things, the new law requires employers 

to provide long-term contracts to employees with more than 10 years of service, limits 

overtime and provides compensation to employees who are dismissed.  Local provinces 

have found ways to minimise claims by implementing statutes of limitations.  

According to Li Qiang (2009) of China Labor Watch, the new contract labour law is an 

improvement in the protection of Chinese workers’ rights, but it is inadequate to fully 

protect workers.  Labour advocate Tony Fung is not overly optimistic about the new 

labour contract laws either, although he suggests that they are a useful tool in order to 

inform workers that they have rights (Fung, personal interview, 8 October 2008, Hong 

Kong). 

Although hotly debated among labour advocates, labour standards have largely 

been absent from ministerial-level trade negotiations at the WTO.  However, the debate 

over a social clause that would task the WTO with incorporating the ILO core 

conventions, as laid out in the Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at 

Work, is a growing source of friction among activists and trade unionists.  Munck 

(2002) describes the multiple interests at play in the social clause debate.  These include 

the International Congress of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU), which supports social 

clauses, while many Southern governments reject the clauses, claiming that Northern 
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governments would use such clauses to promote protectionist policies.12  Some NGOs 

like the Third World Network are against a social clause because it would expand the 

powers and reach of the WTO, an institution that the network opposes for its free-trade, 

neoliberal agenda.13  

While a social clause is not currently contained in WTO agreements, several 

regional agreements do include provisions for labour standards.  The North American 

Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) is accompanied by the North American Agreement on 

Labor Cooperation (NAALC) that stipulates labour standards.  It also includes a parallel 

agreement on environmental standards, the North American Agreement on 

Environmental Cooperation (NAAEC).  Like the social clause debate, some activists in 

the US, Canada, and Mexico rejected the NAALC and NAAEC, not for their content, 

but because they opposed NAFTA at its core and felt that extending its reach meant an 

implicit support for the free trade regime.  The US-Cambodia Trade Agreement on 

Textile and Apparel was the first bilateral agreement to include labour standards.  The 

agreement led to the establishment of the ILO’s Better Factories Cambodia project, 

discussed later in this chapter.   

Anti-sweatshop activists often use existing labour laws as a starting point, but 

aim to achieve conditions above and beyond bare minimums, believing that a minimum 

wage, for example, is often insufficient to maintain a decent standard of living.  For 

example, the Worker Rights Consortium’s code of conduct, which applies to clothing 

produced for the North American collegiate market, stipulates that workers should be 

entitled to a living wage as opposed to a minimum wage.  The WRC often extends its 

goals beyond factory walls, recognising the interdependence of social and economic 

factors influencing the well being of individuals, their families and their communities.  

As an example of this, the WRC code (discussed in chapter eight and included in 

appendix J) includes a section on contingency plans for children displaced from jobs as 

a result of bans on child labour.  Furthermore, it includes language acknowledging 

women’s multiple roles and the double burden of productive and reproductive labour. 

Along with the ILO standards, the WRC code also includes provisions for 

workers to join an independent union.  The ILO and WRC standards can be divided into 

those standards aimed at improving working conditions in relevant factories, and the 

                                                
12 The ICFTU merged with the World Federation of Trade Unions to become the International Trade 
Union Confederation (ITUC) on 1 November 2006. 
13 For more on these debates see Kabeer (2004) who argues that social clauses do not necessarily benefit 
women workers in export processing zones.  Hensman (2001) largely supports linking workers’ rights to 
trade agreements using social clauses, but is concerned about how they could actually be implemented in 
order to provide minimum standards for all workers. 
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extent to which workers have been empowered through securing the rights to join an 

independent union.  Working conditions—also referred to as protective rights—pertain 

to issues such as wages, health and safety, and overtime.  Freedom of association and 

the right to collective bargaining are considered enabling rights (Elliot and Freeman 

2005).  While some NGOs tend to focus more on conditions versus rights, anti-

sweatshop activists understand that any improvements in working conditions can not be 

sustained without ensuring workers’ rights to organise (Connor and Dent 2006). 

 

Working conditions 
 

Even when labour standards exist, governments often lack the political will or ability to 

implement them.  This results in exploitive working conditions ranging from low wages 

or non-payment of wages, forced overtime, discrimination, forced labour and 

insufficient health and safety protections.  Inadequate wages, whether legal but low or 

unpaid, are a constant source of concern in the industry.  Appendix K includes an 

overview of wages in select countries ranging from 20 cents to US $11.20 per hour.14  

While a variance in wages is to be expected, at issue is whether the wages are sufficient 

to provide workers with a decent standard of living.  Garment workers in Indonesia, for 

example, reported finding it difficult to afford accommodation and basic staples such as 

rice, vegetables, and drinking water, on their hourly wage of 5,000 rupiah or 47 Euro 

cents (Connor and Dent 2006).  Workers in one Indonesian factory, Tae Hwa, reported 

relying on overtime to compensate for base wages too low to allow workers to meet 

basic needs and send remittances home.  Researchers found that overtime at Tae Hwa 

was compulsory and far exceeded legal limits in Indonesia.  Workers, however, did not 

support a reduction in overtime unless it was accompanied by an increase in standard 

wages, since the workers depended on the overtime income to supplement their base 

pay (Oxfam, Clean Clothes Campaign and Global Unions 2004).   

Even though wages are an important factor in locating production facilities, 

wages only make up a small percentage of the overall cost of clothing, particularly 

branded clothing and footwear.  For example, an athletic shoe sold in Europe for €100 is 

made up of the following costs: production costs € 1.5, material € 8.5, profit 

subcontractor € 3, labour costs workers € .5, transport and tax € 5, labour cost retailer 

€18, publicity retailer € 2.5, rent/stocks retailer €12, profit brand name € 13, research 

                                                
14 Although not included in appendix K, Australia’s average hourly wage as of October 2007 was 
between AUS $13.74 and AUS $17.30 (Green 2008, p.12). 
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€11, publicity brand name € 8, and value added tax €17 (CCC 2008e).  Factory (or 

homework) labour in this case accounts for a tiny fraction of the overall cost of 

production, while retailers are able to make a 13 percent profit on each shoe.  Retailers 

and activists agree that labour costs make up only a small percentage of the overall cost.  

Where they differ is in retailers’ assumptions that an increase in labour costs would 

necessarily lead to an increase in the retail price to the consumer.  Activists argue that 

increased labour costs could be passed on to consumers or these costs could be met by 

decreasing executive salaries and retailers’ profit margins. 

Clearly for most retailers low wages are an important factor in sourcing 

decisions, but not the only factor.  Production costs, transportation costs, lead time, and 

costs associated with monitoring contracts with suppliers are also significant (Nordas 

2005).  Another significant factor is the flexibility of the workforce.  In particular, the 

prohibition of independent unions in some countries provides retailers and 

subcontractors with added stability and flexibility.  In many countries where unions are 

legally permitted to exist, workers fear that joining a union will cause them to lose their 

job and even face intimidation or violence (Oxfam, Clean Clothes Campaign and Global 

Unions 2004).  Countries that do not permit independent unions at all, such as China, 

provide an ideal environment for manufacturers who do not want to deal with the 

presence of independent unions. 

Several studies have been conducted recently on the state of working conditions 

in the garment industry.15  Nonprofit social auditing firm Verite conducted several 

studies into working conditions in the Chinese garment industry.  Based on interviews 

with over 750 workers, Verite found that overtime commonly exceeded international 

labour standards and Chinese labour laws.  In 133 factories (93 percent of those 

surveyed) workers’ hours exceeded legal limits (Verite 2004).  Chinese law dictates a 

maximum of 36 hours a month of overtime, while many TNC codes state that overtime 

should not exceed 20 hours a week, itself a violation of Chinese law.  Workers reported 

the necessity to work overtime for financial reasons as well as the assumption that it 

was not voluntary.  Verite researchers also found several instances where factories 

maintained two sets of payroll records, one to show to auditors and the other for internal 

purposes.  

                                                
15 For example, see Jo-In report on Turkey (2004), Chan on conditions in China (2003), Marshall et al 
reporting from Lesotho (2005) and Oxfam Australia and the Clean Clothes Campaign in Indonesia 
(2008).  In contrast, see Jung-ok (1998, p.17), which cites considerable improvements in the conditions 
for South Korean workers in Gumi and Masan export processing zones.  Jung-ok attributes these 
improvements to trade union movements in South Korea in the late 1980s. 
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Working conditions in China deserve special mention since most analysts agree 

that China will continue to be a major exporter of clothing.  Even though the Chinese 

economy stands to gain from an increase in exports, working conditions are not likely to 

dramatically improve in the post-MFA era.  In fact, despite the increase in production of 

Chinese goods, working conditions for Chinese workers will most likely decline as 

competition increases, both among and within developing countries, resulting in an 

increasingly downward pressure on wages (Chan 2003; Foo and Bas 2003).  The case of 

workers in China is especially important not only because of the growing share of goods 

produced in China, but also because of the repressive labour regime and strict controls 

on labour in China.  Through its strict control of migration, the Chinese government has 

maintained significant control over internal migrants by requiring them to register with 

the state and denying them access to social services in the provinces where they work.16  

In Cambodia, the ILO reports a starkly different picture.  Through the Better 

Factories Cambodia (BFC) project, the ILO monitored 277 factories encompassing over 

325,000 workers, 93 percent of whom are women.  It found that 95 percent of the 

factories were in compliance with the minimum wage and 68 percent of the factories 

were in compliance with paid sick leave.  It also showed significant improvements in 

the rates of compliance related to maternity benefits since 2006.  For example, in 2006, 

68 percent were in compliance with maternity benefits.  By May 2007, 86 percent were 

in compliance (BFC 2007).17  The discrepancies between the ILO’s findings in 

Cambodia and studies conducted elsewhere may be due to several reasons.  One reason 

could be the presence of the BFC project, which provides Cambodian manufacturers 

with greater access to US markets if they meet certain labour standards.  Another reason 

could be because the BFC project uses a lower set of standards than those set out in the 

WRC code.  For instance, compliance of BFC is measured against Cambodian labour 

laws and ILO standards, but may not reflect more stringent codes that include extensive 

health and safety provisions. This indicates a weakness with the ILO declaration, and by 

extension many corporate codes of conduct based on it.  By focusing on the most 

flagrant types of abuse, the less sensational, more routinised aspects of exploitation tend 

to be overlooked, minimised and indeed, not even counted.  Nevertheless, a high rate of 

compliance with national and ILO standards is still noteworthy, and may provide a 

model for other countries to improve their compliance.  

                                                
16 See Appelbaum and Lichtenstein (2006, p.110) on the statelessness of internal migrants.  Also see Pun 
Ngai (2005). 
17 For an assessment of the Better Factories Cambodia program and its origins with the US-Cambodia 
Trade Agreement, see Wells (2006). 
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One might expect Northern garment producers to be more compliant with 

international standards, but this is not the case.  By the end of the 1990s, the number of 

sweatshops in Holland grew to between 800-1,000 (Sluiter 2009).  In many of these 

small factories and home workshops, workers, made up mostly of Turkish immigrants, 

were paid well below the legal minimum wage.  During the previous decade, consumer 

prices decreased between 60-70 percent.  These decreases in retail prices were made 

possible by paying workers low wages and by tax evasion, since many of these shops 

operated illegally (Sluiter 2009).  US garment producers have also shown significant 

rates of non-compliance with domestic or international labour standards.  For example, 

a study conducted by the U.S. Department of Labor of garment factories in Los Angeles 

found that more than half of the garment shops were found to be out of compliance with 

local labour laws (cited in Esbenshade 2004, p.85).  This particular study was conducted 

in 1996, yet more recent studies conducted by the California Division of Labor 

Standards and Enforcement and NGOs show that the situation has scarcely improved.  

The Garment Worker Center (2004) in Los Angeles reported that its clients worked an 

average of 52 hours a week and received an average of US $3.28 an hour, well below 

the federal minimum wage.  These figures are ignored in official statistics since most of 

these workers are engaged in homework or work in facilities that are not registered with 

the state.   

Inadequate wages are not the only problem that workers face.  Poor health is 

also a serious problem, caused by inhalation of dust, chemicals and repetitive tasks.  

Some women have reported experiencing irregular menstrual cycles once they began 

working in the garment factories.  Labour activists are in the process of designing a 

survey to assess women’s health issues in the industry (Pandita, personal interview, 8 

October 2008, Hong Kong).18  Health concerns extend beyond the shop floor, to 

workers’ living arrangements.  Following interviews with 369 workers in the 

Katunayake and Biyagama free trade zones in Sri Lanka, Marcus et al. (1997) found 

that many garment workers in Sri Lanka face a range of health and safety issues.  

Employers provided workers with accommodation, but it consisted of a small room (10 

x 12 feet) that was shared by 10-12 workers.  Although some factories offered medical 

facilities, many did not and workers were hesitant to access medical care for fear of 

losing their jobs or losing wages.19  

                                                
18 For more on women workers’ health in China, see AMRC (2007). 
19 Their study also included the weight of workers, citing being underweight as evidence of inadequate 
food and harsh working conditions (Marcus, A. et al. 1997). 
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Workers are often not provided with adequate safety gear or protection from 

chemicals and dangerous equipment.  A spate of fatal fires swept through garment 

factories in recent years, reminiscent of the Triangle Shirtwaist factory fire in 1911 that 

killed 141 workers in New York City.  In 2006, garment workers in Bangladesh took to 

the streets to demand better enforcement of safety standards following several deadly 

fires.  In the Pearl River Delta of China, where many export-oriented factories are 

located, there have been several fires, including one in the Yue Xin Textile plant in June 

1994 that killed 76 people and injured 160.  Manufacturers and retailers responded to 

these events by making improvements in particular factories.  However, not all 

companies have followed suit, leaving millions of workers at risk.  

Labour advocate Sanjiv Pandita argues that occupational health and safety 

(OHS) is often inappropriately framed as a technical issue (Pandita, personal interview, 

8 October 2008, Hong Kong).  In an interview, he explained that a technical approach 

de-politicises the issue and creates specialists who are trained to break down and itemise 

health and safety checklists.  Pandita gave the example of chemicals in a factory.  The 

traditional approach views workers’ attitudes as the problem and seeks to find ways to 

get workers to wear masks instead of questioning why those chemicals are in the factory 

in the first place, or analysing the social implications of exposure.  Labour activists 

throughout Asia are working to ‘bring politics back in’ to OHS.  The Asia Monitor 

Resource Centre provides training for workers outside of factories and works with 

unions, NGOs and workers to promote the idea that occupational health and safety is a 

right, not a privilege (Pandita, personal interview, 8 October 2008, Hong Kong).  

In terms of documenting workers’ rights to organise, the International Trade 

Union Confederation (ITUC) collects data on violations of trade union rights each year.  

In 2000, it noted 140 deaths worldwide of trade unionists (not limited to the garment 

industry).  In 2005, 115 trade unionists were murdered, 1,000 were victims of violent 

crimes, and 9,000 were arrested worldwide.  In the same year, 10,000 workers were 

fired for their involvement in union organising (ICFTU 2006).  In 2007, there were 144 

reported deaths (ICFTU 2000; ITUC 2008).  ITUC collects data on harassment, torture, 

and imprisonment of trade unionists as well as unfair dismissals.  In each category, the 

numbers of incidents are either consistent between 2000 and 2007 or have increased.  

The data is collected from affiliated trade unions and human rights organisations.  It is 

unclear as to whether the figures indicate an increase in violence against unionists or 

whether the methods of data collection and reporting have improved.  Therefore, the 

exact numbers are less significant than the broad understanding that in the past ten years 
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there have not been any major discernable improvements in reducing violence against 

trade unionists.  

Arguments about working conditions for garment workers rarely focus on the 

existence of low wages, precarious employment or substandard health and safety 

standards.  The point of debate is whether these jobs are better than the alternatives—

and whether corporations can justify high earnings while claiming that they are unable 

to pay living wages.  Jagdish Bhagwati and other economists wrote a letter to university 

presidents criticising the anti-sweatshop network for its attempts to seek higher wages 

for garment workers in the global South, claiming that their efforts are misguided and 

will ultimately harm those they intend to help (Collins 2003).  Activists contend that 

retailers and manufacturers could pay more and improve conditions without closing 

down factories.  They question the logic of maintaining high profits at one end of the 

chain while claiming that increases in wages for workers would make the company 

economically unviable.  

In an article that caused much public outcry, liberal-left economist Paul 

Krugman (1997) wrote in praise of sweatshops arguing that, although the wages are low 

and working conditions are poor in export-oriented manufacturing, these jobs provide 

much-needed income for workers with few alternatives.  Many anti-sweatshop activists 

agree with Krugman that these jobs are often more desirable than locally available 

alternatives.  However, they do not agree that this justifies poor working conditions in 

the production of branded clothing.  On the contrary, activists argue that more needs to 

be done to improve the number and quality of jobs available across sectors.  

Collins (2003) points out that critics of the anti-sweatshop network often ignore 

the role that labour movements have played in improving working standards elsewhere.  

For example, she notes that ‘advances such as the forty-hour week, the minimum age, 

and health and safety rules did not simply evolve in the industrialized nations, and they 

were not the result of the largesse of industry leaders.  They resulted from workers’ 

protest and national dialogue about what was right and fair’ (Collins 2003, p.187).  

Labour movements and civil society actors were instrumental in achieving these 

changes.  The main difference now is that local negotiations between labour and 

management are complicated by the power of retailers and sourcing agents, who can 

easily relocate production across national and political lines.  
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Union membership 
 

Trade union membership has been on a steady decline for several decades.  Only 150 

million of the 2.9 billion wage-earners worldwide are members of some form of trade 

union (Waterman, P. and Timms 2005).  Waterman and Timms (2005, p.189) note:  

 
Neo-liberal globalisation implied the simultaneous weakening of traditional 
unionism’s century-old national-industrial base, the shift of that base to 
countries of the South (particularly China), the undermining of traditional 
job security and union rights, and the decline or disappearance of support 
from social-democratic parties, socially-reformist governments and the most 
powerful interstate agencies.  

 
All of these factors contributed to deepening challenges for labour movements.  

International union bodies such as the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions 

(ICFTU) have made clear commitments to international solidarity, however the tension 

between protectionism for domestic workers and global solidarity among workers has 

not been reconciled within most national unions.  Unions deal with these competing 

interests in different ways.  Some unions, like the American Federation of Labor – 

Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO), once considered ‘arch-conservative’ 

and ‘pro-imperialist’, has reoriented itself towards internationalist perspectives and 

more inclusiveness among domestic workers (Munck 2002, p.17).  The AFL-CIO has 

also begun to work closely with anti-sweatshop NGOs, most notably the Solidarity 

Center, which it helped establish in 1997.  

Although union membership worldwide has declined over the last three decades, 

union membership still represents one of the primary ways for workers to represent 

themselves in domestic and international political arenas.  The International Textile, 

Garment and Leather Workers’ Federation (ITGLWF) represents 217 affiliated 

organisations in 110 countries (ITGLWF 2006b).  Although it lends rhetorical support 

to local labour struggles it does not have the resources or mandate to mobilise its 

members on a grand scale.  In addition to providing direct representation and services to 

workers, many unions have been crucial in supporting the development of labour rights 

NGOs.  
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Feminisation of labour 
 

Women make up a high proportion of garment workers in many countries, contributing 

to the observation that contemporary industrialization is as much female-led as it is 

export-led (Pearson 1998).  In Cambodia, for example, 89 percent of garment workers 

are women, and in Bangladesh 80 percent of garment workers are women.  The 

percentage tends to be lower in Central America, but still remains high compared to 

other sectors (ILO 2005).  Young women are often hired due to employers’ assumptions 

about their inherent skills at dealing with repetitive tasks and their reluctance to demand 

better working conditions and higher wages.  Gender and development scholars debate 

the impact on women of working in garment factories.20  The terms under which women 

are hired are often based on gender, cultural and racial stereotypes.  Many employers 

believe that women make more desirable employees, because they are thought to be 

more malleable, less likely to organise and can be paid less than their male counterparts.  

Yet women also gain income and a new degree of independence from their participation 

in the formal labour market.  In many exporting countries there are few opportunities 

for women to work outside the home in formal employment, and garment work can 

provide new opportunities for independence.  

In addition to the working conditions described above, many workers also face 

considerable sexual harassment, verbal and even sometimes physical abuse while on the 

job.  A worker at a Tae Hwa factory in Indonesia described her experience: 

 
I have witnessed and directly experienced sexual harassment like being 
slapped on the behind and being stared at by supervisors…The management 
supervisors say crude phrases and names to us in the sewing department all 
the time.  They say things like ‘dog,’ ‘monkey,’ and ‘the devil.’…I’ve heard 
of and seen supervisors fondling the stomach of pregnant workers (Oxfam, 
Clean Clothes Campaign and Global Unions 2004) 

 
Factory managers in the garment industry often treat women as temporary workers.  

They are hired young and assumed to leave work and take on domestic duties upon 

marriage and motherhood.  Women workers are often treated as unworthy of training, 

and ultimately considered of diminishing value (Wright, M. 1999).  One maquiladora 

manager said, ‘We hire mostly women because they are more reliable than men; they 

have finer fingers, smaller muscles and unsurpassed manual dexterity.  Also, women 

                                                
20 On the gendered dimensions of the industry and constructions of the ideal worker, see (Elson 1996; 
Pearson 1998; Oxfam 2004b).  Also see Kabeer (2000) for an analysis of the complex motivations, 
experiences, and outcomes for women workers, contrasting workers’ experiences in factories in Dhaka 
with Bangladeshis engaged in home-based work in London. 
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don’t get tired of repeating the same operations nine hundred times a day’ (Fernandez-

Kelly 1983 cited in Wright, J. 1997).  The discourse around the value of women 

workers is often used to justify recruiting and hiring women, and then also used to 

justify not training women and relegating them to limited roles as low-paid temporary 

workers.  

Material and demographic changes in women and men’s roles in the labour 

market are accompanied by struggles over redefining gender roles and relations.  These 

struggles extend far beyond the shop floor, as these changes influence households, 

communities, and markets and can result in various combinations of cooperation and 

conflict.  In some extreme cases like in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, women workers face a 

constant threat of violence.  In the past fifteen years, over 300 young women working in 

the assembly factories have been murdered.  The culture surrounding the murders, 

including police inaction and corruption, and the portrayal of the women in the media as 

women with ‘loose’ morals, are linked to economic and social conditions connected to 

the establishment of the export processing zones along the US-Mexico border.21 

The gender dynamics of the industry after the phase out of the MFA in places like 

Ciudad Juárez have yet to be fully explored.  Hale and Burns (2006, p.222) ask: 

 
If the industry collapses, what will happen to these women?  It is 
questionable whether they will be able to reintegrate back into their villages.  
Their lives in the factories go beyond the bounds of what is traditionally 
acceptable for a future wife.  In Sri Lanka, for example, marriage adverts 
announce ‘factory girls need not apply’.  In Bangladesh, where garment 
workers have transgressed the boundaries of Islamic tradition, the stigma is 
even greater.  But if they stay in the city, how will they survive?  And what 
will the impact of their loss of earnings be on the poor rural areas they come 
from?  Similarly, for working-class urban families, women’s income from 
garment work has been vital for family and community survival, so it is not 
just workers themselves who will suffer. 
 

While garment work has the potential to provide income for thousands of women, the 

industry is structured in a way that takes advantage of the many social and economic 

disadvantages many women face.  In other words, women’s disadvantages in terms of 

bargaining power and wages are seen as their comparative advantage in the market 

place.  

 

                                                
21 I have argued elsewhere (Garwood 2002) that the way in which women working in the maquiladoras 
are portrayed in the media and by business interests, as cheap and disposable, constitutes a 
representational form of violence that contributes to the hundreds of sexual murders of maquila workers 
in Ciudad Juárez, and contributes to the lack of political will to investigate and prosecute the crimes. 
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Workers’ responses to poor working conditions 
 

The strength and characteristics of labour movements vary throughout the global South.  

Labour analyst Katie Quan suggests that although unions are weakening in the global 

North, there are signs that unions are getting stronger in the South (Quan, personal 

interview, 12 December, Berkeley, California).  She gave an example of garment 

workers in Indonesia and Cambodia working in solidarity with workers in El Salvador.  

Workers at Tainan factories in Indonesia and Cambodia pressured Tainan over the ways 

in which it shut down its factory in El Salvador and the poor treatment of the 

Salvadoran workers.  This type of cross-national organising is often difficult to achieve, 

but in this case where workers were willing to show solidarity for each other, Tainan 

was forced to act.  As a result of workers organising in Indonesia, Cambodia and El 

Salvador, along with consumer campaigns in the US, Tainan re-opened its factory in El 

Salvador and re-instated dismissed workers (Quan 2007).  This case shows the success 

of workers engaged in cross-border solidarity. 

The gendered aspects of the garment industry have shaped the form of advocacy 

surrounding the garment industry.  For instance, NGOs play a significant role in 

providing services, organising workers, and advocating on their behalf.  This is being 

done in some cases in coordination with unions and in some cases in place of more 

traditional unions, which have often ignored the double burden of women’s productive 

as well as reproductive work.  The proliferation of women in the industry has also 

broadened the scope of workers’ demands to include gendered aspects of the industry 

such as sexual harassment, maternity pay, safe transportation and childcare.  In one case 

in Guatemala, women workers asked that a nurse be available to conduct breast exams 

(Myers, personal interview, 5 January 2007, Washington D.C.).22  The gendered 

dimension of the industry has also meant that garment industry advocacy has become a 

central feature of the broader global women’s movements.23 

Workers in the global South have responded to the poor working conditions in 

the industry in various ways.  In many cases workers are prevented from engaging in 

direct action for fear of losing their jobs or being subjected to violence.  Despite the 

risks, many workers have resisted poor working conditions in the garment industry 

through large protests, including in Bangladesh in 2006 where thousands of workers 
                                                
22 The union voted down the request, but Beth Myers Executive Director of STITCH suggests that it 
illustrates how important it is for women to be at the negotiating table to broaden the scope of demands to 
meet the needs of women workers. 
23 See, for example, the Association for Women’s Rights in Development (AWID 2005) and Feminists 
Against Sweatshops, a project of the Feminist Majority Foundation (2001) . 
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protested against unsafe factory conditions and low wages in light of high levels of 

inflation.  Following a series of deadly factory fires in which over 100 people were 

killed and scores were injured, 3,000 garment workers in Dhaka participated in street 

demonstrations demanding improved safety standards and wage increases.  One such 

protest in May 2006 resulted in 200 factories being set on fire and police killing one 

garment worker.  Although the garment manufacturers’ association claimed it was the 

work of ‘miscreants’ waging a war against the economy, Neil Kearney (2006a), General 

Secretary of the International Textile, Garment and Leather Workers’ Federation 

(ITGLWF) considered the protests to be the workers’ way of protesting the appalling 

health and safety conditions in the factories. 

   Workers have also gone on strike numerous times in Vietnam in recent years.  

For example, from January to September 2008, 112 strikes took place in the textile, 

clothing, and footwear industries in Ho Chi Minh City (Tuan 2008).  With soaring 

inflation, workers demanded higher wages to keep up with the rising costs of basic 

items.  In April 2008, over 20,000 workers at a factory producing Nike footwear went 

on strike.  Workers returned after a week with a wage increase of 10 percent (Hookway 

2008).  Garment workers in Vietnam continue to struggle for increased wages and 

improved working conditions.   

Workers differ in their approaches to transforming the industry.  Some advocate 

for radical changes while others aim to reform the existing system.  The Central 

American Network of Women in Solidarity with Maquila Workers used the campaign 

slogan, ‘Jobs, yes…but with dignity’ (Mendez 2002, p.132).  Such messages clearly 

state these workers’ intentions not to call for removal of the assembly plants, and 

instead to advocate for better conditions within the given structure of the industry. In 

addition to coordinated protest activities, some workers are involved in daily acts of 

resistance such as work slow downs and impromptu strikes (Peled 2006).  Whether or 

not these acts are framed as direct critiques on working conditions, they can be seen as 

examples of the numerous direct and indirect ways that garment workers challenge 

exploitive conditions in the industry. 

In a few cases, workers have established worker-led cooperatives.  For example, 

following the closure of a Bed and Bath factory in Thailand in 2002, workers set up The 

Solidarity Factory and produced clothing under their own brand name, Dignity Returns 

(Yimprasert 2006).  After several years of subcontracting, the factory now receives all 
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of its work through direct orders and is able to pay workers a living wage.24  In another 

case, workers established Just Garments, a unionised factory in El Salvador that 

produced goods for the fair-trade market in North America.  After several years, 

however, the factory closed.  The closure was described by one of its allies in a press 

release, ‘Despite Herculean efforts by the union and the plant administration that have 

come at great personal and professional cost, Just Garments was not able to overcome 

the opposition of local forces, the cut-throat nature of the apparel industry, the lack of 

development of the sweat-free market in the North, and its unique approach of 

essentially operating as a unionized cooperative’ (USLEAP 2007).  In the end, the Just 

Garments factory was unable to survive in an industry that favours low wages, capital 

mobility and a non-unionised workforce.  

There have been several regional initiatives to address some of these obstacles 

and strengthen ties among workers in Asia.  One such initiative organised by the Asia 

Monitor Resource Centre involved exchanges between workers in China and India who 

were victims of silicosis (George 2007).  Another is the Southern Initiative on 

Globalisation and Trade Union Rights (SIGTUR), which fosters dialogue among 

Southern unions.  Others focus on providing training and facilitating workers’ exchange 

visits among women working in export processing zones in Hong Kong, Sri Lanka, 

South Korea, Indonesia, Taiwan and the Philippines (AMRC 1998).  These are all ways 

that workers are seeking to improve working conditions in the garment industry. 

 

GLOBAL FINANCIAL CRISIS 
 

Some of the debates around working conditions in the garment industry have recently 

been eclipsed by the global financial crisis that began in late 2008.  Towards the end of 

that year, consumer spending was down in the US from previous years.  As a result, 

major retailers in the US experienced significant declines.  The Gap saw a decrease of 

12 percent, The Limited a decrease of 10 percent, and H & M was down 4 percent 

(MSN 2009b).  Consumer spending appeared to be moving from middle and high-end 

retailers to discount chains like Wal-Mart.  Although Wal-Mart did report an increase of 

1.7 percent in sales in December 2008, this was less than its anticipated 2.8 percent.  

The full impact of decreased consumption in the US and Europe is unclear, yet it is 

                                                
24 As of 2006, wages at the factory were 7,000 baht/month.  According to the Thai Labour Campaign, 
this represents a living wage as recommended by the Thai labour movement to the Thai government 
(Yimprasert 2006). 
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likely that these costs—and associated risks—will be passed on to suppliers and 

workers (MSN 2009b). 

As consumer demand decreased in 2008, growth in the garment sector in China 

was slower than expected, with many Chinese workers joining their counterparts in El 

Salvador and Honduras in finding themselves out of work.  The full extent of the impact 

of the financial crisis on those employed in the industry is uncertain.  What is clear is 

that the financial crisis has led to lower wages and disrupted an already unstable 

industry where TNCs hold tremendous power over subcontractors and workers.  

Changes to export production in the past decade will make some countries 

particularly vulnerable.  For example, India and China were not heavily affected by the 

Asian financial crisis in 1997 because both countries relied heavily on domestic 

production.  Both economies are now more export-oriented than they were in 1997 and 

will presumably be more vulnerable to the current crisis.  Countries that are heavily 

dependent on exports, such as Thailand and Cambodia, are likely to be hit hard by the 

current crisis while demand for goods decreases and credit is scarce.  

The financial crisis has also changed public perception of businesses in some 

countries. The Edelman Trust Barometer (2009) found that Americans’ trust in business 

in 2009 plummeted to 38 percent, down from 58 percent the previous year.  The survey 

found similarly low levels of trust in Australia (39 percent) and much of Europe.  Sixty-

five percent (65 percent) of respondents worldwide agreed that governments should 

impose stricter regulations across all industries (Edelman 2009).  The growing distrust 

of businesses in the US, Australia and Europe may provide new opportunities for anti-

sweatshop activists, where campaign messages about the role of retailers in remedying 

labour abuses may resonate with Northern consumers more now than those same 

messages would have even a few years ago. 

Pandita suggests that at a deeper level the financial crisis reveals export-oriented 

growth as a faulty model for development (Pandita, personal interview, 8 October 2008, 

Hong Kong).  Although the crisis is certain to cause disruption and difficulties for many 

people, it may also create some new opportunities.  In an interview, Dent suggested that 

it may open up conversations about unsustainable consumerism and corporate greed, 

two topics that until recently have not featured in the mainstream media (Dent, personal 

interview, 13 January 2009, via Skype).  The financial crisis may, in fact, encourage 

dialogue among activists, government officials and industry representatives about ways 

that the industry can be regulated responsibly at the national and international level.   
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In a recent speech Neil Kearney (2009), General Secretary of the International 

Textile, Garment and Leather Workers’ Federation, highlighted the disparities between 

CEO bonuses and workers in Bangladesh who earn EU 19 per month.  He pointed out 

that it would take a garment worker in Bangladesh 118,000 years to earn the annual 

bonus of former Merrill Lynch CEO.  These disparities seem especially stark amid the 

backdrop of government bailout packages and widespread economic recession.  The full 

impact of the crisis on workers, activists, garment manufacturers and retailers, and 

governments remains to be seen and will unfold over the coming years. 

CONCLUSION 
 

In the current debates on globalisation, garment workers are often portrayed as either 

victims or beneficiaries of a globalising economy.  The phasing out of the MFA in 2004 

further entrenched the garment industry as an emblem of contemporary globalisation.  

The industry is characterised by trade liberalisation in some instances, such as the 

easing of some quota restrictions through the WTO, alongside the establishment of 

bilateral and regional agreements that allow the US and EU to continue to exert 

influence over the industry.   The North’s disproportionate influence is sometimes used 

to benefit transnational retailers and large manufacturing cartels, but is also used by 

American and European trade representatives as a bargaining chip in trade negotiations 

that reach beyond the garment industry.   

The production and consumption of clothing embodies the unevenness of 

globalisation.  While the nature and structure of the industry has been transformed by 

flows of information and capital across borders, it is still very much based in national 

economies.  Workers have been unable to organise on a large scale because national 

borders are far less permeable for labour than they are for capital.  Workers are further 

constrained by disjunctures between national legislation and international labour 

standards, and the influence of corporations on national political institutions. 

Poor working conditions are not unique to the garment industry, nor are they 

new. However, since the 1970s the industry has gone through several transformations 

aided by the international financial institutions’ push towards export-oriented 

production, the expansion of export processing zones, and the ease with which global 

capital can move across borders.  These shifts helped create an industry that is 

characterised by buyer-driven supply chains, a concentration of power among retailers, 

and a unique geographic distribution of manufacturing.  This confluence of factors has 

led to low pay and hazardous conditions.  
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International labour standards do exist and are enshrined in ILO conventions, 

and most states have domestic labour laws.  Yet widespread violations of these 

standards exist and, activists argue, have become routinised in the industry, where 

labour violations are the norm rather than an exception.  In this context, states lack 

power and political will to put additional regulations in place or even to enforce existing 

international or domestic standards.  The most powerful actors in the garment industry 

supply chain are the transnational retailers that in some cases are larger in terms of 

annual profit than many countries’ gross domestic products.  

Workers have not passively accepted these changing political and economic 

structures.  However, many workers’ capacities to realise improvements are limited.  

Traditional labour movements, aimed at factory owners and managers, have been 

unable to significantly change the terms of labour.  This is because retailers, who have 

the power to dictate prices and impose unrealistic deadlines on manufacturers, largely 

control the industry.  Coupled with threats of physical violence and workers’ economic 

insecurities about losing their jobs, garment workers have found few options for seeking 

improvements on a broad scale.  

Constraints on traditional labour movements created a vacuum, and enabled the 

consolidation of retailers’ power.  NGOs recognised an opportunity for alternative 

mobilisation strategies on behalf of garment workers.  These NGOs exert influence on 

retailers from the consumption side of the industry.  Although states are not the primary 

targets of advocacy campaigns, this chapter showed that states played important roles in 

structuring the contemporary garment industry through the establishment of the MFA 

and its dissolution, and through bi-lateral trade agreements.  As such, states are 

significant actors in the garment industry, although they have largely avoided their 

responsibilities to ensure that workers’ health, safety and basic needs are met.  NGOs 

responded to these features of the industry by building a transnational anti-sweatshop 

network to address the complex issues workers face in the global garment industry.  

This network targets particular points of intervention in the garment industry, and is the 

subject of the next chapter. 



 77 

3 

Development of the anti-sweatshop network 
 

 

As the garment industry spread throughout the global South in the 1980s and 1990s, 

labour organisers and NGO advocates began to develop a transnational network aimed 

at improving conditions in the industry.  In the US, Australia and Europe activists 

sought to raise awareness among consumers about working conditions in the industry.  

Their campaigns highlighted the role of retailers in contributing to the low wages, long 

hours and use of child labour.  In particular, activists launched several high profile 

campaigns that garnered significant media attention, galvanised debate among 

government officials and labour advocates, and mobilised other activists to set up 

dozens of anti-sweatshop NGOs. 

This chapter explores the contemporary anti-sweatshop network, traces the 

phases of its history, and outlines the relationships that constitute the network. The first 

section introduces transnational advocacy networks as a category of analysis for the 

anti-sweatshop network.  It presents key actors in the network, maps the links among 

actors in the network, and presents the main phases of contemporary anti-sweatshop 

advocacy.  The second section of the chapter analyses the anti-sweatshop activists’ tools 

of influence, especially the ways in which they manage and disseminate information.  It 

discusses collective voice and framing within the anti-sweatshop network.  It also 

includes a discussion of various communication strategies and the ways that activists in 

the anti-sweatshop network use web-based tools to coordinate campaigns and influence 

consumers’ behaviour.  The purpose of the chapter is to demonstrate how NGOs and 

networks behave as transnational political actors and the ways in which they engage 

with the structures of the global garment industry. 

 

TRANSNATIONAL ADVOCACY NETWORKS 
 

As described in the introduction, Keck and Sikkink (1998) use the term transnational 

advocacy networks to describe groups of individuals and organisations with a shared 

purpose aimed at changing the behaviour of more powerful actors.  The anti-sweatshop 

network, however, differs from Keck and Sikkink’s original study in several key ways.  

First, Keck and Sikkink emphasised actions by larger NGOs like Amnesty International 
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and the World Wildlife Fund.  In addition to being much smaller, NGOs in the anti-

sweatshop network lack some of the formal access to policy makers that the NGOs in 

Keck and Sikkink’s study had through their participation in UN conferences and direct 

negotiations with powerful actors.  

Second, the actions taken by NGOs in this study have resulted in cumulative 

effects rather than clear outcomes from those UN conferences or negotiations with 

policymakers.  Therefore, nuanced analysis is required that can accommodate the 

cumulative, collective action of the network as opposed to immediate results.  Third, 

although the NGOs in this study emphasise identifiable goals and tangible actions, they 

do not appear concerned with building a unified network based on shared ideology and 

values.  This is why the organisations themselves often mirror the larger anti-sweatshop 

network in terms of their emphasis on decentralisation, diversity and inclusiveness, 

interconnectedness with other social issues, and flexibility.   

Despite these important differences, Keck and Sikkink’s work remains very 

useful for this study, particularly its delineation of different forms of politics.  Activists 

involved in the anti-sweatshop TAN draw upon elements of what Keck and Sikkink 

(1998) refer to as information, symbolic, accountability and leverage politics to varying 

degrees.  Information politics refers to the ability to generate and disseminate politically 

usable information.  Symbolic politics includes the ‘ability to call upon symbols, 

actions, or stories that make sense of a situation for an audience that is frequently far 

away’ (p.16).  Another type of politics used in consumer campaigns is leverage politics.  

Transnational advocacy networks can seek leverage over more powerful institutions in 

two forms, materially and using morality.  Material leverage links the issues to money.  

Moral leverage ‘involves what some commentators have called the “mobilization of 

shame,” where the behaviour of target actors is held up to the light of international 

scrutiny’ (Keck and Sikkink 1998, p.23).  Shame, of course, can also have material 

consequences for corporations but it does not always have a clear causal relationship to 

money.1  The last type of tactics described by Keck and Sikkink are accountability 

politics, which means holding targeted actors to their previously stated principles.   

 

                                                
1 Weller (2007) argues that campaigns built on shaming treat firms as moral agents, concealing their 
identities as profit-seekers in a capitalist economy.  She argues that under this system any gains made 
with one firm will not be applied to the wider industry.   
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Overview of the anti-sweatshop network 
 

The contemporary anti-sweatshop movement began in the 1990s as a reaction to the 

dispersal of garment production to hundreds of export processing zones in the global 

South, the consolidation of capital among transnational corporations sourcing their 

products from multiple suppliers, and the absence of an overarching industry regulatory 

body.  In countries as diverse as Mexico, Bangladesh and China, similar patterns 

emerged as migrants moved to urban centres in search of new opportunities in the 

garment sector.  Activists in these locations began drawing connections between the 

mobility of capital, restrictions on labour, and the ways in which workers were recruited 

based on gender, racial and ethnic categories.  Young, single women became the 

preferred workers in the industry in Central America and Asia, while Asian immigrants, 

mostly women with children, were employed as home-based workers in Australia and 

the UK.  In the US, Asian and Latino immigrants made up the bulk of garment workers 

in New York and Los Angeles.  Manufacturers seized upon existing social divisions to 

create highly exploitable pools of labour.  Labour activists in these locations began to 

work within existing union structures as well as developing anti-sweatshop NGOs in 

order to address the changing conditions in the industry.  

In the early 1990s, activists and union organisers in Indonesia and Vietnam 

began collecting data for a worldwide anti-Nike campaign.  At the same time in 

Australia, union organisers were developing a campaign for garment workers as 

production moved away from factory-based work and into home-based work.  In 

Europe, labour organisers and feminist activists launched a campaign against Dutch 

retailer C&A.  At the same time, labour activists in the garment industry in the US were 

working with immigrants’ rights organisations in Texas and California.  Although there 

was some awareness about activities in other countries, none of these actions were part 

of a coordinated network.  Instead, activists in each location were witnessing localised, 

yet connected, shifts in the industry where production moved to new locations and 

became increasingly oriented towards a just-in-time, flexible regime.  

The anti-sweatshop network gained momentum in the mid to late 1990s, taking 

on a slightly different character in each region, which has carried through to the present 

day.  In Australia, Oxfam Australia launched the NikeWatch campaign to expose labour 

abuses in Nike factories in Asia, while FairWear began working with unions and 

churches to generate awareness about the state of homeworkers in the garment industry 

in Australia.  Media coverage of homeworkers led to a Senate inquiry in 1996, which 
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raised significant awareness about the exploitation of homeworkers in Australia and 

connected their conditions to sweatshop conditions abroad.  Linking working conditions 

in factories in Asia with homeworkers in the domestic garment industry continues to be 

a central aspect of anti-sweatshop advocacy in Australia.  Because of their connections 

to the Australian union movement, Australian labour rights NGOs emphasise the need 

for collective bargaining and freedom of association in both their domestic and 

international advocacy campaigns (Connor and Dent 2006; FairWear 2008).  

The European NGOs have taken on a slightly different character, with strong 

links to local labour and feminist movements.  Several of the anti-sweatshop NGOs also 

receive financial support from European governments and the European Union.  

European anti-sweatshop NGOs have focused on building networks, exposing the most 

flagrant labour abuses, and encouraging ethical sourcing practices among European 

retailers and governments.  This has led to a significant market in Europe for products 

certified as having been made under ethical conditions.   

In the US, the anti-sweatshop network was shaped by several key events in the 

late 1990s that served to generate interest in the issue and raised awareness about 

exploitation in the garment industry.  The first event was TV celebrity Kathie Lee 

Gifford’s tear-filled apology on national television in 1996 following the revelation of 

workers labouring on a line of clothes that bore her name.  Her apology followed a 

campaign by the National Labor Committee (NLC) that exposed labour violations 

including the use of child labour in the Global Fashion factory in Honduras where her 

clothing line was being produced for Wal-Mart (Ross 1997).  The reason that this 

campaign was so effective was because it exposed the incongruity of Gifford, a wealthy, 

white celebrity talk show host with images and stories of Honduran children toiling 

away on clothing carrying Gifford’s name on the label.2  The NLC targeting Gifford 

was an effective strategy.  The media attention it won laid the groundwork for future 

anti-sweatshop campaigns. 

The second event in the US was the large protest in Seattle in 1999, where 

thousands of people gathered outside a meeting of the World Trade Organization.  

Participants in the ‘Battle of Seattle’ included labour activists, environmentalists and 

anti-corporate activists.  The scale of the protests and the linkages among previously 

disparate movements contributed to an awakening among activists and the general 

                                                
2 Brooks (2002, p.106) argues that due to her race, nationality and gender, Kathie Lee Gifford was seen as 
a stand-in for the American consumer: well-intentioned yet unaware of how their clothing is made.  
Brooks suggests that Gifford, and by extension the American consumer, was portrayed by the media as 
innocent and redeemable simply by changing their purchasing habits.  



 81 

public of growing discontent with the neoliberal orthodoxy as espoused by the WTO, 

World Bank and International Monetary Fund.  Organisations involved in the anti-

sweatshop network, including Global Exchange, STITCH, USAS and the Third World 

Network, played key roles in organising protest events in Seattle.  Along with hundreds 

of other organisations, they mobilised participation in the protest, disseminated 

organising materials and educated allies and the public (Smith 2005).  The impact of 

these events can be seen in contemporary campaigns that aim to build coalitions across 

issue areas and that continue to employ public shaming campaigns as one of their 

primary tools of influence.  

The legacy of these formative campaigns is important for organisations and 

networks as they are continually shaped by earlier campaign activities, even those that 

they do not control.  This is partly due to the ways in which attitudes about present day 

campaign messages are shaped by preconceived knowledge and sentiments towards 

previous messages.  Unlike electoral campaigns, where many of the messages are 

controlled centrally, these campaigns involve many different voices at the same time.  

They most often reinforce each other, but can be contradictory or cancel each other out. 

Despite the lack of tight coordination, the influence is collective and cumulative. 

 
Actors in the anti-sweatshop network 
 

Defining the boundaries of the network can be difficult.  There is no formal membership 

and no centralised institution coordinating all of the various actors.  Some of the 

organisations that are involved in the network may have formal membership processes, 

but the network as a whole is dynamic and lacks a formal structure.  Organisations and 

individuals move in and out and the network shifts over time.  While there are several 

key actors, the fluidity of the network is a central aspect of its structure.  This section 

describes some of the types of actors in the anti-sweatshop network including NGOs, 

unions, workers and intergovernmental organisations.   

Small NGOs make up the framework of the anti-sweatshop network, and act as 

the driving force behind the network, doing much of the day-to-day work that keeps the 

network active.  As mentioned in chapter one, I collected data on 28 anti-sweatshop 

NGOs based in the global North that advocate across national borders.  This focus on 

Northern based NGOs is due to the prominence of these types of NGOs in the network 

(which I discuss in more detail later in the chapter).  Several of the NGOs maintain 

offices in multiple countries, yet most maintain a central administrative presence in the 
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global North and rely on allies in garment-producing countries for contact with garment 

workers. 

Despite their small size and limited budgets, these NGOs mobilise significant 

numbers of supporters to take action: such as writing a letter, signing a petition or 

attending a protest.  In a request for funds, one NGO website proclaims, ‘Perhaps you 

imagine that the National Labor Committee is a large and well-funded organization. It is 

neither. We are a small staff of five people working on a shoestring budget.  A lot of 

what we do is ‘smoke and mirrors,’ but we work very, very hard to make the most of 

the small resources available’ (NLC 2006, n.p.).  The ‘smoke and mirrors’ the site refers 

to are the online campaigning and media attention aimed at projecting an image of a 

large, well-resourced organisation.    

The size of NGOs engaged in anti-sweatshop advocacy is significant because it 

is often assumed that it is the large, institutionalised NGOs that are becoming global 

political actors and shaping global governance.  Yet small organisations are important 

actors in transnational politics surrounding the garment industry.  As depicted in figure 

3.1 below, the number of NGOs involved in transnational anti-sweatshop advocacy 

grew significantly over the past three decades, with a dramatic increase in the number of 

NGOs in the mid 1990s.  Most of these organisations report annual revenue of less than 

US $2 million and fewer than ten employees. 

 

Figure 3.1 Growth of transnational anti-sweatshop NGOs 

 
Source: Data collected by the author.  See appendix A for a list of organisations. 
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The growth of these NGOs coincided with declining union membership, discussed in 

the previous chapter.  While NGOs work alongside unions and often share their goals, 

the two types of entities differ in important ways.  Braun and Gearhart (2005) suggest 

that NGOs and unions relate differently to political power.  NGOs’ legitimacy rests on 

remaining outside of formal politics, while unions often desire to become political 

insiders.  Braun and Gearhart explain that NGOs seek to influence policy makers’ 

thinking, without endorsing candidates or putting up their own candidates, as many 

unions do.  They note that many centre-left parties around the world trace their origins 

to labour movements.  Braun and Gearhart also differentiate between unions driven by 

members’ particular interests and NGOs driven by a set of principles or ideals.  Since 

NGOs have different relationships to the state than unions do, and are not usually bound 

by members’ interests, NGOs are able to act in ways unavailable to traditional unions.  

As a result, NGOs have taken on new roles and influenced labour movements around 

the world. 

The relationship between NGOs and unions, however, is not always harmonious.  

Since NGOs are not direct membership organisations, many unions fear that NGOs are 

not representative of workers’ views and that they may undermine unions by 

negotiating directly with management (Connor 2005; Eade and Leather 2005).3 NGOs 

must raise funds from external sources which can create the potentially incompatible 

need to satisfy both workers and funders (Freeman, Hersch and Mishel 2005).  Despite 

the strained relationships between some NGOs and unions, there are many examples of 

cooperation, particularly when NGOs are engaged in activities that unions are unable to 

do, or in industries where existing unions are weak or nonexistent.4 

In fact, some NGOs focus on strengthening local labour movements.  For 

example, in an interview Sanjiv Pandita, Director of the Asia Monitor Resource Centre 

(AMRC), critiqued the model of the NGO-led consumer campaigns.  Instead, AMRC 

focuses on strengthening labour movements in Asia and promoting a system of equal 

exchange among labour activists in the North and South (Pandita, personal interview, 8 

October 2008, Hong Kong).  Similarly, Tony Fung, China Field Director of the Worker 
                                                
3 Some unions are closely linked with political parties, such as the All China Federation of Trade Unions, 
which is heavily dominated by the Chinese Communist Party.  Interestingly, Wal-Mart, which is known 
for its refusal to allow employees to unionise in the US, allows Chinese workers to join a union as long as 
it is the All China Federation of Trade Unions (Meyerson 2004).  Many of the anti-sweatshop NGOs have 
been involved in campaigns targeting Wal-Mart, particularly related to labour abuses in China. 
4 Freeman, Hersch, and Mishel (2005, p.4) ask whether emerging labour institutions, which they refer to 
as nonmembership-based organisations, can substitute for declining unionism.  They suggest that ‘the 
new institutions have a long way to go before they will be able to provide remotely comparable economic 
benefits to unions’.  This may be true but few NGOs see themselves as replacing unions.  Instead, they 
offer a complementary model for change.   
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Rights Consortium, suggests that local labour movements must be in control of 

campaigns with Northern-based organisations acting as providers of resources.  He said 

in an interview that the tools Northern anti-sweatshop NGOs have at their disposal—to 

pressure retailers to adopt codes of conduct, to conduct investigations and to push for 

greater monitoring—are valuable only if they complement local actions (Fung, personal 

interview, 8 October 2008, Hong Kong). 

NGOs in Hong Kong deserve special mention here because of their unique 

position in the anti-sweatshop network.5  NGOs in Hong Kong are particularly 

important for their role in linking Asian NGOs working directly with garment workers 

with NGOs in the US, Europe and Australia.  Some of these NGOs include the AMRC, 

Students and Scholars Against Corporate Misconduct (SACOM), Oxfam Hong Kong, 

the Christian Industrial Committee and Labour Action China.  These organisations 

constitute vital nodes in the network, conducting research on supply chains, developing 

analysis of the consumer campaigns and the labour movement, and applying pressure to 

sourcing agents in the industry.  

Labour rights NGOs in Asia gained momentum after a series of deadly fires in 

the early 1990s.  The fires contributed to the already growing awareness among labour 

activists in the region about the impact of globalisation and flexible accumulation on 

working conditions.  Another formative event in Asia was the exposure of child labour 

in the production of Nike branded goods in Indonesia.  Following widespread media 

attention on the issue of child labour, Asian labour rights NGOs raised questions about 

the appropriateness of banning child labour when institutions were not adequately in 

place to support those children and their families.  Although there is considerable 

coordination among labour rights NGOs in Asia, there are debates among the 

organisations regarding various strategies to address labour issues throughout the 

region, and the most appropriate role of Northern-based organisations and consumer 

campaigns.  

In addition to the advocacy-oriented NGOs, numerous organisations provide 

services for garment workers.  Some of these, such as the Self-Employed Women’s 

Association (SEWA) in India, provide services to home-based women workers and 

others in the informal sector.  Services include loans, childcare, and legal aid, in 

addition to advocating on behalf of women in the informal sector (SEWA 2007).  Many 

                                                
5 Advocacy related to the garment industry exists in other regions as well, mainly through unions, 
industry organisations or development NGOs.  For example, see the Apparel Lesotho Alliance to Fight 
AIDS (ALAFA 2008).  An investigation of such an organisation would be valuable, but is beyond the 
scope of this research. 
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organisations developed innovative methods for contacting workers and providing them 

with essential services.  The Chinese Working Women Network use a ‘mobile support 

unit’, a bus that has been converted into a resource centre, which visits workers in three 

industrial towns per week (CCC 2005b).  Another example is the Institute for 

Contemporary Observation, a NGO in Shenzhen, China, that provides advice to 

garment workers through a telephone hotline and via chatrooms on QQ, a popular 

instant messaging site in China.  Other organisations in the network include religious 

groups and shareholder activists engaged in garment industry advocacy.  These other 

organisations, like those described above, do not act as a unified voice and may have 

quite different, and even conflicting ideological or strategic positions, but they are all 

involved in advocating for change in the global garment industry.  

Within the United Nations system, the International Labour Organization is 

actively engaged in setting standards and convening representatives of unions, business 

leaders and government officials.  International labour standards, such as the ILO’s 

Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work described in chapter two, are widely used 

by NGOs involved in the anti-sweatshop network.  The ILO also plays a role in setting 

standards and raising the profile of some types of workers.  For example, in 1996, the 

ILO adopted a convention on homework.  The convention expanded the meaning of 

worker to include home-based workers, who had previously been excluded from 

categories of workers.  The ILO convention on homework was the result of an 

international coalition of organisations dedicated to homeworkers, led by the Self-

Employed Women’s Association.  There was significant debate among homeworker 

advocates about the representation of such workers.  Many labour leaders portrayed 

homeworkers as helpless victims, lacking skills and in need of protection.  Homeworker 

advocates, on the other hand, ‘conceded that homeworkers were exploited but insisted 

that they could take fate into their own hands, that they had the power to act’ (Prugl 

1999, p.205).  Such debates illustrate the significance of the ILO, both as a standard-

setting body and as a site for international debate about changing ideas about workers 

and workers’ rights. 

The ILO is, however, limited in its scope.  The agency is notoriously under-

resourced and lacks the mandate to enforce international labour standards.  This is one 

of the reasons for the reliance on voluntary codes of conduct and piece-meal monitoring 

by third parties.  Unlike the ILO, the World Trade Organization does have enforcement 

powers, although its jurisdiction currently does not extend to labour laws.  The 
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relationship between the anti-sweatshop network and the ILO, and the anti-sweatshop 

network and the WTO, is discussed in more detail in chapter five. 

Mapping the network 
 

A map of the network depicts the connections among the various actors in the network, 

including the relationship of the case study NGOs with the rest of the network.  Using 

the web network location and visualisation software, Issue Crawler, I created a map of 

the anti-sweatshop TAN, shown in appendix B.6 It identified 117 nodes in the network, 

including 5,335 node pages and 958 linkages within the network.  The size of the circle 

relates to the number of links that node received.  The map illustrates the linkages 

among the nodes in the network, by identifying links among web pages.7  While this 

indicates connections among organisations, it does not include links among 

organisations that are not present on the web.  For this reason, the crawl may exaggerate 

the influence of organisations with a significant web presence.  The crawl does not 

indicate the nature or quality of the relationships among organisations.  It simply 

indicates the extent to which organisations within a network link with other 

organisations’ websites.  Nevertheless, the map provides a suggestive indicator of the 

scope and interconnectedness of the anti-sweatshop network.  A full list of actors with 

interlinking websites is in appendix L.  

There are three main types of actors as nodes in the network: NGOs, unions and 

IGOs.  Unions in the network include nationally-based unions such as the American 

union UNITE HERE, as well as international confederations such as Global Unions and 

International Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, Restaurant, Catering, Tobacco and 

Allied Workers' Associations (IUF).  Some of the NGOs in the network are particularly 

focused on anti-sweatshop issues, such as the Maquila Solidarity Network and No 

Sweat.  Others are involved in anti-sweatshop advocacy as one of many other 

development issues.  This is the case with Oxfam and War on Want.  Other NGO nodes 

include the Thai Labour Campaign, a Thai-based NGO involved in several transnational 

campaigns, as well as Focus on the Global South, an advocacy and research institute 

based in the Philippines.   

                                                
6 I identified 57 NGOs, unions and IGOs engaged in transnational anti-sweatshop advocacy and input 
these organisations’ web addresses into Issue Crawler.  The software used those starting points to find 
linked organisations and to find further out-links.  I performed the crawl using the snowball setting, which 
searches sites with at least one link to the starting points (but does not privilege the starting points if 
sufficient links do not exist). 
7 A list of all of the websites crawled, and their rankings, is in appendix M. 
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One of the most striking outcomes of mapping the network is the centrality of 

the ILO, in terms of links with other nodes.  The crawl found 1,734 in-links to the ILO 

from other actors in the network.  These are links to the ILO website from other actors 

in the network.  These web links do not indicate the extent or quality of the relationships 

between the ILO and other actors in the network.  Nevertheless, the links illustrate the 

importance of the ILO, not as a coordinating node of the network, but as a point of 

shared reference.  It underscores the importance of ILO standards as shared norms 

promoted by many actors in the anti-sweatshop TAN.8  

The map also shows where the anti-sweatshop TAN overlaps with other TANs.  

For example, Issue Crawler identified links to 50 Years is Enough, a coalition of 200 

grassroots NGOs aimed at transforming the World Bank and International Monetary 

Fund.  It also found links to human rights NGOs such as Human Rights Watch and the 

environmental NGO, Sierra Club.  IGO nodes include the United Nations Development 

Programme, OECD and the World Bank among others.  The crawl also found links to 

IGOs connected to other issue areas.  For example, it identified links to the World 

Health Organization and the Food and Agricultural Organization of the UN.  These 

links indicate that anti-sweatshop actors are connected (at least on the web) to other 

activist networks and to IGOs involved in a wide array of issues including health, trade 

and the environment.   

Some organisations in the anti-sweatshop TAN may be more closely linked than 

others, however no central organisation coordinates the actors in the network.  The anti-

sweatshop TAN resembles what Diani (2003) refers to as a clique structure, where the 

nodes in the network interact through multiple links, lacking a central coordinating 

body.  Tim Connor (2005, p.72), Coordinator of Oxfam Australia’s NikeWatch 

campaign, suggests that the loose, decentralised structure of the anti-sweatshop network 

has ‘facilitated innovation and adaptive learning’.  Since activists do not need to seek 

permission from others before taking action, he notes ‘this has freed individuals and 

organizations to experiment with new and potentially risky campaign activities without 

waiting for the approval of a slow-moving bureaucracy and without endangering the 

movement as a whole’ (p.72).  Connor points out that the lack of a clear path that 

targeted companies can take, however, gives them little incentive to take steps towards 

                                                
8 See Standing (2008) for a critical assessment of the ILO and its inability to develop an effective social 
response to globalisation. 
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improvement, since there is no guarantee that activists will call off their campaigns once 

companies make changes.9 

Although the network is loose and decentralised it is fairly dense.  For example, 

note the links among the NGOs and unions clustered on the right side of the map in 

appendix B.  The density is the result of flows of information, and these NGOs linking 

to each other’s websites.  This is true with, and among, the IGOs as well, but the part of 

the network that includes NGOs and unions appears to be even denser.  The density of 

the network suggests that actions of one organisation are inextricably linked to those of 

the others.  

Appendix C shows the geographical distribution of NGOs, unions and IGOs in 

the anti-sweatshop network.  The data were generated using Issue Crawler to identify 

115 nodes in the anti-sweatshop network.  While a few of these organisations are 

located in garment producing nations, most of them are clustered within certain cities in 

the US and Europe.10  For example, 26 are based in Washington DC and 11 are in 

London.  There are many NGOs and unions that work directly with garment workers 

throughout Asia, Latin America and Africa.  However, they may not show up here since 

they are not actively linked to transnational campaigns and anti-sweatshop activism on 

the web. This may be due to these organisations having less access to, or use for, web-

based activism.  It may also reflect less involvement in transnational campaigns, as 

opposed to local or national campaigns.   

 

                                                
9 The loosely coordinated, highly decentralised structure of the anti-sweatshop network has proven to be 
frustrating at times for activists.  Increasing coordination among those in the network would help address 
some of these issues, yet none of the activists I spoke with during the course of this research expressed a 
desire for an overarching structure with greater centralisation.  They are faced with the challenge of 
determining how to create greater coordination without losing the benefits of a decentralised network. 
10 The concentration of nodes in the network based in the global North further justifies the emphasis of 
this study on such organisations, given the reliance on research methods using sources available on the 
Internet. 
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Phases of anti-sweatshop advocacy 
 

Since the 1990s, anti-sweatshop activists have used a variety of campaigns and 

strategies in their attempts to improve working conditions and ensure workers’ rights.  

Table 3.1 below describes the phases of anti-sweatshop advocacy.  Each phase of 

transnational advocacy took place in tandem with political changes, and changes in the 

distribution of manufacturing.  Activists’ actions elicited different responses from 

targeted corporations, which in turn led to activists changing their tactics.  These 

changes demonstrate the power and resilience of political and economic structures in 

the garment industry, where each time NGOs achieved some influence, targeted 

companies were able to absorb activists’ critiques and make minor adjustments without 

making major changes to their sourcing practices.  

 

Table 3.1 Phases of anti-sweatshop advocacy 
 

Phase 1: Name and shame campaigns 
(1995 – 1998) 

Policies: Phase-out of quotas begin (MFA ends, ATC implemented).  
Production: Production increased in Asia and Central America. 
NGOs: Launched name and shame campaigns, exposed celebrities and high profile retailers 
with poor labour conditions, especially child labour. 
Corporate responses: Targeted retailers denied any responsibility for working conditions in 
supply chains and refused to disclose factory locations. 

Phase 2: Corporate social responsibility 
(1999 – 2004) 

Policies: 80 percent of quotas were still in place by end of 2005. 
Production: As quotas were met in Korea and Taiwan, Taiwanese and Korean-owned 
factories increased production in Central America, Indonesia and Vietnam; China became the 
major supplier for the American, European and Japanese markets.  
NGOs: Developed model codes, pushed for factory disclosure, researched supply chains of 
major retailers. 
Corporate responses: Targeted retailers began to acknowledge some responsibility for 
supply chains first by developing individual codes and later by joining multi-stakeholder 
initiatives (MSIs).  Companies producing university apparel agreed to disclose factory 
locations, on a limited basis. 

Phase 3: Post MFA 
(2005 - present) 

Policies: MFA/ATC ended 1 January 2005, new quotas placed on China through the US-
China MOU and EU-China agreement, both phased out by the end of 2008. Global financial 
crisis affected consumer demand and access to credit. 
Production:  Increased concentration of manufacturing in China and India.  Factory closures 
in Central America, Bangladesh and Indonesia. 
NGOs: Activists sought severance payments for retrenched workers, developed procurement 
policies, and engaged with multi-stakeholder initiatives. 
Corporate responses: Codes of conduct became widespread, industry leaders and those 
producing for the university market disclosed factories, conducted internal audits, and 
expanded participation in MSIs. 
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The periodisation I offer here is based on the anti-sweatshop network and corporate 

responses to it, with an emphasis on the actions of Northern-based NGOs, as one of the 

key types of actors within the network.11  The series of negotiations between actors in 

the TAN and corporations in each phase resulted in compromise and cooperation at 

times, as well as conflict and co-optation at others. 

The early ‘name and shame’ campaigns, as they are called, did have some 

notable successes, especially when conducted in conjunction with legal action.  Chie 

Abad, an anti-sweatshop activist with Global Exchange and former garment worker, 

lived through one such campaign.  She was involved in a landmark lawsuit against US 

corporations in Saipan in 1999.12  As a result of the lawsuit, workers were paid US $20 

million in back wages.  However even before the verdict was decided, SAKO, the 

Korean corporation that owned the factory where Abad worked, made some significant 

changes.  After having been forced to live in company dorms, workers were finally 

allowed to live wherever they wanted (Abad, personal interview, 12 December 2008, 

San Francisco).  SAKO also offered workers medical benefits, decreased recruitment 

fees, and reduced hours to 60 hours a week (down from 100 hours per week).13 These 

changes were due to the threat of legal action along with negative publicity in Saipan 

and on American television. 

Since the late 1990s and early 2000s (and phase two of anti-sweatshop 

advocacy), most major retailers have implemented codes of conduct and regularly 

conduct internal audits.  However, audits alone are insufficient to ensure compliance.  

According to Kaiming Liu, Executive Director of the Institute for Contemporary 

Observation, which works on improving corporate social responsibility and labour 

rights in China, many factories know how to evade auditors (Liu, personal interview, 7 

October 2008, Shenzhen).  In fact, he explained that many factories maintain false 

documents and train workers in how to answer auditors’ questions.  Liu reported that 

there are even consulting firms available in Shenzhen that help factory owners get 

around such audits.   

                                                
11 The strategy of these NGOs to link brands with the conditions under which they are produced 
highlights the value (and vulnerability) of branding.  For example, the value of Nike’s brand in 2003 was 
US $8.2bn, The Gap was US $7.7bn and Levi’s was $3.3bn (Oxfam 2005, p.49). 
12 Legal action is rarely an option for anti-sweatshop activists since factories do not often share political 
jurisdictions with retailers.  However, Saipan is a US protectorate.  This is the reason much of the 
production was located there in the first place since manufacturers could sew in the Made in USA label 
without having to meet other labour obligations commensurate with doing business within the US. 
13 In an interview, Abad described her role in the case including how she sewed a camera into her 
clothing in order to film the inside of the factory where she worked.  Some of that footage appeared on 
US television on ABC News 20/20 on March 13, 1998 and later became part of the documentary, Labor 
Behind the Label (Lessin 2001).   
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Although companies may not acknowledge the influence the anti-sweatshop 

network has had on their operations, many have changed the way they approach 

responsibility to improve working conditions. Retailers’ responses to campaigns vary, 

however in general those that have been targets of campaigns and come under greater 

scrutiny now have more thorough social auditing systems in place.  Such changes can 

be seen in how Adidas, a frequent target of anti-sweatshop campaigns, implemented its 

social auditing programme.  A report in 2007 by the Adidas Group (2007a) included the 

statement that since the establishment of its Social and Environmental Affairs Team in 

1997, ‘we have established an extensive programme for managing workplace issues in 

our supply chain, founded on the principle that although we have outsourced the 

manufacture of our products, we are still responsible for how our products are made’.14  

The acceptance of responsibility for labour conditions in supply chains by retailers is 

limited and relatively new, and a significant departure from the pre-anti-sweatshop 

advocacy era.  Only since the third phase of anti-sweatshop advocacy began have the 

major retailers acknowledged their responsibility for working conditions in suppliers’ 

factories, published results of their findings of factory conditions, and joined multi-

stakeholder initiatives.   

Bill Anderson, Head of Social and Environmental Affairs (Asia Pacific) for the 

Adidas Group said in an interview, ‘if we are protecting the rights of workers, then 

ultimately we are managing the brand reputation.  If we are failing to protect the rights 

of those workers, then the brand reputation won’t stand for much’ (Anderson, personal 

interview, 6 October 2008, Hong Kong).  Social compliance departments in some big 

companies are part of their public relations departments, which indicates how 

compliance fits into image management.  In contrast, the Adidas Group’s approach is 

more technical and legalistic.  Consequently, according to Anderson, the Social and 

Environmental Affairs department has significant clout within the company.15  

Anderson acknowledges that auditing alone is insufficient.  He said, ‘I think nearly 

every program that has had resources and expertise and personnel has learned early on 

that the success of an auditing-based program is relatively little’ (Anderson, personal 

interview, 6 October 2008, Hong Kong).  He said that is why the Adidas Group links 

commercial decisions with compliance performance.  For example, before a factory can 

                                                
14 Quote appears on the inside cover of the report. No page number given. 
15 Corporate responses are dependent on many factors including corporate culture, resources, and allies 
within targeted organisations.  In the course of my interviews, several people mentioned the important 
role of individual staff within targeted organisations pushing from within the company for greater social 
auditing programs. 
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be contracted to produce goods for Adidas, the Social and Environmental Affairs 

department must be satisfied that it meets basic requirements.  These basic 

requirements, known as zero tolerance issues, mainly relate to health and safety.  Other 

issues, referred to as threshold issues, are those that Adidas staff note and give factories 

time to bring into line with Adidas’ standards.  In an interview, Vincent Tse, Adidas’ 

Social & Environmental Affairs' Regional Manager (Operations), gave the example that 

if a factory had their employees working 70 hours a week and the Adidas’ standard is 

60 hours a week, the local Adidas staff would work with the factory to develop a plan to 

implement the Adidas’ standard and would then follow up several months later to 

ensure the Adidas’ standards were being met (Tse, personal interview, 6 October 2008, 

Hong Kong).  

According to Anderson, he and his colleagues are concerned about some of the 

same issues as the anti-sweatshop activists.  The main difference is that they differ in 

how they define the role of retailers in ensuring decent working conditions.  He argued, 

‘the companies will see their role defined by programmes that they have developed.  

Sometimes you will see that the NGO expectation is far greater than the ability—the 

NGO would see it as the willingness, we would often see it as the ability—of the global 

company to respond to the things that they think global companies should do’ 

(Anderson, personal interview, 6 October 2008, Hong Kong).  In his view, activists 

assume that the retailers have a much greater ability to influence working conditions in 

their suppliers’ factories than he believes they do.  He suggested that, compared to 

activists’ assumptions and expectations, retailers have relatively limited power in 

enforcing labour standards and that this ultimately rests with governments.   

This emphasis on whether or not retailers should be the enforcers of standards 

ignores the fact that many of the retailers’ sourcing practices, such as low prices, 

unrealistic delivery times, and short-term contracts, exacerbate poor working conditions 

in the industry. Few retailers have made drastic changes to their sourcing practices.  

However, some retailers have begun to make some small, but significant, changes as a 

result of anti-sweatshop activism.  For example, since it first became a target of anti-

sweatshop activism in the early 1990s, Nike has changed its approach to its suppliers 

(Nike 2006).  A recent event highlights changes in how Nike responds to criticism in its 

suppliers’ factories.  In 2008, reporter Mike Duffy posed as a fashion buyer and toured 

the factory of Nike subcontractor Hytex in Malaysia.  He filmed facilities where 26 men 

were forced to sleep in one room, and 300 people had to share inadequate bathing and 

toilet facilities (Duffy 2008).  The workers had come to Malaysia from Sri Lanka, 
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Nepal, Bangladesh, Vietnam and Indonesia and were required to pay fees equivalent to 

a year’s salary in order to secure employment.  They were then forced to hand over their 

passports and sign documents in a language they did not understand, committing them 

to lengthy contracts to repay their debts (Read 2008; Oxfam Australia 2008a).  By all 

accounts these conditions constituted forms of forced labour and were in direct conflict 

with ILO labour standards and Nike’s own code of conduct.  Shortly after being notified 

of the findings, Nike issued a press release confirming the findings and laying out a 

remediation plan requiring Hytex to return workers’ passports, move workers into 

alternative accommodation and reimburse the employment fees (Nike 2008b).  The 

conditions at Hytex were not unique.  In fact these conditions are not exceptional in the 

industry.  What is different about this case is the quick response from Nike.   

After almost fifteen years of anti-sweatshop activism targeting Nike, the 

company changed its strategy from one of outright denial of any involvement in the 

poor working conditions in its suppliers’ factories to acceptance of the findings as well 

as acceptance of some responsibility to act and rectify the situation.  Although Nike 

does not directly employ these workers (a distinction Nike is keen to make), Nike 

executives are aware of the power Nike holds over Hytex managers and employees.  In 

its press release Nike stated that it had required Hytex to return workers’ passports, 

provide adequate housing, and set up a hotline for workers to contact Nike directly with 

complaints (Nike 2008b).  Another clear difference in Nike’s response is that, following 

the exposure of Hytex, Nike did not sever its contract with the factory, which it had 

done in previous cases when confronted with media coverage of poor conditions in its 

factories.  In the Hytex case, Nike committed to seeing changes made at the factory and 

not, in the words of activists, ‘cutting and running’ once confronted with the scandal.  

This has been an important aspect of the second and third phase of anti-sweatshop 

advocacy pushing buyers like Nike to retain contracts and help ensure that conditions 

are remedied rather than terminating contracts, which further harms workers.  The speed 

with which Nike responded in the Hytex case, and its approach to governance of its 

supply chain, are clearly the result of fifteen years of cumulative campaigning by anti-

sweatshop activists. 

 

TOOLS OF INFLUENCE16 
 

                                                
16 Part of this section, along with part of chapter six, appeared in Garwood (2008). 
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The NGOs and the anti-sweatshop network are part of a complex system that includes 

the people who produce and consume clothing, the policy environment in which 

decisions are made, the multinational companies and their supply chains, the physical 

plants where clothing is made, and even the natural and synthetic fibres that are used to 

make garments.17  The complex system of workers, consumers and advocates is more 

than the sum of its parts.  It also includes the linkages and flows among the parts, all of 

which contribute to the shape of the system.  These flows of information, images and 

ideas, referred to as feedback loops in complexity theory, are fed back into the system 

of garment production and consumption.  Examples of feedback in the garment industry 

system are changes in policies such as the phase-out of the MFA and activists’ 

campaign messages.  These feedback loops are continuously changing and shaping the 

system.  In the garment industry, previous campaigns and catalytic events (like those 

described earlier) contribute to the present state of the system and shape its future 

prospects.  

The anti-sweatshop network allows small NGOs to become political actors able 

to intervene, in some small, yet important ways, in the complex system surrounding 

garment production and consumption.  According to Hjorth and Bagheri (2006, p.83),‘A 

complex system is characterized as emergent behaviour resulting from the interaction 

among its parts, and for that reason cannot be fragmented without losing its identity and 

purposefulness’.  Another way of conceptualising the relationship between actors within 

networks and systems comes from Castells.  He argues that what characterises the new 

role of nodes or hubs in a network is that they ‘are dependent on the network, that their 

logic depends on their place in the network, and that they are sites to process signals 

that do not originate from any specific place but from endless recurrent interactions in 

the network’ (Castells 2005, p.364).  In other words, the interactions within the network 

and the flows within the network are constitutive in that they actually create the 

network. 

One of the most important flows within networks is the sharing of information.  

In fact, information exchange is the dominant modality of transnational advocacy 

networks (Khagram, Riker and Sikkink 2002, p.9).  Interactions among activists in the 

anti-sweatshop network include sharing information among mutual allies as well as 

debates among activists.  These debates take place in numerous venues including the 

                                                
17 An example of the importance of the connections in the industry to the physical inputs into the clothing 
is the recent debate about organic and fair trade cotton.  Some manufacturers are selling clothing that has 
been certified as fair trade because of the way that the cotton has been harvested, but which says nothing 
about the condition under which the fabric itself was assembled.   
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annual Sweatfree Communities conference and subsections of the World Social Forum.  

Activists also circulate discussion papers, such as those distributed by the Maquila 

Solidarity Network on codes of conduct.  Another venue is the blog, Labor is not a 

Commodity, set up by International Labor Rights Forum, STITCH and the US Labor 

Education in the Americas Project.  All of these point to ways that small organisations 

engage in debates with other activists and the public through their engagement with the 

broader anti-sweatshop network. 

 

Information politics 
 

NGOs exercise influence in global politics through various means.  This section focuses 

primarily on what Keck and Sikkink (1998) call information politics, and the way in 

which information is communicated in consumer campaigns.  Lacking material and 

economic power, TANs rely on information to persuade others to take action.  The ways 

in which activists gather, manage and disseminate that information can determine the 

extent to which a particular campaign succeeds in achieving its goals.  Two types of 

information that anti-sweatshop activists commonly use are factory reports and worker 

testimonials.  Studies of factory conditions often detail health, safety, overtime and 

wage violations.  NGOs often compile the reports in conjunction with local unions, and 

can be part of informal assessments or formal monitoring processes.  

Workers’ testimonials personalise the data on worker abuse by presenting 

human stories about poor working conditions. The stories have the potential to reorient 

relationships between consumers and producers, from simply being connected (or 

disconnected) by the item of clothing, to stressing their shared humanity across political 

and geographic space.  Organisations often present worker testimonials on their 

websites and in other publications, or in the form of speaking tours.  These stories are 

aimed at educating the public and encouraging consumers to change their behaviour.  

Information generated or obtained by anti-sweatshop NGOs often goes through 

a process of translation.  Sometimes the translation is from one language to another, 

while other times it is a translation into language that fits a particular political arena.  As 

Jordan and Van Tuijl (2000, p.2055) note, ‘Information by itself is not enough to pursue 

effective advocacy.  Often the available information needs interpretation in accordance 

with the political arena in which it is being articulated’.  There is tremendous room for 

Northern-based activists to mistranslate garment workers’ stories.  Brooks (2007) offers 

accounts of Northern anti-sweatshop activists appropriating the stories of Southern 
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garment workers.  This can happen when Northern activists seek to package workers’ 

stories into familiar tropes for Northern audiences.  These issues are discussed in more 

detail in chapter seven, which focuses on accountability in anti-sweatshop NGOs 

including representations of garment workers in advocacy campaigns. 

The anti-sweatshop network uses a variety of strategies to communicate with 

consumers, including print media, radio, protests (such as mock sweatshops in front of 

retail outlets, corporate headquarters or on university campuses), cross-cultural 

delegations and many others.  Activists also seek to influence consumers using speaker 

tours where garment workers or former garment workers speak to student groups, 

religious organisations or social clubs.  The Clean Clothes Campaign, Maquila 

Solidarity Network, FairWear and Global Exchange all sponsor these types of speaker 

tours.  One of the goals of such tours is to humanise workers who often appear 

anonymous and distant to consumers in the global North.  

Many of the anti-sweatshop NGOs use web-based tools to mobilise consumers.  

This is part of the broader trend of activists using new media to coordinate social 

movements (Van de Donk et al. 2004; Kahn and Kellner 2004).  Small organisations 

especially benefit from using information and communication technologies that allow 

them to access large groups of people at minimal cost.  These communications aim to 

inspire action of one sort or another among consumers, such as writing a letter, signing 

a petition, attending a protest or changing their own consumption habits.  Although 

small anti-sweatshop NGOs are not distinct in this regard from larger NGOs or for-

profit institutions, they do tend to rely on these technologies to a greater extent since 

they lack the resources for using other forms of media. 

The anti-sweatshop NGOs operate websites, blogs, electronic alerts and 

regularly post material on social-networking websites.  The usage of such social-

networking sites is relatively new for most NGOs.18  It represents a merging of life 

politics (Giddens 1991) with more formal political engagement that is common among 

young anti-sweatshop activists in the US and elsewhere, who were introduced to the 

anti-sweatshop movement through university campus-based campaigns in the late 1990s 

and early 2000s.  This convergence is part of what Bennett (2006) describes as lifestyle 

politics, which are the ways that people create social and political meaning around their 

                                                
18 Over the course of conducting this research, the case study NGOs have incorporated more web-based 
tools, particularly their use of social networking websites.  The use of Facebook, YouTube, MySpace, 
Twitter and others is becoming commonplace among anti-sweatshop NGOs, where only a few years ago 
the case study NGOs were largely absent on such sites.  This use of web-based tools has facilitated the 
dissemination of information and enhanced communication with supporters and coordination among 
actors in the TAN. 
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values and the personal narratives that express them.  As individuals express their 

identities through their consumption habits, their relationship to the state and global 

politics is shaped by an emerging identity of citizens as consumers of public as well as 

private goods.  This identification with consumption among many citizen-consumers in 

Western democracies and the sense of agency attached to consumption activities has 

contributed to the success of consumer-oriented campaigns (Bennett 2006).  The anti-

sweatshop network has been able to tap into lifestyle politics, particularly with many 

young consumers in the North, in a way that other social movements have not. 

The strength of such consumer campaigns has been their ability to turn localised 

sites of consumption, politics, media and education into venues to expose widespread 

corporate abuses (Bennett 2006). The power of electronic communication comes in 

taking localised actions, such as a sit-in at Purdue University in Indiana or a satire of a 

fashion show in Melbourne, and transforming that local event into a global one.  The 

Internet provides a way to shift actions from the local to global arena (or perhaps, more 

realistically, from one local place to others).  The action itself becomes a small part of 

the overall act, as it takes on symbolic importance for a wider audience and to the 

participants themselves. 

The communication of many small, localised protests helps foster a sense of 

solidarity among autonomous nodes in the network.  There are many benefits from a 

diffuse, decentralised network.  However, as Bennett (2006, p.29) suggests, ‘The recent 

entry of large numbers of less commonly purposed, networked players increases the 

prospects for unstable coalitions, greater communication noise, lack of clarity about 

goals, and poor movement idea-framing’.  This is important since the framing of ideas, 

as discussed later in the chapter, can determine the extent to which activists are 

successful or not in communicating their messages and persuading targeted actors to 

change. 

The inability for NGOs in the network to control a central frame is, indeed, a 

challenge, yet they benefit tremendously from the flow of information on the Internet 

about sweatshops and corporate campaigns.  This even includes information that the 

anti-sweatshop NGOs, themselves, do not control.  One example is SimSweatshop, a 

sweatshop simulation video game.19  The anti-sweatshop network also benefits from 

                                                
19 Another example is microRevolt, a collection of handmade squares from 20 countries that knitting 
enthusiasts assembled together to make a 14-foot-wide blanket with the imprint of the Nike swoosh.  The 
blanket was exhibited around the USA and Europe.  Cat Mazza, microRevolt creator, says of the project, 
‘knitting logos into garments is an absurd act that simultaneously glorifies and assaults corporate logos’ 
symbolic power’ (Gshwandtner 2006).  The banner is an example of what Klein (2000) refers to as 
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‘communication noise’ from those hostile to their work.  This includes a critique by 

prominent economist Jagdish Bhagwati deriding anti-sweatshop activists on BBC, as 

well as less well-known critics such as Students for Sweatshops, created by a student in 

Mississippi on MySpace in reaction to anti-sweatshop activists.  Even such ‘noise’ helps 

to generate discussion, keep the issue alive in an already crowded field of social and 

political issues in the media, and provides an opportunity for the anti-sweatshop 

network to gain exposure and share information.  

At a time when many NGOs are becoming more centralised and professionalised 

in their communication strategies, the organisations in the anti-sweatshop network are 

bucking that trend.20  Instead, they are becoming more diffuse and decentralised, 

benefiting from a multiplicity of people and actions on the web that serve to further 

their work.  They are building networks of autonomous nodes, rather than tightly 

controlled, centralised structures.  Some of the actions are coordinated, but more often 

they are not.  These autonomous nodes in the transnational anti-sweatshop network are 

creating and disseminating information that can be used by multiple NGOs in consumer 

campaigns.  

 

Collective voice and framing 
 

Despite its diffuse nature, the anti-sweatshop network behaves as a political actor with 

its own voice, beyond the culmination of individual actors in the network.  This voice is 

not necessarily the collection of all the disparate voices, but is, instead, the outcome of 

negotiation and interaction among members within the network (Keck and Sikkink 

1998, p.207).  In the anti-sweatshop network, as in other advocacy networks, 

perspectives range from reformist to more radical.  Reformists often gain a greater sense 

of legitimacy among targeted actors as the ‘respectable face of dissent’ (The Economist 

2000, p.87) precisely because of the presence of activists with more challenging 

agendas.  

Another way of thinking about a network’s voice is through framing.  Framing 

is a concept from social movement theory that is used to uncover how ideology operates 

within movements.  It recognises that movements are ‘signifying agents engaged in the 

production and maintenance of meaning’ (Snow 2004, p.384).  Frames can be deliberate 

                                                                                                                                          
culture jamming, appropriating and subverting the very symbols used by companies in order to expose 
corporate misconduct.  
20 For more on NGOs and communication, see Dimitrov (2008). 
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and obvious, but they can also be the underlying messages and constructions of place 

and identities associated with a social movement.  Understanding framing helps to 

develop a deeper understanding of the actors involved in the anti-sweatshop network 

and the mechanisms they use to participate in transnational advocacy.  

Activist organisations construct frames, but the media and targeted institutions 

also shape how the public perceives activists’ frames.  In other words, NGOs have 

agency in developing the frames, but they do not have complete control over them.  

Ross (2004b, p.208) notes that the US media employed three different frames in 

response to activism in the US in the mid-1990s around the sweatshop issue.  The 

‘foreign and immigrant workers’ frame highlighted the connections between immigrant 

labour and exploitive conditions in US sweatshops.  The ‘celebrity’ frame connected 

high profile individuals with sweatshops.21  He describes a third type of frame as 

‘movement as stupid’, whereby conservative pundits painted anti-sweatshop activists as 

misguided and senseless.  Each of these relates to the ways in which the media 

characterised garment workers and advocates, and influenced the way the public 

interpreted activists’ messages. 

Activists used several different frames throughout each of the phases of anti-

sweatshop advocacy, described earlier in this chapter.  Since phase three began, the 

most prevalent frames are what I characterise as a corporate accountability frame and a 

global justice frame. The corporate accountability frame presents labour violations as 

anomalies that can be remedied through targeted programmes, certification and 

labelling.  This frame suggests that monitoring and evaluation of factories will be able 

to identify and remedy the worst offenders of an otherwise workable system.  This 

frame is aimed at consumers and gives the impression that if consumers adopt conscious 

shopping habits, the garment industry can become ‘sweatfree.’  This frame leads to 

focusing on consumer’s shopping habits and monitoring factories.  

The global justice frame links critiques of the industry with broader critiques of 

neoliberal globalisation.  The global justice frame acknowledges the routinised aspects 

of worker exploitation in the garment industry, so that underpayment of wages, forced 

overtime and sexual harassment in the industry are not simply viewed as deviations 

from an otherwise just system, but they are endemic to it.  This frame strongly links 

sweatshops with other issues, so that the garment industry is seen as connected to 

                                                
21 Ross tracked the number of newspaper stories about sweatshops before and after the campaign against 
Kathie Lee Gifford.  He found that in the six months after the Gifford affair news coverage of sweatshops 
tripled, showing the impact of such a campaign on generating interest in the issues. 
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structural adjustment policies, unfair trade rules and neoliberal policies, which are seen 

as part and parcel of exploitation in the garment industry.  

Underlying both frames is a growing focus on workers’ rights as human rights.  

This was not always the case.  Throughout the first two phases of anti-sweatshop 

advocacy, activists tended to emphasise working conditions over workers’ rights.  

Esbenshade (2004, p.202) suggests that, ‘a focus on conditions rather than on the rights 

of the workers has put the anti-sweatshop movement in a vulnerable position.  

Multinationals appear to take the high road by adopting codes of conduct for their 

contracting facilities and monitoring them for compliance, without changing the basic 

operating principles of the system’.  Recognising this, many activists have begun to 

emphasise the need for enabling rights such as freedom of association so that garment 

workers can take a more active role in pressuring employers to improve working 

conditions (Connor and Dent 2006). 

Katie Quan, a former union organiser and current Associate Chair of the UC 

Berkeley Labor Center, suggested in an interview that, along with getting big 

companies to recognise and accept responsibility for working conditions in their supply 

chains, reframing labour rights as human rights has been a major accomplishment of the 

anti-sweatshop network (Quan, personal interview, 12 December 2008, Berkeley, 

California).  This focus on rights has been due to a realisation among activists of the 

inability to effect lasting change without achieving enabling rights.  It is also part of a 

broader trend towards rights-based approaches, or what Nelson and Dorsey (2008) call 

new rights advocacy, which includes the advancement of economic and social rights 

that have long been overshadowed by an emphasis on political rights.  

Issue framing is an important activity for NGOs in order to make their voices 

heard since they often compete with frames developed by the media and targeted 

institutions.  Frames are also integral to shaping internal operations of NGOs and the 

network.  By participating in the network, NGOs are able to mobilise particular frames, 

depending on the issue and audience.  They may employ multiple frames at any given 

point, or draw from different frames at different times.  For example many of the anti-

sweatshop NGOs simultaneously use both the corporate accountability and global 

justice frames.  They develop critiques of the system and use language of global justice, 

while simultaneously developing specific programmes that can intervene in the system 

in small ways to address the most flagrant abuses.  

How an organisation chooses to frame the issues depends, in part, on its 

ideological origins.  The organisations in this study have their origins in religious 
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organisations and social movements focused on human rights, labour rights, feminism 

and international development.  Figure 3.2 below shows the ideological origins of the 

Northern-based NGOs in the anti-sweatshop network.   

 

Figure 3.2 Ideological origins of transnational anti-sweatshop NGOs 

 
Source: Data collected by the author.  See appendix A for a list of organisations included. 

 

Within each NGO there are often multiple ideological underpinnings (figure 3.2 

indicates the organisation’s primary one).  Sluiter (2009, p.16) says of the origins of the 

Clean Clothes Campaign, ‘Although socialist, feminist and anti-imperialist theories 

resounded in the background, the aim of the campaign was thoroughly practical: to 

improve labour conditions in the garment industry’.  These theoretical traditions are still 

evident in Clean Clothes Campaign materials that emphasise global justice.  At the 

same time the organisation has developed the tools and language associated with the 

corporate accountability frame to communicate with retailers.  

Within the global justice frame there are two predominant, overlapping 

perspectives: those with their origins in feminist movements and those with their origins 

in labour movements.  These are not mutually exclusive and many activists and 

organisations engage in both, but there are differences in terms of origin, analysis and 

strategies.  These differences can be illustrated by how NGOs coming from each 

perspective use the term sweatshop.  The word sweatshop has become a central feature 

of the NGOs with their roots in labour movements.  On the contrary, many of the 

organisations focused on women do not use the word sweatshop.  This may be due to 

the fear of stigmatising the women who work in the factories, furthering a perception of 
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the women, not as agents of change, but instead as helpless victims.  Another reason 

may be because some feminist scholars and activists tend to be ambivalent about 

garment factories, not wanting to assign the label of sweatshop branding them as dens 

of exploitation.  Few people suggest that the current conditions are healthy for women, 

but many cite the ambiguous and contradictory effects, economically and socially, of 

garment work on women (Pearson 1998; Kabeer 2000).  Debates over the usage of the 

term sweatshop point to deeper divisions among anti-sweatshop NGOs over the 

emphasis of advocacy campaigns and the framing of workers’ issues.22  

The anti-sweatshop network facilitates NGOs becoming transnational political 

actors by building bridges across different frames.  Each organisation has its own 

supporters who are then exposed to the anti-sweatshop issue through the lens of their 

chosen NGO.  For example, the International Labor Rights Forum draws significant 

support from American lawyers, law students and law professors since it includes legal 

analysis and lawsuits as part of its strategy.  Many of the supporters of the Campaign for 

Labor Rights (CLR) were drawn to it based on its work with Central American refugees 

and its involvement in peace movements in the 1980s.  CLR also has strong contacts 

with churches and religious organisations in the US.  FairWear in Australia also has 

links with churches.  Each organisation’s support base has different points of leverage, 

such as students with university apparel, citizens with local governments (in regard to 

sweatfree ordinances) and religious organisations through shareholder activism.  

Although each organisation specialises in a particular approach to issues (i.e. legal, 

religious) and strategies, they have managed to broaden support for themselves and each 

other by linking with other organisations in the transnational anti-sweatshop network. 

An organisation’s credibility can also be bolstered through its engagement with 

the TAN.  This is especially important for small organisations so that targeted actors 

cannot accuse the organisation of acting alone.  Instead, these NGOs can be viewed as 

part of a broader movement in which they are engaged, which can reinforce their 

message and can mobilise broader support, if needed.  Acting in concert with others 

also helps to establish NGO credibility and validate their work among the general 

public.  Anti-sweatshop NGOs broaden support for each other by citing and distributing 

reports, films, photographs and other materials that corroborate each other’s claims.  

                                                
22 For example, beyond several NGOs like STITCH and Working Women Worldwide, few of the 
Northern anti-sweatshop NGOs discuss ways to ensure that unions are truly democratic and adequately 
represent women workers.  This particularly relates to homeworkers, who make up a significant portion 
of the workforce in the garment industry, but are often excluded from traditional unions. 
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They also co-sign petitions, publicise each other’s events, and act as plaintiffs in 

lawsuits against retailers. 

In spite of all of the benefits for small organisations of working within a broader 

network, transnational networks are not necessarily harmonious, democratic or even 

effective (Kaldor 2003a).  Networks often include exchanges that are acrimonious and 

sometimes disillusioning for activists.  Moreover, racial hierarchies, class inequalities, 

gender discrimination and differential access to resources are present in local or 

regional networks, but are compounded on a transnational basis because of cultural 

differences and the unequal distribution of power and privilege (Guarnizo and Smith in 

Cohen and Rai 2000).  Advocacy NGOs based in the North often have a comparative 

advantage over their Southern partners in terms of access to resources and institutions.  

They also have the additional challenges in terms of legitimacy and a lack of knowledge 

of local situations.  Other conflicts within the network are based on divergent 

ideological perspectives or orientations of different actors.  This conflict can also exist 

between institutionalised versus more grassroots-oriented groups.  A certain level of 

conflict is probably a sign of a healthy network, but continual conflict can drain 

resources and hamper advocacy efforts.  

 

CONCLUSION 
 

The previous chapter analysed the structure of the garment industry, with its buyer-

driven supply chains, concentration of power among retailers, and the ease with which 

production can be moved across political borders.  In order to address these features of 

the industry, labour activists have developed a networked form of advocacy to 

transverse political jurisdictions and apply pressure to retailers as well as pressure the 

manufacturers and subcontractors that directly employ garment workers.  The result is a 

vast network of NGOs, unions and parts of IGOs, aimed at improving working 

conditions in the industry.  These actors are political agents in their own right as well as 

being part of a network that is itself a political actor in international politics. 

The number of Northern-based NGOs involved in transnational anti-sweatshop 

advocacy has increased significantly over the past three decades.  The majority of 

organisations in existence today were founded in the early 1990s.  These organisations, 

advocating on behalf of garment workers through consumer campaigns aimed at 

changing the behaviour of retailers and consumers, rely on other actors in the network 

for information, reinforcing claims and broadening support.  These include international 
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and nationally-based unions, parts of the International Labour Organisation and other 

IGOs, and workers’ organisations. 

The map of the anti-sweatshop TAN, referred to in this chapter and included in 

appendix B, illustrates the relationships among actors in the network.  Because of the 

high levels of density, and the decentralised nature of the anti-sweatshop network, 

individual actors—particularly those with minimal resources—can benefit from 

exposure and interaction with others.  This is especially important for small 

organisations that may be more reliant on the network for such support, and it allows 

these actors to collaborate and thereby amplify their effectiveness. 

Anti-sweatshop advocacy has gone through several key phases.  With each 

phase, NGOs pressured targeted retailers to acknowledge their responsibility for 

working conditions in their supply chains, and make changes in their policies and their 

suppliers’ practices to improve working conditions and respect workers’ rights.  During 

the first phase, retailers refused to extend responsibility for working conditions through 

their supply chains.  After years of campaigning, activists secured commitments from 

major retailers to improve working conditions in their supply chains.  These retailers 

have adopted codes of conduct, and some have implemented internal auditing 

programmes and joined multi-stakeholder initiatives.  While these represent a departure 

from retailers’ previous positions, these measures have not resulted in changes for large 

numbers of workers.  Instead, targeted retailers have absorbed and deflected criticism 

from anti-sweatshop activists.  The question is whether activists will be able to counter 

such actions and use retailers’ acknowledgement and extension of responsibility to 

effect further change in the industry in the next phase of anti-sweatshop advocacy. 

One of the main ways that the anti-sweatshop network influences targeted actors 

is by using web-based tools accessible even to relatively powerless organisations, but 

with access to computers and tools to develop websites.  NGOs’ use of communication 

technologies links them into broader networks, and amplifies their voices well beyond 

what their small staffs and relatively meagre budgets would otherwise allow.  Although 

they are not unique among for-profit or nonprofit entities in their use of these 

technologies, NGOs in the anti-sweatshop network derive substantial benefits from their 

access to them, particularly through the communication of information that fosters an 

identity among consumers as active political citizens.  This information is particularly 

important since it is through this information that NGOs can enact communicative 

power and persuasion. 
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Networks have become significant organising structures in transnational politics.  

NGOs, such as those in this study, increasingly work through such networks, which 

influence the ways that NGOs engage with multiple political opportunity structures and, 

ultimately, the extent to which they can succeed in achieving their goals.  This chapter 

examined the characteristics of the network that enable small NGOs to participate in the 

network.  The following chapter examines four of these NGOs, their relationships to 

places, and how these relationships shape the NGOs’ actions as transnational political 

actors. 
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4 

Places and practices of four anti-sweatshop NGOs 
 

 

The purpose of the chapter is to explain how different anti-sweatshop NGOs use their 

particular geographic and political locations to engage in transnational advocacy.  The 

concept of a network risks flattening distinctions among the various nodes or 

component actors.  Therefore, this chapter looks in more depth at four NGOs: United 

Students Against Sweatshops, STITCH, FairWear and the Clean Clothes Campaign.  

These NGOs are all involved in anti-sweatshop activism, but from different local and 

national contexts.  They also differ in their ideological origins, organisational structures 

and targets of advocacy.  Comparing these four NGOs demonstrates how organisations 

approach similar issues in different ways. This chapter traces some important 

differences among the NGOs to demonstrate how the histories and contexts of specific 

organisations affect their abilities to engage in transnational anti-sweatshop advocacy.   

This chapter also demonstrates how activists seek to transform their own 

specific locations in the global North into platforms from which to participate in 

transnational advocacy.  The emphasis on place may seem counterintuitive at a time 

when globalisation is interpreted as deterritorialising aspects of capital.  Although 

capital is able to move quickly from one country to another, it is still very much tied to 

specific national and local contexts.  Activists, on occasion, have been able to use this to 

their advantage.  Although multinational corporations have become more mobile in 

recent years, they must still be located in places, no matter how temporary, and they 

must sell their goods in places.  Even if the Internet is their main store front, customers 

exist in specific locations beyond virtual reality.  Activists seek to transform consumers’ 

sense of place so that those places of consumption become spaces for political action 

that can reach across national borders. 

This chapter offers insights into how the case study NGOs engage in forms of 

transnational, yet grounded, civic politics aimed at improving working conditions in the 

garment industry.  The first section of the chapter introduces what Tarrow (2005) refers 

to as rooted cosmopolitanism, galvanising support domestically for international causes.  

The second section compares the NGOs’ modes and targets of advocacy, including their 

organisational structures, how the NGOs define targeted actors’ responsibilities for 

improving conditions in the industry, and the NGOs’ relationships to their audiences.  
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Next, for each NGO, the chapter outlines the relevant background and organisational 

structure and discusses the role of place and identities in the NGOs’ campaigns.  The 

last section of the chapter discusses how the NGOs enact rooted cosmopolitanism in 

their particular environments, and how this affects their engagement with transnational 

anti-sweatshop advocacy.  The chapter concludes with thoughts on how these 

connections to place and identities shape the NGOs’ participation in transnational 

politics.   

 

ROOTED COSMOPOLITANISM 
 

The anti-sweatshop NGOs included in this study are connected to particular places.  Yet 

place means much more than physical locale.  According to Rocheleau, ‘place is neither 

a two-dimensional space nor a container, but is rather a nexus of relations… anchored in 

a given space and time’ (2005, p.77).  Places can be understood as physical or 

geographic spaces, but also as a nexus of relations, which shape the organisations’ 

abilities to engage in transnational advocacy networks and campaigns. 

There are several ways to understand the relationship between networks and 

places. Castells (2005, p.370) describes this relationship through spaces of flows and 

spaces of place.  He suggests that, ‘The geography of the new history will not be made, 

after all, of the separation between places and flows, but out of the interface between 

places and flows and between cultures and social interests, both in the space of flows 

and in the space of places’.  This interface provides a way to think about the fluidity and 

motion of places that are otherwise thought of as static.   

Tarrow (2005) offers another way of conceptualising relationships to place.  He 

suggests that rooted cosmopolitans ‘mobilize domestic and international resources and 

opportunities to advance claims on behalf of external actors, against external opponents, 

or in favor of goals they hold in common with transnational allies’ (Tarrow 2005, 

p.29).1 Tarrow makes a distinction between transnational activists and other rooted 

cosmopolitans, which could include business executives, lawyers and international civil 

servants among others.  Transnational activists, he suggests, are ‘rooted in specific 

national contexts’ and engaged in a transnational form of contentious politics allowing 

them to take advantage of the ‘expanded nodes of opportunity of a complex 

international society’ (Tarrow 2005, p.29).  Although Tarrow’s main analytical concern 

                                                
1 For more on cosmopolitanism in political philosophy, see Appiah (2006). 
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is rootedness to a domestic political sphere, he cites Cohen first using the term to 

convey a ‘multiplicity of roots and branches and that rests on the legitimacy of plural 

loyalties, of standing in many circles, but with common ground’ (Cohen 1992 cited in 

Tarrow 2005 p.42).  It is this multiplicity of roots and plurality of loyalties that is 

evident in the activity of the NGOs analysed here. 

While my conceptualisation of rooted cosmopolitanism owes a significant debt 

to Tarrow, it differs in important ways. First, these anti-sweatshop NGOs have a 

rootedness that may come from a sense of loyalty, but it can also be used strategically, 

to develop a sense of solidarity and access points of leverage unavailable to outsiders.  

Second, my usage of rooted cosmopolitanism includes rootedness to identities as well as 

to place.  The anti-sweatshop NGOs employ various identity constructions as part of 

their transnational advocacy, which are described later in the chapter.  Last, I include 

rootedness to issues and ideological origins.  As shown in the previous chapter, anti-

sweatshop NGOs often have their origins in one issue area and create alliances across 

places, identities and issue areas in order to pursue common goals.  Rooted 

cosmopolitanism, in this sense, can be understood as a grounding in one issue area, such 

as labour or women’s movements, with cosmopolitanism referring to reaching out to 

broader issue areas.  The NGOs do not use the term rooted cosmopolitanism for 

themselves.  It is employed here to examine the ways that the anti-sweatshop NGOs’ 

embeddedness in local and domestic politics influences their engagement in 

transnational advocacy.  

 

MODES AND TARGETS OF ADVOCACY 
 

The NGOs in this study differ in some basic but important ways.  Table 4.1 below 

shows the NGOs’ primary modes of advocacy, issue orientation and targets of 

advocacy.  The NGOs share the goals of improving working conditions in the industry 

and ensuring workers’ rights, yet they employ different modes of advocacy.  The Clean 

Clothes Campaign, Fair Wear and United Students Against Sweatshops aim to achieve 

those goals primarily through consumer campaigns.  STITCH also participates in 

consumer campaigns, but not as its primary mode of advocacy, and only when the goal 

of the campaign is to strengthen local labour movements.  This is discussed in more 

detail, with regard to particular campaigns, in chapter six. 

The anti-sweatshop NGOs differ in their ideological origins, often with multiple 

roots to various issues and social movements.  These issue orientations reflect the 
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origins of each NGO.  For example, FairWear grew out of joint action between the 

Textile, Clothing and Footwear Union of Australia and the Uniting Church.  A group of 

participants in the American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial 

Organizations’ Union Summer programme founded the United Students Against 

Sweatshops.  The historical roots of an organisation and its orientation influence how it 

defines problems in the industry and how it tries to effect change.  Issue orientation of 

NGOs, and the relationship to framing, was discussed in chapter three. 

The NGOs also focus their advocacy efforts on different targets.  The Clean 

Clothes Campaign and FairWear target retailers directly, while United Students Against 

Sweatshops targets universities as a point of leverage, which then pressure retailers.  

STITCH targets unions and other NGOs in order to strengthen the anti-sweatshop 

network from within.  These differing modes, issue orientation and targets of advocacy 

are shown in table 4.1. 

 

Table 4.1 Modes of transnational advocacy 
 

 
Organisation 

 
Primary mode 

 
Issue orientation 

 
Target of advocacy 

 

Clean Clothes 
Campaign  Consumer campaigns Labour/women Retailers 

Government procurement 

FairWear  
 

Consumer campaigns 
Labelling and 
certification 

Labour/religious 
Government regulation and 
procurement 
Retailers  

STITCH  Cross-border solidarity 
Consumer campaigns Women/labour 

Unions 
NGOs 
Retailers/manufacturers 

United Students Against 
Sweatshops  Consumer campaigns Labour Universities  Retailers 

 
 

In addition to these differences in mode, issue orientation and targets, the NGOs differ 

in several other key ways.  These include organisational structures, the way that the 

NGO defines targeted actors’ responsibilities, and the NGOs’ relationships to their 

audiences.  These are discussed in more detail below.   

 

Organisational structure, scaling up and diffusion 
 

An organisation’s structure reflects and shapes its organisational culture.  This can be 

seen in the level of hierarchy in an organisation, its mission and values, and how an 
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organisation sustains itself.  It can also influence how staff and volunteers share 

information and how decisions are made.  The organisational structures of the anti-

sweatshop NGOs also help explain how these small organisations, individually and 

collectively, are able to expand their impact beyond their local political arena.   

Uvin, Jain, and Brown (2000, p.1417) make a distinction between older and 

newer paradigms for expanding activities beyond the local level—what they call scaling 

up.2  In the old paradigm scaling up took place through NGOs becoming larger, more 

professionalised and institutionalised.  In the new paradigm NGOs scale up through 

‘multiplication and mainstreaming through spinning off organisations, letting go of 

innovations, creating alternative knowledge, and influencing other social actors’.  

Describing a related process, Tarrow (2005, p.122) makes a distinction between 

diffusion as a horizontal process that has an initiator and an adopter, and scale shifting 

that ‘involves the coordination of episodes of contention on the part of larger 

collectivities against broader targets, new actors, and institutions at new levels of 

interaction’.  Both processes are evident in the actions of the anti-sweatshop NGOs, 

which use a variety of methods to expand the reach of their activities beyond localised 

actions.  

In personal interviews, staff at each of the case study NGOs talked about the 

constraints associated with operating on a limited budget, yet none of them mentioned 

the desire to expand by becoming larger.  For example, FairWear campaigners noted the 

desire to remain decentralised, linking autonomous nodes without attempting to control 

or coordinate local campaigns (Lynch, personal interview, 3 February 2009, via 

telephone).  In these organisations, diffusion and scaling up occur within organisations 

as well as across organisations in the anti-sweatshop network. 

 

Defining targeted actors’ responsibilities 
 

Anti-sweatshop NGOs aim to ensure workers’ rights to collective bargaining and 

freedom of association.  Kuper (2005, p.x) states, ‘In a world of severe deprivation, in 

which absolute poverty and violence blight the lives of billions of people, it is relatively 

uncontentious to insist that someone must do something.  It is far more difficult, both 

conceptually and politically, to identify particular agents who are able and obliged—let 

                                                
2 Edwards and Hulme (1992, p.15) suggest that NGOs can scale up through additive, multiplicative and 
diffusive strategies.  Additive strategies include expanding the size and outreach of a programme, while 
multiplicative strategies achieve impact through networking, policy and legal reform.  Edwards and 
Hulme suggest that diffusive strategies are more informal and spontaneous. 
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alone willing—to relieve such suffering’.  The case study organisations have all adopted 

the language of rights, however they differ in their approaches as to defining which 

actors are responsible for delivering on those rights.  

One way of thinking about how anti-sweatshop NGOs define targeted actors’ 

responsibilities in the garment industry is through what Young (2004) refers to as 

political responsibility.  Young distinguishes political responsibility from liability 

models of responsibility that assign blame for injustices.  She argues that political 

responsibility does not assume direct blame, but rather acknowledges the obligations 

from participating in social structures that contribute to social injustices.  She uses 

political responsibility to justify actions taken by Western activists in the anti-sweatshop 

network.  Young (2004, pp.382-383) suggests that taking responsibility for sweatshop 

conditions in other parts of the world involves: 

 
recognizing a shared responsibility, persuading others that they share it as 
well, and organizing forms of collective action designed to change the 
incentive structures, alter the constraints, or shift the distribution of benefits 
in continuing to buy and sell goods manufactured by superexploited 
workers.  
 

Young (2004, p.371) notes that many political philosophers ‘reject the idea of 

such transnational responsibilities, believing that the requirement to rectify injustice 

toward others extends only to those who live within the same political jurisdiction 

and/or share a sense of common national membership’.  In contrast, she argues that 

political responsibility is not limited to those who share political boundaries.  In relation 

to the garment industry, she argues that consumers are participating in the social 

structures that allow, and even facilitate, those conditions to exist by purchasing goods 

produced in sweatshops.  

While each of the anti-sweatshop NGOs invokes workers’ rights, they differ in 

their approach to ‘who bears counterpart obligations to deliver on those rights’ (Kuper 

2005, p.ix).  Some of the claims are based on social connections, while others rely on 

economic, political or moral arguments to assign responsibilities.  These arguments, 

discussed later in this chapter in relation to the case studies, are designed to persuade 

consumers, retailers, manufacturers and governments to take action to ameliorate the 

poor working conditions in the industry.  
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Relationships to audiences 
 

The NGOs also differ in how they choose to mobilise different audiences.  I use the 

term audience to refer to the people who these Northern-based NGOs aim to mobilise in 

one form or another, in order to exert pressure on retailers, universities or other targets.  

The NGOs request a variety of actions from their audiences including signing petitions, 

writing letters, emails and phone calls to elected officials or corporate executives, 

attending events and protests, and providing toolkits to launch local campaigns to 

influence local governments.  Some of the NGOs define their audiences narrowly while 

others are more general in their appeals.  The idea is that these audiences will then act 

as points of leverage in transnational advocacy campaigns.  The extent to which those 

actions are targeted at specific groups reflects the type of leverage they have with 

targeted actors.  It also reflects the extent to which their rootedness to specific places 

and groups of people can be expanded in support of a transnational cause.   

The NGOs also vary in their demands.  While they share common goals, some 

NGOs pressure retailers to take specific steps such as adopt a code of conduct or join a 

multi-stakeholder initiative.  Other NGOs are less specific in their demands, believing 

that the depth and complexity of labour abuses in the industry cannot be solved with 

retailers making piecemeal policy changes.  NGOs’ relationships to their audiences, and 

NGO demands on targeted actors, are discussed with regard to the case studies later in 

the chapter. 

The following section discusses how rooted cosmopolitanism relates to each 

NGO and the factors that influence their abilities to engage in transnational advocacy.  

These include material aspects, such as organisational structure and physical space, as 

well as the ideational elements of how each organisation defines targeted actors’ 

responsibilities for improving conditions in the industry.  These factors shape their 

participation in the anti-sweatshop TAN and their ability to effectively advocate for 

improvements in the industry.  The section on each NGO contains two parts: 

background and organisational structure, and a discussion of place and identities in the 

NGO’s campaigns.  The purpose is to show how NGOs use their particular political 

positions and geographic locations in different ways to engage in transnational anti-

sweatshop advocacy. 
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CASE STUDIES 
 

United Students Against Sweatshops 
 

Background and organisational structure 

 

In 1997, a group of university students attending Union Summer, sponsored by the 

American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO), 

developed a project to focus on ensuring the ethical production of university-licensed 

apparel.  The Union Summer initiative was part of a broader transformation of the AFL-

CIO in a bid to expand the scope of the US labour movement, as numbers of union 

members were at an all-time low (Ross 2004b, p.195).  By 1999 students on 50 

campuses were involved, and United Students Against Sweatshops (USAS) was born.  

By 2007, USAS had active chapters on over 200 campuses throughout the US.  

For those outside the US, the system of university apparel may seem like an 

unusual target.  Yet, it makes up 1 percent of the massive US $2.5 billion apparel 

market.  Universities license companies to use their logos on clothing.  In turn, the 

company pays the university between 7.5 and 8 percent of the revenue (Ross 2004a, 

p.289).  This can mean significant funding for universities, particularly those with high 

profile athletic teams which fuel demand for clothing bearing the university name.  

Logos are also valuable symbols.  For many students and alumni, university logos 

represent a sense of solidarity, community and ‘school spirit’.  These signs connote a 

sense of belonging, linking students, staff and alumni across time and space (Eitzen 

2006, p.34).  By wearing clothing, scarves and pins bearing the school emblem, students 

and fans identify with each other and also identify against supporters of the opposing 

team or university.  

When the USAS students began campaigning in the late 1990s, it focused on 

getting retailers to disclose where their goods were produced.  Activists argued that 

there was no way that codes of conduct could be monitored if factory locations were 

unknown.  Targeted companies and universities claimed that factory locations were 

confidential, akin to trade secrets.3  Although most companies are still reluctant to 

identify the locations where their clothing is made, factory disclosure has become more 

common in recent years among companies producing for the university apparel market.  
                                                
3 When Clean Clothes Campaign activists pressured C&A to disclose its factory locations, its 
spokesperson refused, saying ‘In our branch, competition is won or lost by purchasing practice’ (Sluiter 
2009, p.19). 
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For example, a University of Michigan database includes a list of 2,000 factories 

producing University of Michigan branded goods and apparel (Ross 2004a, p.291).  Due 

to the pressure students have placed on universities and retailers, universities and 

retailers have begun to make their supply chains more transparent.  

At the same time that the students began their campaigns across university 

campuses, US President Bill Clinton’s administration convened a working group called 

the Apparel Industry Partnership.  This group eventually became the Fair Labor 

Association (FLA).  It included industry representatives as well as union and NGO 

representatives.  Many of the unions involved early on later rejected the legitimacy of 

the FLA.  They argued that it gave too much sway to garment industry executives.  

They also claimed that the FLA ignored some of the key demands of activists including 

provisions for a living wage, factory disclosure and independent monitoring. 

USAS continues to pressure universities to reject the FLA, and to join the 

Worker Rights Consortium (WRC).  USAS helped found the WRC and holds five seats 

on its board of directors.  Unlike the FLA, the WRC does not include industry 

representatives as members, and it calls for the inclusion of a living wage and 

independent monitoring in its code.  As of July 2009, 186 colleges and universities were 

members of the WRC.4  Although many university administrators joined the WRC 

reluctantly, it has subsequently become an important forum in which activists can hold 

universities accountable for their licensing contracts.  The fact that the WRC has 

endured despite competition from the more industry-friendly FLA is evidence of the 

power of student protests maintaining pressure on university administrators.   

USAS has almost exclusively focused its claims on university administrators, 

urging them to use their leverage to change policies and practices of the sportswear 

companies that license university apparel.  USAS has not sought a greater regulatory 

role for the state or pressed for greater involvement of intergovernmental organisations 

in regulating industry.  This emphasis on universities is a function of USAS’s 

ideological origins and its organisational structure, rooted in university campuses. 

The structure of USAS is worth noting because of its unique form and emphasis 

on local autonomy, thereby ensuring the specificity of activists’ rootedness in place.  It 

consists of four paid staff members in Washington DC and 200 affiliated groups on 

university campuses throughout the country.  The organisation is highly decentralised, 

and local affiliates have significant autonomy.  Regional coordinators work with 
                                                
4 Many of these universities were also members of the FLA.  Membership in either the FLA or WRC has 
become a source of contention and a site of protest for many student groups.  See www.flawatch.org for 
details about USAS’ claims against the FLA. 
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campus representatives in their area, all of whom are volunteers.  Regional and national 

conferences are held throughout the year for activists to share ideas, develop strategies, 

and participate in leadership development and training.  

The regional coordinators maintain blogs on the USAS website, which include 

announcements of campaign victories, upcoming events and discussions about ways to 

improve or expand campaigns.  For example, the Northeast regional blog includes a 

section on how to build successful coalitions, facilitate a workshop, fundraise, simulate 

a sweatshop, and use the media.  Each of these is designed to assist students on other 

campuses to use in their own campaigns.  In addition to these regional coordinators, 

which organise around relatively larger spaces, four identity-based caucuses organise 

around notions of historically disempowered identities.  The four identity-based 

caucuses are: ‘womyn-genderqueer, queer, people of color and working class’ (USAS 

2007c).  The identity-based blogs focus on building solidarity across racial, gender and 

class lines and on ensuring that USAS is responding to the needs of students.  The 

identity-based blogs include questions for campus organisers to use in their own groups 

in order to get participants talking about their life experiences and activism.  Student 

activists share their thoughts, concerns and ideas about their particular identity 

affiliation either as a member of the stated group or as an ally, and discuss the 

implications for their involvement in the labour movement. 

This attention to the politics of difference is a central part of USAS’s organising, 

and a key part of how USAS frames its work as part of the labour movement and as part 

of the broader global justice movement.  USAS organiser Zack Knorr explained in an 

interview, ‘if we are going to be an organization that is fighting classism, that is fighting 

racism, that is fighting sexism, that is fighting heterosexism, then we need to make sure 

that our organization is structured in a way so that we do not perpetuate the same 

systems of oppression’ (Knorr, personal interview, 18 January 2007, Washington D.C.).  

USAS invokes a global justice frame, positioning itself within broader struggles against 

oppression. 

In order to ensure that it remains a student-run organisation, USAS employees 

hold their position only for two years.  This bucks the trend of many NGOs moving 

towards a more professionalised, permanent staff.  When asked about the difficulties of 

constantly changing staff, Knorr responded that, ‘while it is important that we keep an 

institutional memory, it is also important that we are dynamic enough to change with 

our student base’ (Knorr, personal interview, 18 January 2007, Washington D.C.).  The 
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paid staff positions, along with the chapters on university campuses, act as a learning 

ground for future activists and NGO staff.   

USAS organisers conceive of their work as leadership development; the rotation 

of staff is part of this development.  USAS’s goal of cultivating new leaders in the US 

labour movement seems to be working.  Many of the people under 30 years old who are 

employed in anti-sweatshop NGOs and unions in the US were first involved with USAS 

on their university campus.  For example, UNITE HERE, the Worker Rights Center and 

the International Labor Rights Forum all include former USAS activists on staff  

(Dirnbach, personal interview, 12 January 2007, via telephone; Steffan, personal 

interview, 19 January 2007, Washington D.C.; Tocco, personal interview, 19 January 

2007, Washington D.C.).  Labour activist Katie Quan credits USAS with bringing a new 

generation of activists into the labour movement in the US (Quan, personal interview, 

12 December 2008, Berkeley, California). 

While distinctly oriented towards mobilising North American students, USAS 

has begun to make connections with other university campus based movements in 

recent years.  This includes Students and Scholars Against Corporate Misbehaviour in 

Hong Kong and students at York University in England.  In each of these locations, 

students share aspects of USAS’ organising model, but have adapted it to their local 

conditions. 

 

Place and identities 

 

In each campaign, the students are grounded in the local context and use symbols of 

their university campuses.  This includes the use of university mascots in campaign 

materials.  For example, the University of Houston anti-sweatshop student group 

produced banners with the schools’ mascot, a cougar with a tear in its eye, sewing a t-

shirt.  By using mascots, university logos, and familiar slogans or jokes, the students 

create a sense of belonging and solidarity with other students of that particular 

university.  The students then seek to use that position to pressure university 

administrators to change university policy. 

USAS’s organising efforts focus on the physical space of university campuses as 

well as the identities of organisers as students with a connection to their universities.  

This call for students to use their position on university campuses to push for change in 

the industry can be seen on the USAS website.  It proclaims:  
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We believe that university standards should be brought in line with those of 
its students, who demand that their school's logo is emblazoned on clothing 
made in decent working conditions.  We have fought for these beliefs by 
demanding that our universities adopt ethically and legally strong codes of 
conduct, full public disclosure of company information and truly 
independent verification systems to ensure that sweatshop conditions are not 
happening. Ultimately, we are using our power as students to affect the 
larger industry that thrives on sweatshops (USAS 2007a).  

 
The ways that students’ identities—and their connections to place—are used in 

campaigns is evident in how students frame their own actions on university campuses.  

For example, in 2008 students at the University of North Carolina (UNC) organised a 

sit-in to pressure university administrators to commit to better working conditions in the 

factories where UNC apparel was produced.  The students occupied the university 

president’s office for three weeks.5  The sit-in ended when the students were arrested 

(UNC Student Action with Workers 2008a).  Other students at Appalachian State, 

Pennsylvania State, and the University of Montana were also arrested for staging similar 

sit-ins on their campuses. 

One of the UNC students, Salma Mirza, said in a press release, ‘Even though we 

have finals this week, we feel its important to hold UNC to its ideals and mission as the 

university of the people’ (UNC Student Action with Workers 2008b).  In this statement, 

Mirza uses the protesters’ identities as UNC students to make demands on UNC 

administrators.  The students used the language of accountability in their campaigns, 

drawing attention to the gap between the university’s stated commitments and its 

practices.  The students also juxtaposed the university’s stated values with the 

university’s role in supporting poor working conditions in the garment industry.   

Many of the USAS chapters also aim to highlight the connections between 

garment workers in the global South and workers on North American university 

campuses.  Numerous campus groups, including the students at UNC, are involved in 

campaigns to improve wages and conditions for janitorial and food service employees 

on their campuses.  The campaigns to support campus workers seek to establish codes 

of conduct that would ensure workers on university campuses could join unions and 

bargain collectively.  These campaigns also aim to get universities to adopt living wage 

policies, guaranteeing a wage higher than the legal minimum wage.  These campaigns 

link local struggles on university campuses with transnational ones targeting the 

garment industry.  With both types of campaigns, students are using their strategic 

                                                
5 The students’ demands included that the university join the Designated Suppliers Program, described in 
detail in chapter six. 
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position within universities to pressure university administrators to adopt policies to 

benefit workers. 

 

STITCH 
 

Background and organisational structure 

 

In 1998, a delegation of US union women travelled to Guatemala.  Their trip was 

organised by US Labor Education in the Americas Project (USLEAP), formerly the US 

Guatemala Labor Education Project.6  One result of their journey was the creation of 

STITCH.  STITCH aims to: 

 
exchange strategies on how to fight for economic justice in the 
workplace…STITCH equips women with the essential skills through 
trainings and educational tools, and in the process, builds lasting 
relationships with women across the two regions, further empowering 
women in the labour movement. STITCH also ensures women's voices are 
heard in global debates and discussions on issues that impact them: 
globalization, trade agreements, immigration policy, and global labor 
standards (STITCH 2007). 

 
STITCH’s activities are aimed at building solidarity among women workers in the US 

and Central America.  Programmes include workshops and training courses for union 

women in Central America, the development of a leadership manual, education and 

awareness raising in the US, and sending delegations of women from the US to Central 

America and from Central America to the US.  Other projects include a documentation 

project, which documents how women workers have been affected by the global 

economy ‘to build solidarity and to ensure their voices are heard across borders’ 

(STITCH 2007). 

Unlike USAS, STITCH does engage in some limited actions to influence the 

state.  For example, STITCH joined unionists, farmers, and development organisations 

across Latin America and the US in opposing the Dominican Republic-Central 

American Free Trade Agreement (DR-CAFTA).  STITCH urged its supporters to 

contact their representatives in the US Congress to vote against the bill.  Despite their 

efforts, the US Congress approved DR-CAFTA by a slight margin in 2005.  STITCH’s 

opposition to CAFTA was based on its connections to women workers in both the US 

                                                
6 STITCH’s mission and values appear in appendix N.  
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and Central America and its basis in feminism, arguing that such an agreement would 

place additional pressure on women’s reproductive and productive labour.  

Over the past five years, STITCH organisers began to realise that the North-

South exchanges between North and Central American women were less productive 

than South-South exchanges among Central American women (Myers, personal 

interview, 5 January 2007, Washington D.C.).  This is because the political 

environments in which unions operate are vastly different in the US and Central 

America.  Political and economic situations vary across (and within) Central American 

countries, but were found to be similar enough for women to transfer practices and 

strategies across both national and sectoral borders.  For example, STITCH organised a 

workshop for Honduran women in an established textile union to train women in 

Guatemala.  STITCH also organised training for women across sectors.  For example, 

women in the banana sector conducted workshops for women in the textile sector.  This 

indicates STITCH’s understanding of place as impacting upon the different identities of 

women workers across Central America and in the US, and among women within 

different sectors of the labour movement.  Differences among women are important, but 

STITCH organisers believe that struggle as women workers can unite and strengthen 

their causes. 

STITCH’s work is facilitated by the organisation’s structure, which differs from 

the other case study NGOs.  It has two offices, one located in Washington DC and the 

other in Guatemala City.  Maintaining these two offices facilitates communication 

among staff, volunteers and workers in both countries.  STITCH’s Washington DC 

office is housed within St. Stephen and the Incarnation Episcopal Church, along with 

many other community organisations providing services to the local low-income 

community.  These NGOs provide a wide range of services including a playgroup for 

homeless children and a community radio station, as well as financial and emotional 

support for low-income senior citizens.  By adopting this physical office location within 

St. Stephen’s church, STITCH enhances its connections with local communities while 

engaged in its own transnational and domestic advocacy on behalf of women workers.  

 

Place and identities 

 

Although many of the other NGOs demonstrate an awareness of the gendered aspects of 

the garment industry, STITCH embraces the most explicitly feminist perspective of the 

anti-sweatshop NGOs.  STITCH organisers recognise that women in Central America 
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and the US face similar issues relating to dual roles of paid and unpaid work, sexism 

within workplaces, and sexism within the union movement.  Beth Myers, Executive 

Director of STITCH, said in an interview that other anti-sweatshop campaigners often 

ignore this last point.  STITCH’s role is to not only challenge corporations and their 

mistreatment of women workers, she said, but also to challenge ‘our friends within the 

movements themselves’ (Myers, personal interview, 5 January 2007, Washington 

D.C.).7  In addition to challenging those within the movement, STITCH aims to educate 

those in the broader development sector about the labour movement and the necessity of 

supporting workers’ rights to organise.  Myers considers STITCH’s work to be at the 

intersection of three movements: the labour movement, women’s rights movements and 

international development NGOs, each of which tends to ignore the significance of the 

other two.  For example, she suggests that there are some international NGOs that are 

‘vaguely supportive of labor rights’ but that are unaware of the important role that 

labour unions can play.  She views STITCH’s role as educating each of these groups of 

allies and working as a bridge between them (Myers, personal interview, 5 January 

2007, Washington D.C.).  With its roots in feminism, STITCH brings feminist analysis 

and perspectives to each of these other areas. 

STITCH’s emphasis on supporting unions and of women’s places within unions 

is based upon their belief in the ‘transformative power of having a collective voice’ 

(Myers, personal interview, 5 January 2007, Washington D.C.).  Activists have long 

struggled with how to create such a collective identity and voice.  Gender and 

development scholarship presents several ways of approaching the use of particular 

identities as the basis for, or obstacles to, achieving transnational solidarity.  In the 

1970s and 1980s women’s movements in the US and Europe called for global 

sisterhood, with a reliance on the category of woman as the basis for solidarity.  Many 

feminists from the global South, as well as women of colour in the North, found the 

notion of global sisterhood unconvincing, since the movement consisted largely of 

white, middle class women pursuing issues that were most relevant to them.  Many of 

these issues differed significantly from those facing black women in the North and 

women in the global South (Mohanty 2003).  Activists and scholars developed other 

strategies for dealing with the question of identities and transnational solidarity ranging 

from strategic essentialism (Udayagiri 1995), to identities based on common interests as 

                                                
7 As an example of the close relationship between STITCH and USAS, the two organisations shared a 
staff member in 2001.  Marion Traub-Werner worked in Guatemala one-quarter time for USAS and three-
quarters time for STITCH providing a personal link between both organisations and their campaigns in 
Guatemala during that time (Krupat 2002). 



 122 

opposed to common experiences (Mohanty 2003) and those based on intersectionality, 

which recognises the relationship among different identities (Symington 2004).  All of 

these are ways to reconcile the groundedness of identities without being reduced to 

them.  This is a fundamental part of rooted cosmopolitanism whereby actors embrace 

particular identities or local contexts from which to engage in transnational advocacy.  

STITCH engages in domestic campaigns in addition to its transnational 

campaigns.  In particular STITCH advocates on behalf of immigrant women workers in 

the US.  It recently published a report, The Other Immigrants/Las Otras Inmigrantes 

(2008).  The purpose of the report was to educate activists about women workers from 

Central America working in the US so that the US labour movement could better meet 

the needs of these women.  The report was also designed to contribute to more visibility 

and leadership roles for these women workers.  The image on the cover of the report 

shows two women with an American flag held tightly around their shoulders, alongside 

a photograph of another woman holding an American flag.  The images evoke US 

patriotism and a sense of belonging for women workers from Central America, who are 

often marginalised and treated as outsiders in the US.  By using national symbols like 

the flag on the cover and a watermark of the Statue of Liberty inside, the report 

positioned women workers from Central America in the US as rightful members of the 

American working class.  It may also reveal an attempt to appeal to nationalistic 

sentiment among activists and organisers in the American labour movement, and hold 

the US movement accountable to America’s inclusive ideals. 

 

FairWear 
 

Background and organisational structure 

 

Founded in 1996, FairWear grew out of a campaign launched by the Textile, Clothing 

and Footwear Union of Australia (TCFUA) and the Uniting Church to address 

exploitation of home-based workers or outworkers, as they are known in Australia.  

FairWear aims to encourage retailers to join the Homeworkers Code of Practice 

(described below), educate consumers about ethical shopping, lobby the government to 

ratify relevant ILO conventions, and urge the Australian government to implement 

social clauses in trade agreements.8  In addition to pressuring retailers and educating 

                                                
8 FairWear’s statement of aims is included in appendix M. 
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consumers, FairWear emphasises the responsibilities of the state as a protector of 

workers’ rights. 

FairWear’s institutional history represents a unique alliance between religious 

organisations and the labour movement.  In 1995, a committee of church and union 

representatives produced a report, The Hidden Cost of Fashion (TCFUA 1995), which 

documented abuse of homeworkers in Australia.  The report generated significant media 

attention on homeworkers and led to a 1996 Senate inquiry.  Churches and community 

groups were able to mobilise a different group of supporters from their allies in the 

union.  FairWear’s roots in the Australian labour movement meant that it had to find 

ways to balance support for domestic workers with support for garment workers 

overseas. 

One of the main goals of FairWear’s domestic campaign is to encourage 

retailers to sign the Homeworkers Code of Practice (HCP).9  Created by union and 

industry representatives in 1997, the HCP is designed to enable greater transparency in 

the garment industry by demanding that signatories disclose their suppliers and provide 

evidence of legal requirements being met in terms of wages, superannuation and hours 

worked.  By pressuring retailers to adopt the HCP, labour advocates are able to 

formalise the sense of responsibility retailers have for working conditions in their 

supply chains and hold companies to their commitments as stated in the HCP.  After the 

company signs the code and meets its requirements, the Homeworkers Code of Practice 

allows the company to sew the NoSweat label into its clothing.  

FairWear’s Shop of Shame campaign illustrates the complementary roles of 

FairWear and the TCFUA in pressuring targeted businesses to change their policies and 

sign the Homeworkers Code of Practice.  FairWear held protests and rallies in front of 

targeted businesses at the same time that the TCFUA filed lawsuits against companies 

that breached the Federal Clothing Trades Award Contract and Outwork clause.  

Combining legal action from the union with public protest coordinated by FairWear 

proved to be an effective strategy, resulting in several companies signing the 

Homeworkers Code of Practice on the eve of scheduled rallies (FairWear 2008).  In this 

case, FairWear activists used the place of retailers’ shops to launch their campaigns.  

The placards and signs appropriated store logos, linking these symbols to the 

exploitation of homeworkers. The HCP is more powerful than standard codes of 

conduct, which are often vague and non-binding.  While still voluntary, the 

                                                
9 In 2010 the Homeworkers Code of Practice became Ethical Clothing Australia. 
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Homeworkers Code allows the TCFUA to monitor compliance and has the threat of 

legal action if signatories do not meet award conditions. 

FairWear campaigns use street performances, petitions and mock fashion shows, 

in addition to circulating emails and online petitions in order to educate consumers 

about the conditions under which garments are produced.  FairWear also produces 

materials for students to pressure their schools to purchase garments made from 

manufacturers who have signed the Code.  Educational materials include the FairWear 

Action Kit and the documentary Twenty Pieces: Outworkers tell the real fashion story 

(Pederick and Pederick 1998).  All of these are tools that FairWear activists use to 

educate the public and apply pressure to targeted retailers.  

Since the mid 1990s, FairWear has grown in terms of scope, but has purposefully 

remained small and decentralised.  It is made up of autonomous groups throughout 

Australia, mainly in Victoria, New South Wales and South Australia.  In each state 

FairWear includes participation from community organisations, churches and unions.  

The FairWear website provides resources and encourages local groups to use the 

campaign materials to act in their own, localised ways.  Annie Delaney, former 

Outwork Project Officer with the TCFUA and one of the founders of FairWear, spoke 

of the decentralised nature of FairWear:  

 
We do not wish to control the members of the campaign; they are free to act 
in whatever way they believe advances the rights of homebased workers.  
Provided that members are committed to the stated aims of the campaign, we 
welcome diversity.  This is one of the strengths of the FairWear campaign.  
Unity comes from a commitment to home based workers and the pressing 
need to improve their conditions (cited in Nash 2001, p.95).   

 
FairWear’s organisational structure includes two offices run by paid staff with 

decentralised coordination between the two.  Volunteer-driven chapters exist in other 

states.  FairWear staff includes two part-time employees in Victoria and one part-time 

employee in New South Wales.  The structure of the organisation, with low overhead 

costs, minimal institutionalisation and a high level of decentralisation, is part of the 

strategic vision of FairWear.   

Institutional linkages are crucial for the organisation’s success.  The FairWear 

office in Victoria is located within the administrative offices of the Uniting Church and 

the FairWear office in New South Wales shares an office with the NGO Asian Women 

at Work.  The Victoria chapter also works closely with the TCFUA.  NGO and union 

alliances provide coordinated actions and an avenue to reach out to workers.  For 

example, a group of outworker advocates, organised through Asian Women at Work, 
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advise FairWear staff in New South Wales, identify targeted retailers, and speak at 

public events (Lynch, personal interview, 3 February 2009, via telephone).  Other 

linkages include the Brotherhood of St. Laurence and the Uniting Church.  FairWear 

also works closely with Oxfam Australia, which generates research on sweatshops in 

Asia and conducts public awareness campaigns on sweatshop issues. 

 

Place and identities 

 

In recent years, FairWear expanded from primarily focusing on clothing produced 

within Australia by homeworkers to addressing exploitation in the industry by 

Australian companies sourcing overseas. Daisy Gardener, FairWear Coordinator, 

explained their ‘growing commitment to making Australian companies responsible for 

the international supply chain as well as their workers in Australia’ (Gardener, personal 

interview, 21 November 2006, Melbourne).  FairWear organisers noticed a growing 

public awareness of sweatshop conditions in Asia due to media coverage in the late 

1990s, and wanted to link issues facing homeworkers in Australia with workers in 

factories throughout the global South (Gardener, personal interview, 21 November 

2006, Melbourne).  FairWear seeks to harness existing awareness of sweatshop 

conditions and mobilise Australians to pressure Australian-owned companies about 

conditions in their factories and supply chains.  This dynamic—of an initial domestic 

focus, which then moved internationally—differed from USAS, which grew from the 

domestic labour movement, moved to address international labour conditions, but is 

now returning to local roots.   

FairWear’s approach to the construction of the places of factory and home 

differs from other campaigns that have attempted to move home-based production into 

factories, where labour conditions can more easily be regulated (Prugl 1999).  Through 

its work with homeworkers, FairWear and the TCFUA have realised that many 

homeworkers, especially women with children, value being able to continue working in 

their homes (Spyrou, personal interview, 20 November 2006, Melbourne).  Working in 

the home can be a site of independence and flexibility, but it can also lead to feelings of 

intense isolation.  The majority of outworkers in Australia are first generation 

immigrants from Vietnam and China.  In addition to providing English language classes 

and leadership development, TCFUA and FairWear sponsor a Vietnamese language 

community radio programme for outworkers in order to raise awareness about their 

rights and provide linkages with other women working in their homes.  FairWear’s 
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domestic advocacy is focused primarily on this transnational workforce that has been 

shaped by flows of immigration, social exclusion of migrant communities, and the 

changing nature of the garment industry.  It aims to link this domestic focus with its 

transnational campaigns aimed at benefiting garment workers outside of Australia.   

 

Clean Clothes Campaign 
 

Background and organisational structure 

 

The Clean Clothes Campaign (CCC) is a prominent node in the anti-sweatshop network.  

Its stated aims are to ‘improve working conditions and to empower workers in the 

global garment industry, in order to end the oppression, exploitation and abuse of 

workers in this industry, most of whom are women’ (CCC 2006b).  Their goals have 

remained consistent since Dutch activists interested in labour and feminist issues 

founded the Clean Clothes Campaign in the late 1980s.  The early campaigns targeted 

Dutch retailers with factories in Asia.   

The CCC operates through four main strategies: awareness raising, pressuring 

companies, solidarity, and legal approaches.  The CCC educates consumers about the 

global garment industry through public demonstrations, the media and its website.  The 

emphasis on consumers is clear from the CCC website which states, ‘above all the CCC 

is a consumer campaign—its strength comes from consumer power’ (CCC 2006b).  A 

recent report described the Clean Clothes Campaign as ‘a network operating in the 

spaces of consumption’ (Merk 2008b, p.15).  CCC also employs a strategy that focuses 

on local governments as a site of consumer politics.  For example, the CCC launched an 

initiative called Clean Clothes Communities, similar to SweatFree Communities in the 

US.  The programme urges local governments to enact ordinances to ensure that their 

procurement policies require all goods and services purchased by the government to be 

produced under ‘sweat free’ conditions.   

A key aspect of CCC’s work is providing support to labour advocates in the 

global South.  One mechanism that it uses to respond to Southern unions and NGOs is 

its urgent appeals process.  The Clean Clothes Campaign receives requests from labour 

activists regarding a specific claim, verifies the claim and then distributes it to its allies 

in the US and Australia to disseminate among their own networks.  CCC staff 

acknowledge that addressing labour violations like those highlighted in its urgent 

appeals is not necessarily going to change systemic violations, but the appeals are 
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important to the people involved and it is important for this international coalition to 

respond to the direct needs and desires of Southern labour activists (Merk, personal 

interview, 16 February 2007, Amsterdam).  In other words, it is a way for the CCC 

agenda to clearly be informed by labour activists working directly with garment 

workers. 

Although the CCC is mainly focused on European retailers, it is also a 

clearinghouse for the whole anti-sweatshop TAN.  As shown in the map of the anti-

sweatshop network in chapter three, the Clean Clothes Campaign is one of the most 

densely connected NGOs in the network, linked to dozens of other actors in the 

network.  Other anti-sweatshop organisations such as the Maquila Solidarity Network, 

FairWear, and Oxfam Australia regularly distribute CCC materials and support CCC’s 

urgent appeals.  

The initial group of activists grew over the next two decades to include over 200 

NGOs and unions, in eleven countries. The international secretariat in Amsterdam 

coordinates the chapters, which are fairly autonomous.  Each of the twelve chapters 

(North and South Belgium account for the additional chapter) are themselves coalitions 

of NGOs and unions.  This structure means that each chapter in the CCC network is 

itself a network and has distinct qualities based on local politics and the make-up of the 

activists involved.  Esther de Haan, one of the founding members of the Clean Clothes 

Campaign, said of the organisation’s structure: 

 

We modelled the organisation on the anti-apartheid campaign that put 
pressure on Shell to withdraw from South Africa: a neat campaign with a 
broad support base, targeting one company, and with a coalition structure.  
While the participating groups formed a legal body, the campaign as such 
was collective property, open to everybody (cited in Sluiter 2009, p.18). 
 

The Clean Clothes Campaign has grown substantially since then, but maintains a similar 

model of decentralised coordination among distinct organisations that target the same 

companies. 

 

Place and identities 

 

The Clean Clothes Campaign demonstrates the most cosmopolitan views of the anti-

sweatshop NGOs.  Although each CCC chapter includes targeting companies based in 

that particular country, each chapter engages in campaigns reaching across national 

borders.  The Clean Clothes Campaign does not advocate buying Dutch-made goods or 
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even buying European-made products.  Its focus is on supporting workers in the global 

garment industry including, but not limited to, workers in Europe.10  This commitment 

is stated in the first line of the Clean Clothes Campaign’s principles.  It reads: 

 
All workers-regardless of sex, age, country of origin, legal status, 
employment status or location, or any other basis-have a right to good and 
safe working conditions, where they can exercise their fundamental rights to 
associate freely and bargain collectively, and earn a living wage, which 
allows them to live in dignity (CCC 2006c).11 

 
This same document lays out the responsibilities of workers, consumers, governments 

and companies in improving the industry.  First, it states that workers take the lead in 

their own organising.  Second, it says that the public can and should take action.  It does 

not include specific actions other than clearly stating that the Clean Clothes Campaign 

does not support boycotts.  Third, it states that national governments should enforce 

labour laws, based on ILO standards.  Fourth, it states that the sporting goods industries 

have a responsibility to ensure good labour practices throughout the industry.  It goes on 

to detail specific responsibilities for brand name garment companies including 

developing and implementing codes of conducts, joining multi-stakeholder initiatives 

and signing collective framework agreements.  Last, it states that trade unions and 

NGOs should cooperate locally, nationally and internationally to ‘improve conditions in 

the garment and sports shoe industries and facilitate worker empowerment, without 

resorting to protectionism’ (CCC 2006c).  This emphasis on collective responsibility 

and calls to avoid protectionism demonstrate the Clean Clothes Campaign’s 

embodiment cosmopolitan values. 

The Clean Clothes Campaign’s principal vehicle to communicate with its 

supporters, consumers and the media is its website.  In addition to reports exposing 

labour abuses in garment supply chains, the website includes photographs of workers’ 

protests and activists leafleting outside of retail shops throughout Europe.  One image 

reproduced on the CCC web page is of a painting on the side of a building in Islington, 

England.  The painting is of a plastic Tesco bag flying atop a flagpole.  It is an 

                                                
10 An example of a different, nationally-based approach, can be found on the website of All USA 
Clothing, a company that sells union-made apparel produced in the US.  It says, ‘Have you thought about 
how other countries are developing now? They are riding the wave of our appetite for cheap goods. Our 
money is going to places that often times do not like us, our money is building their infrastructure, our 
money is building their military, our money is raising their quality of life and education. Of course, some 
of this is good. But what about us? We need to bring some balance back on our side’ (All USA Clothing 
2009). This illustrates how pleas to support union-made products are often couched in nationally-based 
terms rather than in support of workers globally.  
11 The full text of the CCC principles appear in appendix N. 
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emplaced critique by guerrilla artist ‘Banksy’ depicting two children, a boy and a girl, at 

attention before a flagpole, while a third child raises the flag.  Rather than a national 

flag, however, as one would expect from the longstanding rituals of nationalistic piety, 

the children gaze up at the plastic Tesco bag flapping in the wind (CCC 2008d).  By 

appropriating the public space of buildings and sidewalks, the art piece critiques both 

nationalistic rituals as well as the threat that TNCs pose by replacing those rituals of 

obedience and allegiance to a brand.   

The photograph of Banksy’s painting on the CCC website is both 

communicative and productive:  it communicates how specific people and artists are 

making statements in and from their particular communities—in this case, a street in 

Islington.  But its reproduction on the web helps translate those place-based experiences 

to the CCC website visitors, whose own identities are shaped and influenced by their 

interaction with the art pieces and the CCC itself.  The pieces are therefore both rooted 

in the time and place of their making, but become concretely cosmopolitan in their 

open-ended transmission and reception. 

The production of the image also illustrates the movement between multiple 

nodes in the anti-sweatshop network, connecting the artist with the photographer who 

then posted the image on Flickr, where CCC activists acquired the image and posted it 

on the CCC website.  The Clean Clothes Campaign shared the image with an 

international audience, using it to illustrate its Better Bargain campaign, which aims to 

change the sourcing practices of large discount retailers.12  The original place of the 

artwork is a street in England, but then anti-sweatshop activists appropriated, shared and 

distributed it to a wider audience, connecting the nodes in the anti-sweatshop TAN, and 

ultimately multiplying and broadening its reach.  

 

DISCUSSION 
 

This section discusses the NGOs’ organisational structures, how they define targeted 

actors’ responsibilities and NGOs’ relationships with their audiences, which were 

introduced in the beginning of the chapter.  The anti-sweatshop NGOs’ organisational 

structures mirror the dense, decentralised structure of the broader anti-sweatshop 

network.  This is especially true of the Clean Clothes Campaign, FairWear and USAS.  

These organisations rely on chapters as collections of autonomous nodes, loosely 
                                                
12 The image was easily reproduced due its publication on the web under a creative commons license.  
Such licenses facilitate the transmission and reproduction of images for non-commercial purposes. 
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coordinated by a secretariat.  STITCH’s structure is slightly different, and is based on 

coordination between two small offices, without using chapters to replicate and diffuse 

its campaigns.   

 There are ideological and practical reasons for the anti-sweatshop NGOs’ 

organisational structures mimicking the structure of the network.  Many of the activists 

are committed to decentralised, non-hierarchical structures as part of an ideological 

commitment to power sharing and cooperative decision-making.  As Esther de Haan 

explained, she and other founding members of the Clean Clothes Campaign wanted to 

have the campaign open to everyone, using a coalition structure, with all parties 

targeting the same company (Sluiter 2009).  Decentralised structures of autonomous 

nodes also suit the anti-sweatshop NGOs for practical reasons.  With few resources, the 

NGOs are unable to staff and coordinate large groups of people.  Instead, they 

disseminate resources for others to apply in their local contexts.  FairWear does this 

with its action kits and education materials on its website.  USAS diffuses its campaigns 

by establishing chapters on university campuses, which are coordinated regionally and 

in its identity-based caucuses.  Students then use symbols and language of their 

particular university to pressure university administrators to join the WRC.  This 

structure gives anti-sweatshop activists significant flexibility whereby chapters can 

adapt strategies to their particular location.  The influence of the NGOs’ organisational 

structures on their advocacy efforts, and their relationships with garment workers, is 

discussed in more detail in chapter seven. 

  The NGOs also vary in terms of which actors they target (i.e. retailers, 

universities, governments) and how they define targeted actors’ responsibilities in the 

industry.  STITCH views strengthening labour movements as the main site of struggle, 

as opposed to seeking greater responsibility from retailers or the state in securing 

workers’ rights.  Although FairWear works directly with garment workers at times, their 

advocacy strategies focus on the state as the guarantor of workers’ rights and to a lesser 

extent on retailers and manufacturers.  USAS and the Clean Clothes Campaign are more 

closely aligned in their focus on retailers, and highlighting the political responsibility of 

consumers and the leverage of consumers to pressure retailers to take responsibility for 

working conditions in their supply chains.  However, USAS and CCC differ in their 

approaches.  CCC focuses on a broad base of consumers throughout Europe, relying on 

name recognition of brands to mobilise supporters, while USAS appeals to a narrowly 

defined based of supporters.  USAS approaches students as occupying a unique 

position, both as consumers of logoed apparel and as consumers of university education.  
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This extends political responsibility to students, who can then pressure universities and 

retailers that have a direct economic relationship to exploitive conditions in the garment 

industry.  

USAS aims its efforts at university students since students have a specific 

relationship to universities, which enter into licensing contracts with retailers.  This 

relationship gives students leverage to apply pressure to university administrators.  

STITCH also appeals to a narrower audience of women workers and those interested in 

empowering women in the labour movement.  FairWear and the Clean Clothes 

Campaign cast a broader net with their audiences, including anyone concerned with 

labour rights.  Their audiences have some leverage as consumers and also as citizens of 

Australia and European countries, but for the most part these audiences do not have 

specific leverage like that of the university students targeting university administrators.   

Activists sometimes make broad demands without a specific prescription.  This 

is the case with the Clean Clothes Campaign’s Better Bargain campaign.  The aims of 

the campaign are to improve labour standards implementation, push for a living wage, 

improve purchasing practices, and support worker organising (Hearson 2009).  The 

campaign includes ways that companies can begin to achieve these goals broadly, 

without offering companies specific actions they can take to alleviate pressure from 

campaigners.  In other cases, activists demand that universities take a specific course of 

action, such as joining the Worker Rights Consortium.  FairWear asks retailers to sign 

the Homeworkers Code of Practice.  There are costs and benefits to both approaches.  

By making specific demands, universities and retailers are more likely to consent.  

However, in order to gain their engagement, activists’ demands must often be scaled 

back, reflecting more modest goals. 

The table below shows how the anti-sweatshop NGOs differ in their 

relationships to targeted actors and their audiences.  It illustrates: (1) how broadly or 

narrowly activists define their audiences; and, (2) the extent to which activists make 

demands on targeted actors specifying clear actions (such as joining a multi-stakeholder 

initiative or adopting a code of conduct, implying that if that action is met, the campaign 

will cease).  The extent to which a NGO defines its audience and articulates specific 

demands influences the organisation’s ability to utilise specific points of leverage.  
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Table 4.2 Audience and actions 
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Defined actions 
 

Rooted cosmopolitanism operates in slightly different ways within each of the NGOs as 

they seek to balance the organisation’s mission and commitment to transnational 

advocacy with the needs and desires of specific audiences.  The two organisations with 

broadly defined audiences, FairWear and Clean Clothes Campaign, operate on similar 

models.  The staffs of these organisations provide resources and information that others 

then tailor to their local context.  The main difference is that the Clean Clothes 

Campaign is larger and more institutionalised than FairWear.  This means that CCC’s 

nationally-based campaigns already have networks in place to activate campaigns.  

FairWear relies on a smaller, diffuse group of volunteers mainly through its contacts 

with NGOs, students, churches and unions.  With each of these strategies, the NGOs 

construct campaign messages to mobilise particular audiences, with varying degrees of 

success. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

This chapter introduced Tarrow’s concept of rooted cosmopolitanism and expanded it to 

include rootedness to place as a strategy, rootedness to identities and rootedness to 

issues.  An example of rootedness to a place as strategy was evident in the USAS 

campaign at the University of North Carolina, where students strategically used their 

affiliation with UNC to pressure university administrators to join the WRC.  STITCH 

provides an example of rootedness to identities where women are encouraged to 

develop a sense of solidarity across national borders and across sectoral borders to find 

common ground as women workers, and to use that identity as a source of strength to 

build local labour movements.  Rootedness to issues was seen in FairWear’s origins in 

the Australian labour movement and the ways that it has used this position to engage 

with domestic religious organisations and homeworker advocates worldwide.  Each of 

the NGOs relied on networked allies to disseminate information and diffuse their 
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campaigns.  Their campaigns were strengthened by the NGOs’ participation in the 

broader network and its connections.  

The second section described how NGOs differ in terms of modes of advocacy, 

organisational structure, how the organisations define targeted actors’ responsibilities, 

and NGOs relationships to their audiences.  The next section explained how these 

applied to the case study NGOs individually, and then broadly to the rest of the NGOs.  

It demonstrated how the NGOs use their particular contexts in order to engage in 

various forms of world civic politics.   

The organisations in this study embrace specific geographic and political 

locations, from which they engage in transnational advocacy.  The NGOs’ abilities to 

navigate the transnational political arena are determined as much by politics at the 

supra-national level as they are by local and national institutions and ideologies.  USAS 

students use their positions within university structures to pressure university 

administrators to join the Worker Rights Consortium, thereby requiring licensees to take 

greater responsibility for labour violations in their supply chains.  USAS has been 

successful in mobilising students, which have used their university affiliations and 

symbols to pressure administrators.  In a related, but different, organising model, the 

Clean Clothes Campaign provides a framework for each chapter to use, to target the 

same companies from different countries and from different angles.  FairWear uses a 

similar strategy to the Clean Clothes Campaign, but on a much smaller scale.  STITCH 

employs a different model altogether, seeking to build solidarity among workers based 

on shared identities and challenges as women workers.  This chapter demonstrated some 

of the ways in which NGO activists in the anti-sweatshop network emphasise global 

connectedness, but also recognise and reckon with the persistence of differences in 

place, in power and in identity. 

Although anti-sweatshop NGOs often work and communicate across boundaries, 

these organisations are still very grounded in place-based politics. These connections to 

place also shape activists’ relationships to governmental structures and the political 

opportunities available to them, ultimately informing their modes of advocacy.  The 

next chapter further grounds the actions of anti-sweatshop advocates.  It examines how 

domestic and international structures of governance shape transnational anti-sweatshop 

advocacy. 
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5 

Structures of governance and anti-sweatshop NGOs 
 

 

Transnational advocacy NGOs are embedded in multiple places, spaces and political 

arenas that shape their opportunities to create change at home and abroad.  This chapter 

analyses the relationship between the Northern-based anti-sweatshop NGOs and various 

structures of governance, highlighting the relationship of the four case study NGOs to 

states, intergovernmental organisations and alternative forms of governance in the 

private sector.  These relationships influence the tools available to advocates and affect 

their abilities to improve working conditions in the industry. 

Domestic and international structures of governance both enable and constrain 

transnational advocacy.  These structures determine transnational actors’ characteristics, 

their strategies and the impact their actions have on targeted actors.  Domestic structures 

include political institutions, civil society and the links between the two, as well as rules 

and norms of behaviour (Risse-Kappen 1995c).  Other structures include bilateral 

agreements, multilateral regimes and intergovernmental institutions.  These structures 

provide opportunities for activists, while also steering and constraining their 

transnational advocacy campaigns.    

The purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate that anti-sweatshop NGOs are 

actors operating within the confines of social, economic, and political structures.  At the 

same time, they contribute to the formation, maintenance, and mutation of the structures 

around them.  The first part of the chapter compares the domestic structures in which 

each NGO operates, and examines how these structures shape the NGOs’ abilities to 

engage in transnational advocacy.  The second section addresses international 

institutions and the constraints on NGO engagement with intergovernmental 

organisations (IGOs).  These constraints led to NGO involvement in private multi-

stakeholder initiatives (MSIs), the subject of the third section.  Anti-sweatshop NGOs 

sought out these alternative ways to regulate the industry due to state and IGO inaction 

and general lack of oversight of the garment industry.  However, multi-stakeholder 

initiatives have proven to be weak substitutes for enforceable regulations.  The chapter 

concludes with reflections on how all of these structures of governance facilitate and 

constrain transnational anti-sweatshop advocacy.  
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DOMESTIC STRUCTURES AND ANTI-SWEATSHOP NGOS 
 

States interact with NGOs in various ways.  Risse-Kappen (1995a, p.19) distinguishes 

between the state as an institutionalised structure of governance and the state as an 

actor.  He explains that the state as a structure includes political institutions, legal 

procedures and norms prescribing behaviour.  He contrasts this with governments and 

government actors interacting with other governments, making decisions and 

negotiating treaties.  Ahmed and Potter (2006) distinguish different aspects of 

relationships between NGOs and states.  These include NGOs in states, NGOs as 

collaborators with states, NGOs as opponents of states and NGOs as substitutes for 

states.  These multiple relationships co-exist since states rarely, if ever, act as 

monolithic self-interested agents.  States have ambivalent relationships with NGOs, 

relying on the services they provide, while attempting to contain their influence on 

political processes.  

Several theories seek to explain the increase in the number of NGOs and the 

different characteristics of the nonprofit sector in various countries.1  In response to 

macro economic theories which explain the increase in NGOs in terms of market or 

government failure, Anheier and Salamon (2006, p.106)  developed the social origin 

theory which emphasises the extent to which nonprofit organisations are embedded in 

the ‘cultural, religious, political, and economic realities of different countries’.  They 

suggest a division of nonprofit regime types that include liberal, social democratic, 

statist and corporatist, each characterised by a particular structure and composition of 

the nonprofit sector.  Anheier and Salamon consider the US, Australia and the UK to 

fall into the liberal nonprofit regime, which is characterised by a relatively low level of 

welfare spending and a large nonprofit sector.  Sweden, Norway and Finland (and to a 

lesser extent Italy) are part of the social democratic nonprofit regime, which is 

characterised by extensive state-sponsored and state-provided social services.   The 

Netherlands, Germany and Belgium fit a corporatist model, which Anheier and Salamon 

describe as exhibiting sizable government spending on social welfare as well as sizable 

                                                
1 Several theories attempt to explain the growth of the nonprofit sector including heterogeneity, supply 
side theory, trust theories, welfare state, interdependence and social origins theory (Anheier and Salamon 
2006).  Many of these focus on comparative national environments, while Della Porta and Tarrow (2005) 
emphasise the spread of social movements across national boundaries through diffusion, domestication, 
externalisation and transnational collective action to accommodate for the many cross-national 
connections that shape the nonprofit sector. 
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nonprofit sectors.  The last regime type is the statist model characterised by limited 

government spending on social welfare and a limited nonprofit sector.  Anheier and 

Salamon suggest that this regime type is evident in Japan, Brazil and much of the 

developing world.  The regime types are determined by the relationship between the 

nonprofit sector and the state as well as the particular structure, financing and 

composition of the nonprofit sector in each country.   

The anti-sweatshop NGOs studied here fit within the broader trends in the 

nonprofit sectors in the US, Australia and the Netherlands, as characterised by Anheier 

and Salamon.  FairWear, the Clean Clothes Campaign, STITCH and USAS have 

specific relationships to the states in which they are based.  They engage with states in 

numerous ways: through states’ roles as regulators, as funders, and as potential targets 

of advocacy campaigns.2  These relationships and the multiple interactions between 

states and NGOs influence how NGOs operate and shape their positions as rooted 

cosmopolitans, and their positions from which they engage in transnational advocacy. 

In the US, Australia and the Netherlands, NGOs must register with the state, 

which in turn certifies NGOs in one way or another as a nonprofit, nongovernmental 

organisation.  Once gaining certification, an organisation must abide by particular 

restrictions on its activities, and in return is provided with tax advantages, such as not 

being required to pay certain types of income and sales taxes.  NGOs may also receive 

tax incentives to facilitate the receipt of private donations.  In the US, this means that 

NGOs like USAS and STITCH are not required to pay sales tax, but perhaps more 

importantly the donations they receive are tax deductible for donors, providing an 

incentive for individuals, businesses, and other civil society organisations such as 

churches and unions to donate funds.  In each case, the treatment of taxes for NGOs is 

closely linked to regulations governing the type and scope of NGO activities.  In the 

US, NGOs’ are prohibited from certain political activities, under threat of the loss of 

certification and beneficial tax status.  This restriction encourages NGOs to pursue less 

contentious action and can de-politicise their activities in the anti-sweatshop network.  

Such regulations also encourage NGOs to target private actors rather than government 

officials.   

                                                
2 This chapter focuses on Northern states since the case study organisations interact most directly with 
Northern states.  Other Northern-based anti-sweatshop NGOs such as the International Labor Rights 
Forum (ILRF) have more direct, and sometimes contentious, contact with states in the global South.  For 
example, the Philippines government recently placed ILRF lawyers on a terrorist watch list and denied 
them access to the country following their involvement in researching violence against trade unionists 
(Waterman, S. 2007).  
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The case study NGOs vary in their relationships to states as funding agents.  For 

example, neither STITCH nor USAS receive direct government funding, while 

FairWear and the Clean Clothes Campaign receive funds from government departments.  

This is consistent with broader trends in each country.  The Australian and Dutch states 

provide greater levels of support to NGOs, while US-based organisations tend to rely 

more heavily on private donations.  The source of NGO funding shapes the nature of an 

organisation and its campaigns, since funding comes with explicit or implicit 

obligations to donor agencies.  Through each of these interactions, NGOs are persuaded 

to undertake certain activities and avoid other, more overtly political actions.   

NGOs in the Netherlands are less restricted than US-based NGOs and Australian 

NGOs in terms of lobbying government officials.  In the Netherlands public benefit 

organisations, a category that includes NGOs, are not restricted from lobbying or other 

political activity (Burger and Dekker 2001).  Therefore, NGOs may be less likely to 

target the state in the Netherlands, not out of fear of losing their tax-exempt status (since 

NGOs are permitted to lobby), but by the strings attached to receiving government 

funding.  In the US and Australia, NGOs are expressly prohibited from engaging in 

overtly political actions.  Both processes—of states exercising control through 

legislation as well as through direct funding—persuade NGOs to undertake activities 

focused on reforming the private sector while avoiding more radical activities aimed at 

either the state or the private sector. 

When anti-sweatshop activists do target the state, they do so in two distinct 

ways.  The first approaches the state as regulator and policymaker.  This type of 

advocacy views the state in its capacity to make policy and tries to influence 

policymakers’ decisions.  The second way is that NGOs target the state in its role as a 

consumer.  This is a relatively new strategy in the anti-sweatshop network.  Activists in 

the US, Europe and Australia have all launched appeals to Northern constituents as 

citizens to urge local and state municipalities to adopt sweatfree procurement policies 

with Sweatfree Communities in the US, Clean Communities in Europe, and FairWear 

Councils in Australia.  Each programme aims to get local and state governments to 

exercise their purchasing power to improve working conditions in the garment industry.  

The programmes put forward sweatfree ordinances that require governments to procure 

goods that have been certified as being produced under ethical conditions.  

In this context, activists appeal to governments as consumers rather than as 

potential regulators.  Few of these municipalities have jurisdiction over multinational 

corporations or manufacturers, but developing anti-sweatshop ordinances harnesses 
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money spent on government procurement and expresses a symbolic gesture to retailers 

and consumers alike.  Activists argue that without such provisions, the public’s tax 

dollars are used to support, and even subsidise, sweatshops.  In essence these are 

consumer campaigns that, rather than focusing on individual or institutional consumers, 

treat the state and various levels of government as consumers.  

This approach to governments is a function of broader trends towards the 

deregulation of industries where the state is seen as a facilitator of markets rather than a 

regulator or enforcer of rights.  In this sense, such initiatives are consistent with the 

development of MSIs and private sector voluntary, self-regulation.  The impact of these 

policies has yet to be seen in terms of dollars spent on goods produced in sweatfree 

conditions or the pressure they exert on suppliers.  The main achievements may be in 

raising awareness, taking symbolic action and contributing to a small, but growing 

market for goods that can be certified as being produced under ethical conditions.3  

These initiatives have the potential to further implement norms and standards set out in 

the ILO principles by bringing the discourse into common currency and applying it at a 

local level.  The power of this kind of campaigning is in its local nature, allowing 

activists in the US, Europe and Australia to take local and accessible action with 

concrete outcomes.  

A model focusing on states as consumers comes with several risks.  One of these 

is that sweatfree procurement policies may help to solidify the role of governments in 

their consuming roles, neutralise dissent, and absolve states of their responsibilities as 

regulators.  Another danger is that such practices can end up propping up protectionist 

measures (as some ‘buy local’ campaigns can), even if it was not activists’ original 

intention.  For example, as part of a USAS campaign, students persuaded administrators 

of Occidental College that the main way to ensure goods were made under ethical 

conditions was to purchase them from a UNITE factory in Pennsylvania ‘on the grounds 

that the American union label provides the best available insurance that apparel is 

“sweatfree”’ (Kabeer 2002, p.13).4  In cases like these, purchasing goods from domestic 

suppliers certainly benefits union shops in Pennsylvania, but leaves women workers in 

the global South no better off than before such campaigns. 

                                                
3 The programs vary in terms of how they define ethical conditions.  Some include meeting ILO core 
labour standards, while others stipulate the adherence to local labour laws where garments are produced.   
4 UNITE (now UNITE HERE) is the US union of workers in hospitality, gaming, food service, 
manufacturing, textile, laundry and airport industries.  Kabeer cites Featherstone and Henwood (2001) for 
this example. 
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Another strategy represents a combination of the role of states as regulators and 

as consumers.  The Decent Working Conditions and Fair Competition Act S.367 was 

introduced in the US Congress in 2006 and 2007.  The National Labor Committee 

helped draft the bill.  Rep. Michael Michaud sponsored the bill in the House with 174 

co-sponsors (GovTrack 2008a).  Senate Byron Dorgan sponsored the bill in the Senate 

with 25 co-sponsors (GovTrack 2008b).  The proposed bill had two parts.  It would have 

prohibited the sale of goods that were produced under sweatshop conditions either 

domestically or abroad.  It would have also required the federal government to procure 

uniforms and other goods certified as sweatfree.5  Each time the bill was introduced, the 

bill died in committees, and therefore was not put into law.  Even though it was not 

enacted, the introduction of the bill shows lawmakers’ awareness of working conditions 

in the garment industry.  

The proposed legislation framed ethical sourcing as a fair business practice, 

positioning companies that produced goods under sweatshop conditions as engaged in 

unfair competition.  The language surrounding the bill focused on unfair competition for 

American workers.  One of the bill’s sponsors, Representative Sherrod Brown (2006) 

said in a speech, ‘Sweatshop imports are economic suicide for our country.  As we 

import sweatshop goods, we export American jobs, we weaken the bargaining position 

of U.S. workers fighting for wages with which they can actually support their families’.  

The bill also contained a provision that the only parties that could bring a civil suit were 

investors and competitors.  Although this would have limited the potential utility of the 

bill for activists, the bill’s sponsors most likely included it to make the bill more likely to 

garner support from legislators who would otherwise dismiss it.  Not even this provision 

was enough to get it put into law, and it is unclear whether the original sponsors of the 

bill will reintroduce it in future sessions. 

Sweatfree ordinances and domestic legislation target different points of leverage 

in the complex system surrounding the garment industry.  Sweatfree ordinances target 

local governments and are based on the ability of citizens to influence local officials.  

The Decent Working Conditions legislation focused on American lawmakers.  If 

reintroduced and put into law, it would codify decent working conditions for factory 

workers overseas in US legislation (albeit based on the language of American workers 

unfairly competing with workers in sweatshops).  States can become targeted actors, but 

here, they are targeted to act in a different capacity than Keck and Sikkink’s (1998) 
                                                
5 For full text of the Senate bill, see GovTrack.us (2008b).  Similar legislation has been introduced in the 
UK through amendments to the Companies Bill, which would require corporations to report on their 
supply chains in their annual business review.  
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boomerang pattern, where Northern states apply pressure to other states where the 

violations occur.  With the sweatfree ordinances, activists treat the state as a powerful 

consumer to be pressured to use its buying power to support ethically-produced goods 

(and avoid using public funds to subsidise garments made under sweatshop conditions).  

The Decent Working Conditions legislation, on the other hand, targeted the state in its 

capacity as a consumer and regulator.  If passed, it would have given activists the ability 

to take legal action against corporations in violation of the law.  The following section 

compares domestic structures in the United States, Australia and the Netherlands 

affecting the case study NGOs.  It includes their regulatory frameworks and the scope of 

the third sector in each country, and how these factors influence transnational anti-

sweatshop advocacy. 

 

United States 
 

The nonprofit sector in the United States is large and its activities fairly well-

documented.  This is due to requirements from the federal government for organisations 

to register with the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) in order to receive tax-exempt 

status.  For example, in 2004-2005, 1.4 million nonprofit organisations were registered 

with the IRS.  This included 850,000 public charities (in which NGOs are included), 

104,000 private foundations, and 464,000 other nonprofit organisations such as 

chambers of commerce, fraternal organisations and civic groups (The Urban Institute 

2007b).  The U.S. National Center for Charitable Statistics developed a National 

Taxonomy of Exempt Entities (NTEE) that is widely used in the US to classify 

nonprofit organisations.  In 2004, 5,694 organisations in the US were classified as 

dealing with international and foreign affairs as their primary activity.  The purpose of 

including this here is to indicate a rough number of NGOs in the US engaged in 

transnational advocacy.  Even though the NTEE category International, Foreign Affairs 

and National Security does not adequately reflect the case study NGOs, it is the closest 

category to transnational anti-sweatshop advocacy.  Although this is a significant 

number of organisations, it represents only 1.9 percent of all reporting organisations that 

year.  Together they reported revenue of US $19,618 million (The Urban Institute 

2007a).  

Very small organisations with annual budgets of less than US $500,000 make up 

the majority (72 percent) of all registered nonprofit organisations in the US (The Urban 

Institute 2007a).  Although this may seem like a large number, it does not actually 
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capture the total number of small organisations since many small organisations are not 

registered with the IRS as separate entities with their own 501(c)3 status (granted by the 

IRS to indicate that an organisation is permitted to receive tax-deductible donations).  

For example, in her study of small peace organisations with budgets under US $30,000, 

Colwell (1996) found that 70-90 percent were not counted in national statistics because 

they had not registered as separate organisations with the IRS.  Many small 

organisations contract with larger organisations to operate as their fiscal sponsor, 

providing administrative support and financial management in exchange for a small fee.  

This is the case with USAS, which works with Alliance for Global Justice as its fiscal 

sponsor.  STITCH, on the other hand, does have its own 501(c)3 status with the IRS.  

This means that STITCH would be included in the IRS figures above, while USAS 

would be left out. 

US-based NGOs’ activities that might resemble lobbying are tightly regulated.  

The limitations on their political activities make interactions with policy makers and 

legislators a sensitive area for NGOs.  Most organisations shy away from activities that 

could be considered lobbying out of fear of losing their tax-exempt status. Large 

organisations in the US commonly split their organisations into separate entities to 

facilitate clear divisions between their lobbying activities managed by a 501(c)4 

organisation and their education activities by the arm holding the 501(c)3 status.  

Organisations like Planned Parenthood are structured in this manner to facilitate 

lobbying, while maintaining service and education wings of their organisations.  Neither 

USAS nor STITCH are large enough to warrant the development of a separate 

organisation dedicated to lobbying, therefore they limit their engagement with 

policymakers, due in part to the constraints they face in participating in overtly political 

activities.6  

STITCH and USAS have very different funding structures.  For example, 

STITCH relies primarily on individual donors.  It receives approximately 55 percent of 

its funding from individuals, each of whom donate anything from one dollar to two 

thousand dollars.  The organisation solicits funds from its 7,000 – 10,000 members via 

direct mail and email.  The remainder of its funding comes from foundations, 

delegations and the sale of outreach materials.  This structure, of primarily drawing on 

individual donors, allows STITCH to draw upon a wide support base.  However, raising 

funds from individuals can be laborious.  Regardless, this structure suits the 
                                                
6 The private actors targeted by NGOs are not completely separate from the state.  For example, many US 
universities are publicly and privately funded and many corporations in the US receive significant grants 
and tax breaks from governments.  Nevertheless, the state is not the primary target of their actions. 
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organisation.  In an interview, Executive Director Beth Myers said that they want to 

grow organically and not ‘follow the funding’ (Myers, personal interview, 5 January 

2007, Washington D.C.).  As a small organisation, the search for funds is always a 

struggle, yet STITCH management has chosen to keep the organisation small and 

autonomous, rather than be subject to large government or foundation granting 

agencies.  

Like STITCH, USAS operates on a limited budget, reporting expenditures of US 

$205,000 in 2006.  Yet unlike STITCH, USAS does not raise much money from 

individual donors.  Instead, it relies on unions and grants from private foundations. 

Along with several other anti-sweatshop NGOs, USAS received funding early on from 

the U.S. Department of Labor under the Clinton administration.  Several other anti-

sweatshop organisations in the US still receive a mixture of public and private funds.  

For example, the U.S. State Department, the U.S. Agency of International 

Development, and the Department of Labor have all provided funding for the 

International Labor Rights Forum.  As an example of the sensitive political nature of 

such grants, in 2005 the Department of Labor blocked the release of a report that it had 

commissioned from ILRF and rescinded a portion of its US $900,000 grant.  At stake 

were findings in the report regarding labour conditions in Central America that could 

have potentially hindered support of the Dominican Republic-Central American Free 

Trade Agreement, supported by the Bush administration. The Department of Labor 

claimed that the report was biased and was critical of DR-CAFTA.  The Department 

eventually allowed the report to be published on the condition that it was not disclosed 

as a Department of Labor funded project (Margasak 2005; Forero 2005; Tocco, personal 

interview, 19 January 2007, Washington D.C.). 

These features of American political structures and context help explain USAS’s 

and STITCH’s orientation and modes of advocacy, including their size and reliance on 

private funding.  Combined with the analysis of the political economy of the garment 

industry in chapter two, the domestic political structures described here also help to 

explain the NGOs reluctance to target the state, and their focus on influencing the 

private sector.  

 

Australia 
 

As of 1996, there were approximately 700,000 nonprofit or third sector organisations in 

existence in Australia.  Of these, 34,000 had paid staff, employing over 630,000 people, 
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equivalent to 7.6 percent of the entire workforce (Lyons 1998, p.17).  In addition to 

NGOs, these figures include clubs and professional associations.  It is difficult to 

ascertain the number of these organisations engaged in transnational advocacy in 

Australia.  Nevertheless, the Australian Council for International Development 

maintains a list of 109 member organisations, all of which are involved in aid and 

development (Australian Council for International Development 2007).  While many of 

these may aim to change policies and practices, many of them are also oriented towards 

providing services rather than participating in advocacy activities.  

Like the US, Australia is part of what Anheier and Salamon (2006) consider a 

liberal nonprofit regime.  The liberal model is characterised by a large nonprofit sector 

with a relatively low level of government welfare spending.  Although both the US and 

Australia exhibit a liberal nonprofit regime, they differ in their treatment of funding 

NGOs.  In Australia, donations to certified charities are tax deductible providing an 

incentive for private philanthropy.  However, the Australian Tax Office (ATO) 

maintains more restrictions on the types of NGOs that can receive designated gift 

recipient status than does the US Internal Revenue Service, which allows a wider range 

of NGOs to receive tax-deductible gifts.  Individual philanthropy is not as widespread in 

Australia as it is in the United States.  This may be due to the greater percentage of 

religious participation in the US, and the history of tithing associated with the church.  It 

may also be due to the Australian government historically playing a larger role in 

providing social services than the US, which means that the Australian government 

provides many services that are left to the nonprofit sector in the US.  

Like USAS, FairWear receives funding from civil society organisations, mainly 

the Uniting Church and the Australian Clothing, Textile and Footwear Union.  FairWear 

has also received funding from government departments such as the Federal Office for 

Women, which provided funding for leadership training for outworkers (Gardener, 

personal interview, 21 November 2006, Melbourne).  FairWear has a more direct 

relationship with the government than do the other NGOs, as it seeks to influence 

Australian government policy in some of its campaigns.  For example, FairWear 

organised a letter writing campaign and a delegation of outworkers to meet with 

lawmakers in Victoria in order to encourage them to maintain protections for 

outworkers in industrial relations legislation.  In 2007, FairWear advocates were 

successful in securing protections for outworkers in WorkChoices legislation.  This was 

a clear success, but a muted one since FairWear activists did not support the legislation 

overall.  They were doing what they could to assist outworkers, given the constraints.  
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This precarious position—fighting for small changes to a flawed policy—puts activists 

in an awkward position and further complicates their roles as simultaneous insiders and 

outsiders of the political structures they seek to change.  

The Australian government permits NGOs in Australia to participate in political 

activities as long as the NGOs’ political activities are consistent with the charity’s 

primary purpose.  In recent years there have been several attempts to clamp down on 

NGO activities.  In one such attempt, the Howard government proposed a Charities Bill 

in 2003, which would have explicitly banned NGOs from advocacy related activities.  

Due to significant opposition, the Bill was never put into law.  In another attempt, 

Treasurer Peter Costello proposed restrictions on NGO activities limiting their political 

participation to that which could be deemed ancillary or incidental.  Continuing this 

trend in 2005, a Ruling by the Australian Tax Office made it easier for the ATO to 

revoke the charitable status of a NGO if it was found to be ‘promoting a particular point 

of view’.  In one such case, the ATO revoked the charitable status of AIDWATCH for 

openly criticising the US-Australia Free Trade Agreement and other government 

policies (AIDWATCH 2007).  Such ambiguity in the law breeds confusion and 

reticence among NGOs, so as not to jeopardise their status with the government. 

In addition to restrictions of NGO activities overall, FairWear faces restrictions 

specifically related to its focus on the garment industry.  Uncertainties in Australia’s 

regulatory environment have the potential to restrict FairWear’s ability to engage in 

direct actions against garment retailers.  For example, in August 2007, Treasurer Peter 

Costello proposed an amendment to the Trade Practices Act that would restrict 

community organisations’ abilities to participate in ‘secondary boycotts’.  Even though 

it did not pass, the suggestion of such measures contributed to a climate of uncertainty 

among activists and community advocates about the potential legal ramifications of 

their activities. 

A recent survey of 290 Australian NGOs found a similarly uneasy relationship 

between NGOs and the state.  The report, prepared by the Australia Institute, found that 

many NGOs perceived significant barriers to engaging in dialogue with federal and 

state governments.  The barriers cited included lack of funding, indifference from state 

officials and an unresponsive media.  Others cited self-censorship in their engagement 

with the state out of a fear of losing funding.  As one respondent put it, ‘It does have a 

chilling effect…wondering whether critical comment may ultimately affect our funding 

security’ (Maddison, Denniss and Hamilton 2004, p.x).  Many of the NGOs in the 

survey perceived that federal and state authorities silenced debate through denigration 
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and public criticism, bullying, management of consultation processes and diversionary 

tactics (Maddison, Denniss and Hamilton 2004).  In each case, the legal standing of 

NGOs was not directly threatened, yet NGO activity was contained or diverted through 

other, less direct, forms of control.   

FairWear operates, in this context, both in cooperation with certain government 

departments and in conflict with others.  The domestic structures simultaneously 

provide opportunities through consultation and funding for NGOs, while fostering a 

climate of uncertainty and informal mechanisms that constrain or divert NGO advocacy.  

Nevertheless, FairWear has a reasonably good relationship with the Rudd Labor 

government.  For example, the Rudd government recently repealed the WorkChoices 

legislation opposed by FairWear and other labour advocates.  It promised additional 

funding for the Homeworkers Code of Practice.  FairWear also provided input into a 

2008 review of the textile, clothing and footwear industry in Australia, although it is 

unclear at this point if the government will adopt the recommendations related to 

homeworkers.  All of these factors contribute to FairWear’s engagement with 

governments and the ways in which it assigns responsibilities for abuses in the industry, 

articulates demands and communicates with its audience. 

 

The Netherlands  
 

The nonprofit sector varies across Europe.  The European Union has adopted the French 

concept of social economy, which includes cooperatives, mutuals and nonprofit 

associations, all of which make up the third sector (Lyons 1998).  This is consistent with 

the Australian usage of the term third sector, but differs slightly from the American 

version, which tends to exclude cooperatives and finance mutuals.  The Dutch nonprofit 

sector is similar to other European countries in terms of structure, but is larger than in 

most other European countries.  As of 1995, the sector included expenditures of US $61 

billion, making up 15.5 percent of the country’s gross domestic product.  Similar to 

other Western European countries, the nonprofit sector in the Netherlands is primarily 

funded by the state, with 60 percent coming from government sources, 38 percent from 

fees and only 3 percent from private philanthropy (Burger, Dekker and Toepler 1999).  

The nonprofit sector in the Netherlands makes up 14 percent of total employment.  This 

is significantly greater than the rest of Europe, the US and Australia.  It also has one of 

the highest levels of volunteer participation (Burger and Dekker 2001). 
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Anheier and Salamon (2006) include the Netherlands in a corporatist nonprofit 

model characterised by a large nonprofit sector and sizable governmental welfare 

spending.  The nonprofit sector in the Netherlands is characterised by ‘pillarization’ or 

the segmentation of society along religious and political lines.  Pillarization led to the 

creation of numerous publicly-funded and privately operated schools, hospitals and 

other service organisations.  Some argue that the processes of ‘depillarization’ and 

privatisation are causing a significant change in the nonprofit sector as the lines between 

the government, nonprofit organisations and private enterprises are beginning to blur 

(Burger and Dekker 2001).  Increasing integration within Europe and a greater influence 

of European Union level policy will also continue to shape the Dutch nonprofit sector.  

Like the nonprofit sector in the US and Australia, the Dutch nonprofit sector can be 

seen as both a force for social control and a base for social empowerment (Anheier and 

Salamon 2006).  In other words, the nonprofit sector, and civil society more broadly, is 

a sphere where elites can be challenged.  It is also a space where power relations are 

continually enacted and reproduced, particularly through the use of state funding of 

nonprofit activities. 

The Clean Clothes Campaign is registered as a private foundation in the 

Netherlands.  Consistent with the rest of the Dutch nonprofit sector, it receives funding 

from the state to carry out certain projects and services.  The Clean Clothes Campaign 

secretariat receives most of its funding from the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 

from the European Union with some small amounts coming from private sources.  Each 

chapter throughout Europe raises its own funds and relies on a variety of public and 

private sources.  The Ministry of Foreign Affairs recently awarded the Clean Clothes 

Campaign a four year contract for a programme titled Local Action, Global 

Campaigning (CCC 2007a).  The purpose of the programme is to assist activists in 

encouraging local councils to adopt procurement policies that would require 

manufacturers to demonstrate that they adhere to certain standards or codes.  The 

financial support of the Dutch government has contributed to the structure of the Clean 

Clothes Campaign and its mode of advocacy.  Rather than pressure the government to 

take on greater regulatory functions, the CCC focuses on consumers and retailers and 

their responsibilities to improve working conditions in the industry.  
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IGOS AND ANTI-SWEATSHOP NGOS 
 

Although intergovernmental organisations do not provide a comprehensive regulatory 

framework for the garment industry, numerous institutions, multilateral and bilateral 

agreements, and international norms have contributed to shaping the industry into its 

present form.  Activists rely on norms, such as the core labour standards from the ILO, 

to draw attention to poor working conditions.  Although the buyer-driven supply chains 

in the industry grant significant power to retailers, these organisations are subject to 

quota restrictions in bilateral agreements like the US-China MOU and subject to 

provisions set by IGOs such as the WTO.  In this way, the international political arena 

places restrictions on trade, facilitates it in other ways, and contributes to the industry’s 

overall structure.   

NGOs have also used this structure to pressure retailers and contribute to the 

development of norms of behaviour.  For example, due in part to NGO pressure, the UN 

established the Global Compact to encourage businesses to sign a voluntary code stating 

their adherence to principles around human rights, anti-corruption, labour and the 

environment.  Although NGOs play an increasingly important role in debates at the UN, 

none of the case study organisations have consultative status with the UN.7 The barriers 

to meaningful engagement with IGOs are due in part to the structure of 

intergovernmental institutions based on nation-states.  In most cases, these organisations 

do not have the resources to lobby the UN or high level government officials.  Labour 

rights NGOs are also constrained due to the political imperatives of institutions such as 

the WTO, which emphasises trade liberalisation and a limited role for labour regulation.   

Formal engagement between the labour movement and intergovernmental 

organisations takes place primarily between unions, such as the International 

Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) and several agencies including the ILO, 

IMF, and World Bank, as well as the Organisation of Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) (O'Brien et al. 2000).  Aside from the Clean Clothes Campaign, 

the rest of the case study organisations have little direct engagement with the ILO or 

OECD.8  The other NGOs engage indirectly with the ILO through the use of its core 

labour standards.  The NGOs also join other civil society organisations in critiquing 

trade agreements supported by the WTO and structural adjustment packages promoted 

                                                
7 As of October 2009, NGOs in the anti-sweatshop network with consultative status included Oxfam, War 
on Want and Global Exchange. 
8 Other NGOs in the anti-sweatshop network interact with these agencies through conferences and protest 
events, yet they have very little formal engagement with them. 
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by the IMF.  However, these actions targeting IGOs tend to be a small part of their 

overall activities. 

Of the UN agencies, the ILO is the one most closely concerned with issues 

relevant to the anti-sweatshop network.  Yet, the ILO is constrained in its ability to 

significantly influence the industry.  Benjamin (2001, p.x) suggests that, ‘The 

alternative to the hodgepodge of codes and monitors would be national and international 

regulations that can be enforced with some kind of sanctioning power.  But the only 

organisation that sets labor standards, the International Labor Organization, has no teeth 

when it comes to enforcement’.  It is the only agency with a unique tripartite structure 

that allows workers to have direct input into decision-making.  However, this structure 

does not allow for significant NGO involvement.9  Each national delegation includes 

four members including two representatives of the state, one from business and one 

from labour.  Even with input from labour leaders, however, the ILO is unable to 

significantly influence the industry because it lacks enforcement capabilities. 

The ILO’s Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, also known as the core 

labour standards (CLS), were outlined in chapter two.  Elias (2007, p.45) critiques the 

‘gender-blind, and neoliberal compatible, approach to the economic rights’ as set out in 

the ILO’s core labour standards.  She argues that the standards emerged without 

sufficient attention to the specific problems women workers face in the global economy.  

She outlines several critiques of the core labour standards from a feminist perspective.  

These include that the CLS privileges (mostly male) formal employment and overlooks 

women’s work as homeworkers, domestic workers and in the informal sector.  She also 

critiques the standards for their foundations in human rights discourse, which she claims 

rest on traditional Western notions of the public/private sphere.  She views the 

commitments contained in the core labour standards to non-discrimination and equality 

of opportunity as insufficient to address the particular needs of women workers.  The 

emphasis on freedom of association and collective bargaining privileges formal 

employment and fails to recognise that ‘trade unions themselves often reflect a 

pervasive male bias in terms of both rates of unionisation and the upholding of gender 

discriminatory employment structures within the workplace’ (2007, p.52).  She raises 

another concern about the roles that corporations have taken on in enforcing labour 

standards in supply chains through codes of conduct.  She claims that the standards are 

designed to work within, and complement, a neoliberal development paradigm.  

                                                
9 Nor does it allow for involvement of retailers, as pointed out by Bill Anderson of Adidas (Anderson, 
personal interview, 6 October 2008, Hong Kong). 
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Therefore, Elias argues that they do not necessarily meet the needs of women workers 

in either their formulation or in their application.  She suggests developing alternative 

feminist understandings of economic rights that would disassociate economic rights 

from public sphere activity. 

The ILO core labour standards are often incorporated into corporate codes of 

conduct, which activists use to draw attention to inconsistencies between the conditions 

in factories and the stated code.  The case of the ILO Better Factories Cambodia (BFC) 

project, mentioned in chapter two, illustrates an alternative path to directly pressuring 

corporations through consumer campaigns, including a greater role for state and 

intergovernmental intervention.  It also represents a deviation from the ILO’s usual 

activities.  The project was the result of activist pressure applied during the drafting of a 

trade agreement between the US and Cambodia.  The purpose of Better Factories 

Cambodia was to improve working conditions in the garment industry through training 

and independent monitoring, in exchange for expanding Cambodia’s quota to the US by 

14 percent under the MFA (Elliot and Freeman 2005, p.88).  Wells (2006, p.361) 

considered BFC to be the ‘best example of links between enhanced trade and 

improvements in labor standards in the global South’.  The project provided assistance 

to factories to improve compliance and provided a tool to international buyers to use in 

their sourcing decisions.10  One of the main differences between the BFC and other 

projects was that it rewarded compliance with increased quotas rather than fined or 

punished those found out of compliance.  Although the project continues, rewarding 

compliance with increased quotas no longer exists because of the phase out of the MFA 

in 2005. 

Intergovernmental organisations comprise one part of the structures of 

governance that encourage, discourage and shape NGOs’ political actions.  None of the 

existing IGOs provide comprehensive governance of the industry.  This lack of IGO 

oversight, combined with a lack of oversight from states, has left a regulatory vacuum, 

prompting activists and the corporations they target to develop private regulatory 

structures of governance.  These are discussed more below.  

 

                                                
10 Better Factories Cambodia was funded by multilateral development agencies including USAID, 
NZAID, Agence Francaise de Developpment, as well as by the Royal Government of Cambodia, 
Cambodian Confederation of Trade Unions, Garment Manufacturers Association in Cambodia, the World 
Bank and the Asian Development Bank (BFC 2006).  
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MULTI-STAKEHOLDER INITIATIVES AND ANTI-SWEATSHOP NGOS 
 

Neither national laws nor intergovernmental entities provide adequate mechanisms to 

ensure decent working conditions in the industry.11  Since the 1990s, a relatively new 

form of governance emerged in the garment industry. Multi-stakeholder initiatives 

(MSIs) are made up of private and nonprofit stakeholders, and set standards, monitor 

compliance with the standards, and establish certification programmes as incentives for 

companies to meet the standards (O'Rourke 2006).  These entities are distinct from state 

regulatory structures and rely on voluntary participation.  MSIs are creating a relatively 

new form of governance of the garment industry that is taking place largely outside of 

any formal state or inter-state structures.12  MSIs often present NGOs with a way to 

participate in the governance of the industry, either through active participation on the 

MSI’s governing board or in an advisory role.  O’Rourke (2006, p.899) suggests that the 

rapid expansion of MSIs is in response to ‘recent trends in the weakening of national 

regulatory systems, the strengthening of multi-national corporations, increasing 

importance of brands, and growing demands from civil society actors for new 

mechanisms of corporate accountability’. Similar structures can be seen across a range 

of sectors including forestry, diamonds and tourism. 

Multi-stakeholder initiatives related to the garment industry include the Fair 

Labor Association, Worker Rights Consortium, Worldwide Responsible Apparel 

Production (WRAP), Social Accountability International, Ethical Trading Initiative and 

the Fair Wear Foundation (see appendix R).13  None of these MSIs include direct 

participation by government officials, however both the Fair Labor Association and the 

Ethical Trading Initiative were supported by the Clinton and Blair administrations, 

respectively (Chang and Wong 2005).  Retailers and NGOs have developed several new 

MSIs in the past few years.  These include the MFA Forum, which prepares retailers 

and activists for the fall-out following the end of the MFA, and the Joint Initiative on 

Corporate Accountability and Workers’ Rights (Jo-In), which coordinates several of the 

MSIs in order to reduce duplication of efforts. 

                                                
11 States’ treatment of the garment industry and relationships with NGOs vary dramatically across the 
global South.  Many governments are often hesitant to regulate corporate behaviour.  Instead, as 
described in chapter two, governments compete with each other to encourage foreign direct investment by 
luring companies to EPZs with tax holidays and other incentives. 
12 See Merk (2008a) for a review of phases that the code of conduct debate has gone through since the 
early 1990s. 
13 See O’Rourke (2006) for an assessment of the leading MSIs.   
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The garment industry MSIs vary in terms of composition, participation and 

certification mechanisms.  Most MSIs in the garment industry are set up as independent 

nonprofit entities and solicit retailers and manufacturers to participate by signing 

voluntary codes of conduct and agreeing to periodic monitoring and verification.  

Labour advocates debate the legitimacy of various MSIs based on their membership and 

the extent to which industry executives control the agenda.  Activists criticise some, like 

the Fair Labor Association and WRAP, for pandering to industry leaders.   

As described in chapter three, many corporations shifted their responses to 

activists’ campaigns during the second phase of anti-sweatshop advocacy, between 

1999-2004.  Previously, they had denied any responsibility for working conditions in 

supply chains.  During the second phase, many targeted retailers joined MSIs to counter 

the negative publicity from anti-sweatshop campaigns.  Companies like Nike, Reebok 

and The Gap, which had been the prime targets of early campaigns, became some of the 

most ardent advocates of MSIs and participated in multiple programmes and 

encouraged their competitors to do the same.  

When joining a multi-stakeholder initiative, retailers are often required to align 

their own codes of conduct to those endorsed by the MSI.  Most retailers in the garment 

industry adopted codes of conduct in the 1990s.  The benefit of retailers’ aligning their 

codes to MSIs is that it can provide greater consistency across the industry.  MSI codes 

are also usually based on the ILO’s core labour standards.  Even though the ILO does 

not take a direct role in any of the MSIs, it does provide a framework that can be used to 

develop uniform norms and standards.   

The scope and level of commitment in MSIs and corporate codes vary widely.  

At a minimum, the codes record the retailer’s stated commitment to meeting national 

labour laws where clothing is produced.  In other cases, such as with Swedish retailer H 

& M, the code includes provisions against the use of child labour, protecting workers’ 

health and safety, and stipulating that workers have the right to join an association and 

bargain collectively.  The H & M code also includes language committing the company 

to take responsibility for working conditions in its supply chain.  It includes, ‘Most 

importantly we have a responsibility towards all the thousands of people taking part in 

the production of our garments. We have to make sure that nobody whose work is 

contributing to our success is deprived of his or her human rights, or suffers mental or 

bodily harm’ (H & M 2009, p.1).  Activists debate the merits of various codes, some of 

which refer to adhering to minimum wages, while others include provisions for living 
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wages.14  While the utility and effectiveness of corporate codes of conduct are 

debatable, most activists agree that codes can be useful tools in training workers and 

negotiating with management (Kearney, Neil and Gearhart 2005).  Activists can also 

use codes of conduct and membership in MSIs as tangible campaigning goals around 

which to organise, where activists can point out the inconsistencies between a 

company’s code and working conditions where its goods are produced.  

A principal lure for corporations to join multi-stakeholder initiatives is to avoid 

regulation by states.  Elias (2007) notes that instead of acting as complementary 

mechanisms to binding regulations, codes have become a substitute for such 

regulations.  By developing their own standards and participating in voluntary codes 

and monitoring programmes, retailers decrease the likelihood of outside oversight.  MSI 

membership also offers corporations a coordinated framework to address complaints 

about abuses in supply chains.  Participation in these private, voluntary initiatives can 

be presented as a ‘win-win’ solution for activists and retailers.  By participating in an 

MSI retailers can appear to be making a good faith effort to consumers and activists to 

improve conditions in their supply chains.  Retailers also benefit from consolidating 

monitoring activities with other retailers in the industry, which lowers the cost of 

monitoring suppliers.  In this way, MSIs fit into a neoliberal frame that resonates with 

businesses, emphasising voluntary participation, self-regulation and non-intervention by 

states.15 

Activists contend that codes and MSIs may be useful tools, yet they are by no 

means an ideal solution to address widespread abuses in the industry.  While many 

NGOs actively pressure retailers to join MSIs, others are sceptical about the nature of 

the codes and monitoring mechanisms.  Although some note that MSIs have the 

potential to be more ‘flexible, efficient, democratic and effective than traditional labour 

regulation’ (O'Rourke 2006, p.899), others suggest that MSIs undermine broader labour 

movements based on solidarity among workers (Chang and Wong 2005).  The extent to 

which MSI participation and the adoption of corporate codes of conduct are actually 

implemented, and translate into changes for workers, is debatable, but their presence 

alone does suggest that corporations are unable to ignore advocacy claims and that there 

is an increasing level of dialogue between corporations and NGOs.  Indeed, the 

widespread existence of codes and the establishment of MSIs is the result of anti-

                                                
14  For debates on various codes, see the Maquila Solidarity Network’s Codes Memo (MSN 2009a).  
15  This is why retailers have embraced MSIs, as a way to diffuse activist pressure and avoid state or 
intergovernmental oversight.  Nevertheless, Merk (2008a) argues that MSIs have opened up space for 
transnational regulation of the industry, which has the potential to benefit workers. 
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sweatshop campaigns.  Although there are obvious limitations of MSIs, there have also 

been some notable positive outcomes from MSIs.  Retailers have disclosed factory 

locations, consented to having monitors inspect factories, publicised the findings, and 

agreed to remediation plans that would address the most egregious abuses—especially 

those related to child labour, forced overtime and physical abuse.   

 

NGO engagement with MSIs  
 

Most activists welcome the increase in retailers’ participation in MSIs in the absence of 

an adequate alternative, but their growing presence does present activists with a 

dilemma.  While pressuring retailers to join multi-stakeholder initiatives and take 

greater responsibility for working conditions in supply chains, the participation of 

retailers in MSIs may actually reinforce retailers’ dominance in the industry (in relation 

to manufacturers, unions and government). 16 A system in which mostly Northern-based 

TNCs are positioned as the watchdogs of manufacturers in the global South only 

reinforces existing power dynamics.  This is done without actually changing retailers’ 

own practices, such as paying more for goods produced under ethical conditions, 

establishing long-term relationships to avoid abuses associated with piece-rate work, or 

stipulating for more realistic turnaround times to limit forced overtime. 

The case study organisations approach this dilemma in different ways.  The 

types of engagement can be summarised as active engagement (FairWear, USAS), 

participating (Clean Clothes Campaign), and disengagement (STITCH).  FairWear and 

USAS actively engage with multi-stakeholder initiatives.  FairWear and USAS both 

hold seats on the boards of MSIs and advocate directly for targeted companies to join 

particular initiatives: the Homeworkers Code of Practice in the case of FairWear and the 

Worker Rights Consortium for USAS.  FairWear’s engagement with the Homeworkers 

Code of Practice reflects its roots in the Australian labour movement.  USAS’ 

engagement with the WRC is deeply connected to its roots in the student movement, as 

student activists pressure universities to join the WRC as an alternative to the more 

industry-friendly Fair Labor Association.  

The Clean Clothes Campaign participates in the MSI, the Fair Wear Foundation.  

In fact, the Fair Wear Foundation code of conduct is based upon the Clean Clothes 

                                                
16 See Sikkink (2002) on the paradoxical effects of some international advocacy efforts.  She gives an 
example from Nelson (2002) of NGOs contributing to the reinforcement and expansion of the World 
Bank’s influence. 
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Campaign’s model code, CCC activists were involved in the establishment of the Fair 

Wear Foundation, and a member of CCC sits on its board.  Nevertheless, the Clean 

Clothes Campaign’s activities are not directly tied into increasing the membership of 

the Fair Wear Foundation.  This differentiates its type of engagement from FairWear 

and USAS’s active engagement with MSIs.  The Clean Clothes Campaign also 

participates in Jo-In, an MSI mentioned earlier.   

Unlike the other NGOs, STITCH does not advocate for MSI membership or 

expansion.  STITCH argues that the emphasis on external monitors is misplaced and 

should be used to support workers’ attempts to organise and act as their own monitors.  

STITCH Executive Director Beth Myers said in an interview that developing an 

elaborate system of third party monitoring diverts attention away from the work of 

supporting workers to become monitors on the shop floor by strengthening unions 

(Myers, personal interview, 5 January 2007, Washington D.C.).  Each of these 

represents different ways that NGOs interact with multi-stakeholder initiatives and the 

extent to which anti-sweatshop activists view MSIs as a viable tool to improve working 

conditions in the industry. 

 

Implications for governance of the industry 
 

MSIs implicitly expand notions of governance beyond states and intergovernmental 

organisations, and link economic networks and interests in the garment industry with a 

system of non-state regulation.  Stienstra (1999, p.268) argues that, ‘When we consider 

global governance as the process of constructing and maintaining common norms and 

standards, our focus necessarily is no longer state centered.  We recognize that states 

work together and with NGOs to develop and maintain these norms.  But they also have 

dynamic relationships with other forces in the world order, including transnational 

capital and global finance’.  

The reliance on MSIs to regulate the industry is troubling for two reasons.  The 

first relates to the outcome of MSIs in terms of the norms they generate.  Activists 

question whether norms generated through MSIs’ codes of conduct are adequate to 

protect workers.  MSI codes differ on wage levels as well as health and safety standards.  

For example, differences between the codes of the Worker Rights Consortium and the 

Fair Labor Association are discussed in chapter eight.  This comparison shows the 

different standards that different MSIs apply to wages, overtime and safety standards, 

and the impact this could have on workers. 
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The second concern relates to the implications of private, regulatory initiatives 

becoming the sites of constructing and maintaining those norms and standards.  

Lipschutz (2005) considers MSIs to be part of a broader trend of private, transnational 

regulation that involves the use of market-based mechanisms to alter behaviour, which 

he refers to as a new international division of regulatory labour.  He notes that one 

problem with this approach, particularly in the garment industry, is that even when 

changes are made in a specific sector there may not be much, if any, spillover to other 

industries.17  Lipschutz (2005, p.178) argues that even if MSIs contribute to behavioural 

changes on the part of individual corporations, they do little to alter the broader 

structures that ‘states have put in place to attract capital and reduce social costs, both of 

which lead to the demand and need for social regulation in the first place.’  In this way, 

he suggests that MSIs take place within a structure of politics and economics that 

supports neoliberal institutions and practices.  Placing regulatory functions with such 

bodies supports the same system and power structures that anti-sweatshop activists seek 

to change.   

Lipschutz and other critics of MSIs also point out that the focus on private 

regulatory structures distracts workers and activists from seeking more robust national 

or international governmental regulation of the market.  He states that: 

 
the arguments and justifications for regulation – and to whom they are made 
and why—must come about through politics, which must take place not 
within or through the market but in the public sphere.  It is the ethical basis 
of the state’s exercise of its power—especially the structural power to 
constrain the market that must be changed, and not simply the moral 
behaviours of individual corporations (2005, p.243).18   

 
By focusing on the politics of consumption and the regulatory systems in the private 

sphere, activists neglect politics in the public sphere and the state shifts its role to 

regulate the market to a secondary and inadequate private, voluntary system.  

                                                
17 Rodriguez-Garavito (2005a, p.206) doubts whether MSIs will result in ‘ratcheting up’ labour standards 
across the industry, but does view them as part of an emerging field of transnational labour regulation that 
includes national labour laws, international treaties, unilateral sanctions and social clauses in trade 
agreements, along with TANs that ‘exert the requisite leverage for the formulation and enforcement of 
such standards’.  
18 Italics in original. 
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One of the main functions of MSIs is to monitor adherence to the stated code of 

conduct.  In her study on sweatshop monitoring, Esbenshade (2004, p.165) found that:  

 
Private monitoring to date has been more successful at improving conditions 
(such as availability of potable water, hygiene of bathrooms, levels of 
harassment, correct payment of minimum wage, and reduction in forced 
overtime) than at guaranteeing respect for workers’ basic rights to organize.  
Thus, workers have not achieved an avenue to defend their own interests on 
a day-to-day basis or raise wages beyond the legal minimum, which is below 
subsistence level in most countries.   

 
Esbenshade makes a distinction between private monitoring and independent 

monitoring.  Most MSIs rely on private monitoring, which is controlled by retailers.  In 

contrast, what she refers to as independent monitoring (meaning independent from the 

corporations they seek to regulate), is conducted by local nonprofit organisations or 

third parties such as the Worker Rights Consortium (itself a MSI, but one that does not 

include retailers as members).  Esbenshade favours the approach of the WRC, not as an 

alternative form of private monitoring, but as she sees it, a radical departure from 

private monitoring since it focuses on workers’ rights as opposed to conditions and is 

triggered by workers instead of by manufacturers (2004, p.165).  Esbenshade concludes 

that codes have the potential to be a useful tool for change, but that existing multi-

stakeholder initiatives would need to be reformed by including more emphasis on 

freedom of association and collective bargaining, like those found in the WRC code.  

Without these provisions, private monitoring negates the role of unions and undermines 

the potential for government enforcement.   

While supporting independent monitoring, Esbenshade shares Lipschutz’s 

concerns about the broader implications of a system that relies on voluntary regulation 

outside of the state (Esbenshade 2004; Lipschutz and Rowe 2005).  She suggests that 

‘private regulation has reinforced the power imbalance engendered by global capitalism 

to some degree by turning enforcement over to the private sector rather than demanding 

that government fulfil its mandate or bolstering the power of workers to negotiate for 

themselves’ (Esbenshade 2004, p.203).  Multi-stakeholder initiatives are more receptive 

to NGO anti-sweatshop campaigns than states and intergovernmental organisations, yet 

such structures are unable to secure lasting improvements for garment workers.   

MSIs give campaigners a point of reference and a set of standards to which they 

can aspire to hold corporations accountable.  However, activists become constrained by 

the corporate accountability frame underpinning most MSIs, which highlights the 

actions of individual corporate actors rather than broader systemic structures.  MSIs can 
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obscure broader claims of systemic exploitation in the industry by presenting individual 

cases as atypical of the industry and retailers involvement in MSIs as a voluntary act of 

charity (rather than a point of obligation and responsibility).  Therefore, while creating 

alternative transnational structures of governance, MSIs also reinforce corporate power 

in the industry in ways that are amenable to recent and problematic neoliberal 

transformations. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

NGOs simultaneously interact with multiple, multilayered structures of governance.  All 

the structures of governance discussed in this chapter shape NGO strategies, their 

organisational structures, and ultimately the extent to which their campaigns can 

succeed.  Building upon the previous chapter on how the NGOs enact rooted 

cosmopolitanism, this chapter compared their relationships to structures of governance 

and the ways these relationships shape the NGOs’ abilities to engage in transnational 

anti-sweatshop advocacy.  

In all three countries, the NGOs are shaped by domestic structures, including 

structures of funding that influence NGO activities, and political environments that limit 

the role of the nation-state in regulating transnational capital.  Anti-sweatshop NGOs 

are also encouraged to engage with the state, or discouraged from engaging with the 

state, through tax regulations and differing levels of access to government officials.  

While the case study NGOs are consistent with trends identified by Anheier and 

Salamon in each country, in terms of their relationship to the state (and particularly in 

relation to funding), the case study NGOs highlight differences between the US and 

Australian nonprofit sectors in terms of funding.  USAS and STITCH do not receive 

much, if any, government funding.  In contrast, FairWear has been instrumental in 

galvanising government funding for the Homeworkers Code of Practice, the MSI it 

supports.   The Clean Clothes Campaign is consistent with the corporatist model, 

receiving a significant portion of its funding from the state.  Whether based on funding 

or restrictive legislation, these interactions with the state contribute to an environment 

where NGO influence is limited when targeting the state other than in the state’s 

capacity as a consumer.  

Strengthening regulatory functions at the national level takes political will that 

currently does not exist.  These regulations would require the support of retailers, who 

would most likely reject such measures unless regulations imposed industry-wide 
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changes that would apply to their competitors.  Adoption of such measures would 

require changes in corporate culture as well as consumer expectations since one of two 

things would have to happen: consumer prices of garments would increase to reflect fair 

wages and better standards in the industry, or retailers would have to accept smaller 

profit margins or curb marketing and advertising budgets.  Retailers are likely to resist 

both, and states are unable and unwilling to compel them to do so without massive 

support for such measures. 

Challenges within the domestic state structures led anti-sweatshop activists to 

seek alternative paths for improving working conditions in the industry.  In some cases, 

this has meant seeking change through intergovernmental organisations; in others, it has 

resulted in voluntary initiatives within the private sector.  Although NGOs engage with 

political authorities at each layer of the structures, advocates have concentrated their 

interventions in those areas where they can exercise political action.  

When retailers acknowledge their responsibilities for working conditions in 

supply chains and join multi-stakeholder initiatives, it is a clear victory for anti-

sweatshop activists.  Yet, these private, voluntary initiatives have not replaced the need 

for enforceable regulations of transnational capital.  Many private multi-stakeholder 

initiatives include the very same retailers they are designed to monitor.  This has 

resulted in reinforcing and possibly expanding the influence that retailers have over 

suppliers in developing countries.  This is not the outcome that activists had hoped for.  

It presents a dilemma for activists over how to increase the level of responsibilities of 

retailers without legitimising or augmenting their already dominant position.  Activists 

continue to debate the merits of the various monitoring systems as they face new 

opportunities, and new constraints in structures of governance at home and abroad. 
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6 

Consumer campaigns and the use of civic politics 
 
 

Anti-sweatshop NGOs express a mode of civic politics aimed at changing behaviour of 

retailers and consumers in the global North.  This is due to the particular structure of the 

global garment industry and because they have found a point of leverage with retailers 

that are heavily reliant on branding.  This chapter explores the use of consumer 

campaigns in the anti-sweatshop network by examining campaigns and activities of the 

Clean Clothes Campaign, USAS, STITCH and FairWear.  Examining campaigns 

provides a way to see transnational advocacy networks as a dynamic phenomenon, 

rather than as a static group of actors.  Focusing on campaigns also provides insight into 

the case study organisations by examining the alliances they form and the strategies 

they use.  

The campaigns analysed in this chapter illustrate both the potential and the 

limitations of civic politics in general, and consumer campaigns in particular.  In the 

garment industry, transnational retailers wield extraordinary power over subcontractors 

and workers, and governments are unwilling to implement existing labour laws.  The 

power of retailers in the industry contributes to the harsh working conditions in the 

industry through fierce price competition, downward pressure on wages, and unrealistic 

turnaround times resulting in forced overtime; but it also poses an opportunity for 

activists.  Since retailers are heavily reliant on branding and subcontractors are not, 

activists can specifically target retailers by associating their brands with unethical 

production.   

The purpose of the chapter is to examine the NGOs’ uses of civic politics and 

their abilities to access points of leverage in consumer campaigns.1 The first section 

situates anti-sweatshop advocacy within campaigns that aim to mobilise consumers’ 

political action.  The second section reviews Keck and Sikkink’s (1998) boomerang 

pattern of transnational advocacy.  The third section analyses four campaigns with 

different boomerang patterns, demonstrating the range of political tools and actors at 

work in anti-sweatshop advocacy.  The last section of the chapter compares the patterns 

of advocacy in terms of points of leverage, movement across political arenas, and the 

                                                
1 Part of this chapter appeared in Garwood (2008). 
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role of states and intergovernmental organisations in advocacy campaigns.  Each of 

these characteristics influences the extent to which campaigns can succeed in achieving 

their goals. 

 

CONSUMER CAMPAIGNS 
 

Activists have used boycotts in a variety of social movements, ranging from the civil 

rights movement in the US to struggles for independence in India.  In each case, 

activists put economic pressure on businesses to encourage them to take desired action.  

In contemporary anti-sweatshop campaigns, activists rarely employ the boycott as a 

strategy, but nor do they want to support the purchase of goods made under sweatshop 

conditions.  Activists want to attract the attention of targeted companies without 

adversely affecting workers.  What this means is that few companies have been severely 

affected, financially, by these campaigns.  Instead, the potential damage comes from the 

negative image associated with their brand (and potential damage to future sales).  The 

power of NGOs aimed at influencing corporate behaviour comes from their ability to 

persuade consumers to demand ethically-made products, rather than their ability to 

inflict significant financial damage on targeted actors directly. 

Contemporary campaigns treat consumption as a political act in an era when 

corporations are highly dependent on brand images.  Anti-sweatshop NGOs appeal to 

Northern constituents through their consumption habits, mobilising a form of political 

consumerism (Micheletti, Follesdal and Stolle 2006b) that relies on the marketplace as a 

site of political engagement.  These NGOs are able to access Northern consumers and 

governments in a way that is often unavailable to their Southern allies.  Micheletti and 

Stolle (2008) distinguish between negative, positive, and discursive political 

consumerism.  For example, boycotts are forms of negative political consumerism.  

‘Buycotts’ are the promotion of fair trade or ethical goods through labelling and 

certification programmes.  This is a form of positive political consumerism.  Unlike 

positive and negative political consumerism, discursive political consumerism is 

focused on communicative efforts aimed at businesses, political institutions and the 

public rather than focused on monetary transactions. 

Chang and Wong (2005) refer to the style of campaign focused on brands as the 

Action-Alert-Branding-Targeting-Campaign (AABTC).  They recognise that these 

campaigns may be effective in some cases, such as those aimed at re-instating dismissed 

workers and recognising new unions.  However, they argue that these campaigns are 
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limited because of the ways that they obscure class-based politics.  They suggest that 

AABTC tactics ultimately undermine the potential for a broader labour movement 

aimed at developing an alternative development model.  Chang and Wong claim that the 

individualist approach of AABTCs focused on specific companies and factories allows 

companies to make minor changes, without altering the broader social structures that 

facilitate and reinforce capital accumulation. 

Brooks (2007, p.xx) also critiques consumer campaigns, but from a different 

angle.  She critiques the assumption that consumers have agency as political actors 

simply through their consumption habits.  She refers to this as a double granting of 

agency and suggests that campaigns focusing on consumers reinforce the very same 

categories of gender, class and citizenship that the production side of the industry relies 

upon. 2  Young (2006) is far less critical of anti-sweatshop campaigns, and although she 

does not offer any specific suggestions as to how consumers should act, she believes 

that consumers should take whatever action is necessary in order to fulfil their 

obligations of justice to remedy the exploitation in the industry.   

When used alongside other strategies, consumer campaigns can be a useful tool 

for garment workers and advocates of labour rights.  These campaigns allow Northern-

based activists to use their particular positions in strategic ways as rooted 

cosmopolitans, to pressure retailers and consumers to change their policies and 

practices.  The following section examines patterns of transnational anti-sweatshop 

advocacy, and highlights problematic aspects of consumer campaigns as well as their 

potential for creating change in the industry. 

 

BOOMERANG PATTERNS OF TRANSNATIONAL ADVOCACY 
 

Keck and Sikkink (1998, p.13) illustrate a pattern of transnational advocacy using a 

boomerang pattern, depicted in figure 6.1.  In a boomerang pattern, when domestic 

NGOs face blockages with their own states, they seek alliances with international allies 

who then pressure their own states, or in some cases intergovernmental organisations, to 

apply pressure to the first state.  This pattern helps explain how less powerful actors are 

able to create influence by developing alliances with those who have access to pressure 

points unavailable to domestic NGOs.  Keck and Sikkink provide examples from the 
                                                
2 The risk with consumer campaigns is that by focusing on consumers as political agents, such campaigns 
can overstate consumer choices while overlooking structural changes needed in the industry and 
regulatory bodies, such as national governments or the WTO.  For more on the politics of consumerism, 
see Shah et al (2007).   
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women’s movement, environmental movements and human rights.  In these cases, 

domestic NGOs used different variations of the boomerang pattern to bypass blockages 

with their own states by creating linkages with international allies, which then pressured 

states and intergovernmental organisations. 

 

Figure 6.1 Boomerang pattern of transnational advocacy 

 
 

Boomerang pattern, adapted from Keck and Sikkink (1998, p.13).  State A blocks redress to organisations 
within it; they activate network, whose members pressure their own states and (if relevant) a third-party 

organisation, which in turn pressure State A. 
 

Keck and Sikkink’s model requires a state to exert pressure.  While useful for many 

situations, this model requires modification to fit the garment industry.  Like many other 

sectors, no unified international regulatory framework governs the garment industry.  

Instead, governance takes place through a patchwork of national labour laws and private 

governance structures that rely on voluntary participation, described in the previous 

chapter.  This raises several questions: what shape is the boomerang pattern when states 

and intergovernmental organisations lack political power or will?  When governance 

takes place outside of state control? What form does the boomerang pattern take when 



 165 

the targets of advocacy are transnational corporations operating across national borders?  

What pressure points are available to NGOs and other non-state actors in this context?  

Finally, what has worked, what has not, and why?  

Exerting influence on retailers with well-known brands has become a central 

part of anti-sweatshop campaigning and provides activists with important points of 

leverage.  Klein (2000) refers to campaigns targeting retailers as brand boomerangs, 

where Northern activists exert pressure on multinational corporations to address abusive 

labour conditions in sweatshops.  When asked why campaigns target corporations as 

opposed to states, one labour activist told her, ‘because we have more influence on a 

brand name than we do with our own governments’ (Klein 2000, p.380).3  In addition to 

targeting retailers, the anti-sweatshop NGOs intervene at multiple points within the 

garment industry system.  As rooted cosmopolitans, the NGOs’ relationships to places, 

identities and ideologies shape the ways in which they seek to intervene in the system.  

In each case, their roots shape their ability to access strategic points of leverage and 

create influence.4  Campaigns have different boomerang trajectories based on 

relationships between Southern and Northern activists and the various forms of politics 

and points of leverage available in each case.5  Several campaigns are described below. 

 

Clean Clothes Campaign 
 

On 26 September 2007 a judge in Bangalore, India, issued arrest warrants against 

members of the Amsterdam-based Clean Clothes Campaign.  They were charged with 

cyber crime and criminal defamation for publishing information on the Internet about 

abusive practices in garment factories owned by Fibre & Fabric International (FFI) 

(Ghiase 2007).  Within days, the news appeared on dozens of activist websites and 

blogs calling on supporters to contact FFI and G-Star, a well-known retailer in Europe 

with contracts with FFI.  Human rights organisations such as Amnesty International 

joined the call, denouncing the lawsuit against the activists as a breach of international 

human rights law.  

                                                
3 What the activist referred to as a brand name is a large retailer with well-known branded products. 
4 Gready (2004) makes a further distinction between three different types of boomerang patterns, which 
include advocacy, campaigns and insecurity boomerangs.  McAteer and Pulver (2009) theorise another 
type of boomerang used by shareholder transnational advocacy networks. 
5 Alliances among activists in the North and South are particularly important in situations where workers 
in the South are unable to pressure their own state directly because of the presence of a weak state 
infrastructure to deal with such abuses or out of fear of repression.  Chapter two included information 
about workers facing threats from management that their organising will lead to plant closures, black 
listing, or in some cases physical violence.   
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The struggle began in August 2006 when the Garment and Textile Workers’ 

Union (GATWU) and three Bangalore-based NGOs conducted an investigation into 

workers’ claims of unpaid overtime, unsafe working conditions, and physical and verbal 

harassment (CCC 2007b).  The results of the investigation were forwarded to the Clean 

Clothes Campaign.  The CCC subsequently published the results of the investigation on 

its website and distributed the results to FFI’s customers which included the Dutch 

retailer G-Star and US-based retailers Tommy Hilfiger, Ann Taylor, The Gap and 

Guess. 

Retailers’ responses varied widely.  G-Star initially denied any wrongdoing, 

then reluctantly entered into dialogue with CCC.  Ann Taylor conducted their own 

investigation, which substantiated the activists’ findings, and later withdrew its 

contracts with FFI.  Several retailers, such as Mexx, joined multi-stakeholder initiatives.  

Others took some action through their existing affiliation with MSIs.  For example, The 

Gap encouraged FFI to enter into dialogue with local stakeholders and agreed to a joint 

response to the issue through the Ethical Trading Initiative.  Although retailers’ 

involvement in MSIs like the Fair Wear Foundation and the Ethical Trading Initiative 

did not result in any decisive action on the part of FFI, it did represent the companies’ 

acknowledgement of a shared responsibility for the conditions under which their 

clothing is made.  

FFI responded to the pressure from activists, and questions from retailers, by 

filing for an injunction prohibiting the Clean Clothes Campaign from distributing 

information about working conditions in the FFI factory.  Ignoring the injunction, the 

CCC encouraged thousands of European consumers to send letters and emails to the 

multinational retailers that subcontracted their manufacturing to FFI.  CCC activists 

encouraged their supporters to demand that FFI lift the gag order against the activists.  

CCC also contacted the National Point of Reference of the OECD, alleging that 

G-Star had been in violation of the stated principles of the OECD by disregarding 

international law and national Indian labour law and violating workers’ human rights.  

The National Point of Reference of the OECD responded by saying that they would 

investigate the matter.  Ironically, while all of this was going on FFI was being 

considered by a MSI, Social Auditing International (SAI), to become SA 8000 certified, 

which designates that a factory meets certain labour standards.  Although SAI was 

reluctant at first to listen to workers’ complaints, it eventually suspended the 

certification process until further notice (CCC 2008c).   
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The FFI lawsuit filed in June 2007 named several defendants including the 

Clean Clothes Campaign secretariat and the India Committee of the Netherlands, the 

CCC Task Force of India, Women Garment Workers’ Front (Munnade), Civil Initiatives 

for Development and Peace (CIVIDED) and the New Trade Union Initiative (NTIU).  

Among the defendants were two Internet service providers who had hosted the CCC 

website.  The complaint claimed that the CCC, along with the Bangalore-based NGOs, 

had defamed FFI by spreading false information about the company, causing it financial 

harm.  It also claimed that the CCC was involved in a form of cyber crime for 

publishing materials about FFI on its website and encouraging people to write letters to 

FFI management through the Internet.  The complaint claimed that this was in direct 

violation of the injunction, which prohibited activists from publishing the findings of 

their investigations of FFI factories.  The prosecution claimed that CCC disregarded the 

court injunction since the activists continued to publish materials about the case on their 

website.   

CCC allies participated in the campaign by encouraging their own supporters to 

take action.  For example, Oxfam Nike Watch sent a message to 2,000 members in its 

network in support of the CCC activists in the FFI case.  Court documents in the FFI 

case claim that the ability of the Internet to reach vast audiences allows organisations 

like CCC to engage in ‘virtually limitless international defamation’ (Ghiase 2007, p.22).  

FFI claimed that the CCC and the other defendants were not only guilty of cyber crime, 

but that they had insulted the court and furthermore, insulted the nation of India.  FFI’s 

claims sought to discredit the activists, accusing them of protectionism and claiming 

that the activists had masqueraded as advocates of social justice, but were actually 

aimed at maligning Indian-made goods and the country as a whole. 

The FFI case illustrates NGOs’ abilities to bring international attention to local 

labour disputes, mobilise consumer pressure on multinational retailers, appeal to 

intergovernmental organisations, and develop institutional relationships among 

Southern and Northern NGOs and unions.  Yet, the case also illustrates the limitations 

of such campaigns and provides an example of the ways that activists, suppliers and 

retailers struggle over who bears responsibility to improve conditions in the industry. 

The campaign initially focused on workers’ freedom of association in Bangalore, but 

following the lawsuit, focus quickly shifted onto Northern activists’ freedom of 

expression.  In other words, the method of communication—publishing material on the 

Internet—became as contested as the information about forced overtime and physical 

abuse in FFI factories.  This secondary aspect of the campaign, which dealt with the 
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activists’ ability to publish material on the Internet, garnered significant media attention 

and catapulted it from the realm of Internet activism to the political arena of diplomatic 

negotiations. 

 

Figure 6.2 Boomerang pattern in the Fibre & Fabric International campaign 

 

 
 

CCC/ICN = Clean Clothes Campaign/India Committee of the Netherlands 
CIVIDED = Civil Initiatives for Development and Peace  
ETI = Ethical Trading Initiative 
FFI/JKPL =  Fibre & Fabric International/ Jeans Knit Pvt. Ltd 
FWF = Fair Wear Foundation 
GATWU = The Garment and Textile Workers’ Union  
Munnade = Women Garment Workers’ Front  
NTIU = The New Trade Union Initiative 
OECD = Organization of Economic Co-operation and Development 
 

The Indian Minister of Trade, Kamal Nath, brought up the case against the 

activists during the Dutch Queen’s visit to India.  Shortly after, former Dutch Prime 

Minister Lubbers brokered an agreement that included the dismissal of all charges 

against the Indian and Dutch activists, the appointment of an ombudsman to deal with 

future complaints, provisions to allow FFI workers to join a union of their choice, and 

the end of the activists’ campaign against FFI and G-Star. The resolution addressed the 

dual facets of the campaign: the workers’ rights to organise and the activists’ rights to 

publish allegations of labour abuses on the Internet.  This lawsuit and the subsequent 
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mobilisation of supporters around the world highlighted the multiple forms of politics in 

transnational campaigns.  In this case activists pressured retailers in addition to making 

appeals to government officials.  Figure 6.2 above illustrates the boomerang pattern in 

the FFI case, incorporating advocacy on behalf of workers at the FFI factory, and later 

advocacy aimed at encouraging FFI to drop the case against Dutch and Indian NGOs.  

After the charges were dropped against the activists, and workers were given the means 

to lodge grievances with their employer, the CCC concluded its campaign against FFI.   

The CCC has also been involved in campaigns that are part of a longer, 

cumulative process of industry-wide change.  One such campaign was the Play Fair at 

the Olympics Campaign, in which Clean Clothes Campaign was a key player.6  The 

Play Fair at the Olympics Campaign included 500 demonstrations, protests and picket-

lines in more than 35 countries coinciding with the Olympic Games in Athens in 2004.7  

For example, activists and athletes carried an alternative torch through major garment-

producing centres in India (Murthy 2004).  All of the activities around the world 

focused on raising public awareness and applying pressure to the sportswear industry.  

The campaign focused on the International Olympic Committee and seven companies:  

Asics, Fila, Kappa, Lotto, Mizuno, Puma and Umbro.  Until the campaign began, the 

seven highlighted companies had escaped the level of scrutiny that the top retailers had 

faced (Merk 2005, p.6).  By focusing on these companies, along with earlier actions 

aimed at Nike, Reebok and Adidas, the Play Fair Campaign aimed to create industry-

wide change.  This industry-wide approach is particularly appropriate since many of the 

same factories produce goods for multiple retailers.     

In addition to the petitions, street protests and other direct actions, the campaign 

engaged with the companies through letters and meetings.  Campaign organisers issued 

a report, a follow-up letter and convened a sectoral meeting at the ILO.  The Play Fair 

Report contained research from six countries, highlighting the results of 186 interviews 

with workers and 10 representatives of sportswear companies (Oxfam 2004a).  The 

report documented extensive violations in factories that produced goods for each of the 

targeted companies.  Activists used the report to document and substantiate claims of 

                                                
6 Parts of this analysis appeared in Garwood (2005), which compares and contrasts the politics used in the 
Play Fair campaign with those used by the MFA Forum. 
7 A modified group of organisers, including the CCC, the International Trade Union Confederation, and 
the International Textile, Garment and Leather Workers’ Federation, continued the campaign to coincide 
with the 2008 Games in Beijing. 
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abuse in the industry.  The companies’ responses to the campaign varied.8  Some 

acknowledged the need to develop an industry-wide approach to labour abuses through 

the World Federation of Sporting Goods Industries (WFSGI), although neither the 

WFSGI nor the International Olympic Committee were particularly responsive to Play 

Fair organisers’ demands.  Representatives of the WFSGI met with Play Fair organisers, 

however the WFSGI was unwilling and unable to coordinate a sector wide approach to 

labour abuses in the industry (Miller 2005). 

In both the FFI and Play Fair campaigns, CCC used what Keck and Sikkink 

(1998) call information politics to produce and disseminate alternative information to 

the public about the practices of targeted actors.  Campaign organisers used information 

politics strategically to produce and disseminate critical information about sportswear 

manufacturers’ labour practices.  This information proved to be essential to both 

campaigns because it meant that claims of abuse and maltreatment could be 

substantiated by hundreds of interviews with workers and falsified timesheets.  This 

information proved to be so threatening that its release led FFI to seek the injunction 

prohibiting activists from distributing the information on its website. 

In the Play Fair campaign this information was then used at an emotive and 

symbolic level.  Activists highlighted the hypocrisy of sportswear companies’ claims to 

express global goodwill while exploiting workers who make clothing for the Olympics.  

By exposing this contrast activists were able to build upon the symbolic value of the 

Olympics.  Other campaigns may not have such a clear association with symbolic 

politics, but activists can publicise the links between high profile brands and sweatshop 

conditions.  This was the tactic used in the FFI case.  In that case, activists were able to 

influence European retailers, but were not as successful in translating that pressure on 

retailers into changes for workers until the focus of the campaign became activists’ 

freedom of speech at which point Indian and Dutch officials got involved. 

The Play Fair Campaign effectively used material leverage by focusing on the 

corporations’ vulnerabilities, namely their public image and branding, and linked this to 

their sponsorship contracts.  Sponsorships for the 2004 Olympics were valued at US 

$648 million (Oxfam 2004a, p.33).  Corporations rely on the positive image and 

subsequent earnings that sponsorships are designed to bring about.  Play Fair organisers 

chose the seven companies because of their level of brand recognition, rather than 

focusing on suppliers that were unfamiliar to consumers.  The only problem with this 
                                                
8 As a result of the campaign, Asics joined the Fair Labor Association.  Puma, Umbro, Asics and Mizuno 
made commitments to improve their labour policies.  Fila, Lotto and Kappa were less cooperative (Merk 
2005). 
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strategy is that it can result in activists’ targeting the retailers with the most familiar 

brands rather than focusing on the most flagrant abusers.  In the FFI case, activists used 

both material and moral leverage.  CCC exerted moral leverage on the European 

retailers that in turn exercised material leverage on FFI by threatening to suspend their 

contracts with the supplier. 

Some of the organisers of Play Fair, such as the Clean Clothes Campaign and 

Oxfam, have had success with accountability politics with other campaigns.  For 

example, once corporations join the Dutch-based Fair Wear Foundation or US-based 

Fair Labour Association (almost always as a concession following pressure from NGOs 

and consumers) they are monitored for compliance to the MSI’s code of conduct.  The 

problem, of course, is that this deters corporations from agreeing to make any changes 

because they know that they will be judged according to higher standards once they 

enter into dialogue with activists.  The Play Fair Campaign was successful in getting 

Asics to join the Fair Labor Association.  However, the other targeted companies did 

not follow suit (Merk 2005).  Campaign organisers may be able to take advantage of the 

cyclical nature of the Olympics and other sporting events such as the World Cup, 

exercising accountability politics with these same corporations, and reporting on 

targeted companies’ progress or lack of it (Merk, personal interview, 8 July 2005, vi 

telephone).  

Play Fair campaign organisers used information about working conditions and 

brand sponsorships to highlight the inconsistencies between targeted companies’ stated 

principles and working conditions in the companies’ supply chains.  Although many 

companies have adopted the language of corporate social responsibility—mainly due to 

previous pressure from activists or the threat of a targeted campaign—these policies 

often lack any meaningful implementation.  Such corporate social responsibility policies 

give activists greater traction in mobilising shame and exercising accountability politics.  

Activists can point out that companies are falling short of their stated commitments (as 

opposed to failing to measure up to externally imposed standards).  Activists did this in 

the Play Fair campaign by publicising the contrast between the rhetoric in the 

companies’ codes of conduct and the abusive labour practices in their supply chains.   

 

United Students Against Sweatshops 
 

USAS focuses on the purchasing power of American university students at a time of 

significant politicisation in many young peoples’ lives.  Its aims are to raise awareness 
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about working conditions in the garment industry and link consumers, and the products 

they purchase, to the conditions under which those products are made. While many 

NGOs exert pressure on retailers, USAS has not relied on consumer pressure aimed 

directly at retailers, but instead has used leverage with third parties to exert financial 

pressure on retailers.  USAS mobilises students to exert material leverage on retailers 

through universities.  Universities are often reluctant to exercise this leverage, but 

students have been vigilant in their protests and have succeeded in getting over 150 

universities to join the WRC.  The reason that universities are so resistant to exerting 

pressure on licensees is that the universities face significant financial consequences 

when adding terms to licensee contracts.  For example, Nike CEO Phil Knight withdrew 

a pledge of US $30 million to the University of Oregon after university administrators 

joined the Worker Rights Consortium (as a result of student protests).  A statement from 

Nike said, ‘The University of Oregon, despite its unique relationship with Nike and 

Phil, is free to align itself with the Worker Rights Consortium.  However, it does not 

mean that we are required to support those efforts with which we have fundamental 

disagreements’ (Greenhouse 2000).  Such action was clearly intended as a message to 

other universities attempting to change the terms of licensing contracts.  In order to 

maintain Knight’s support, the University of Oregon renounced its membership in the 

WRC.  Subsequently in 2007, Phil and Penny Knight donated US $100 million to the 

University of Oregon to build a new basketball arena and to create the Oregon Athletic 

Legacy Fund.  This case clearly shows the power of retailers in relation to licensing 

agreements.  It also highlights the power of wealthy individuals in the industry who 

wield tremendous power to either bestow, or withhold, sizable contributions to 

universities. 

   It is widely acknowledged among activists in the anti-sweatshop network that 

the existing system of corporate codes of conduct, exposure of abuses, and independent 

monitoring has not had the desired effect of widespread improvement of working 

conditions in the industry.  Recognising these challenges to consumer campaigns, 

USAS is seeking to create a more effective system linking consumers, retailers, 

suppliers and workers.  In consultation with Southern unions, NGOs and the Worker 

Rights Consortium, USAS developed a policy that would address the concerns of 

workers.  In particular, they sought to avoid repeating the situation where workers speak 

out, negative attention is generated in the international press linking retailers to the 

abuse, and the retailers withdraw their orders and move on to the next factory, where the 

process starts over again.  
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In response to this problematic cycle, USAS and the WRC developed the 

Designated Suppliers Program (DSP).  As part of the DSP, licensees (such as Nike and 

Reebok that license university logos) would be required to source the majority of their 

products from factories that have been approved by the WRC as meeting various labour 

standards.  On behalf of the universities that join the DSP, the Worker Rights 

Consortium would be responsible for monitoring and verifying factories.  Other 

stipulations of the programme include that, ‘Licensees are required to pay a price to 

suppliers commensurate with the actual cost of producing under applicable labor 

standards, including payment of a living wage; they are required to maintain long-term 

relationships with suppliers; and they are required to ensure that each supplier factory 

participating in the programme receives sufficient orders so that the majority of the 

factory’s production is for the collegiate market’ (DSP Working Group 2006).  USAS 

activists have made the DSP a focal point of their campaigns.  In 2007, the WRC sought 

a favourable Business Review Letter for the DSP from the Antitrust Division of the 

U.S. Department of Justice in order to prevent future anti-trust litigation.  Once it 

became clear that the Department of Justice would not issue such a letter, the WRC 

withdrew its request, and waited to resubmit it once the Obama administration took 

office.  As of October 2009, the DSP remains on hold as activists wait to receive the 

necessary letter of endorsement from the Department of Justice in order to prevent anti-

trust allegations.   

Even though the DSP has not yet been implemented, students have exerted more 

pressure on universities to join the DSP.  The idea is that once the Department of Justice 

issues a favourable Business Review Letter for the DSP, the WRC will be ready to 

implement it.  In an effort to get their universities to adopt the DSP, students on dozens 

of campuses organised rallies, petitions, speaking events, street theatre, mock 

sweatshops, office stormings and sit-ins (USAS 2007a).  Photographs and video of the 

events were then circulated on the Internet and posted on websites such as YouTube in 

order to link university apparel with sweatshop labour and to share tactics with other 

anti-sweatshop activists.  As of October 2009, the students succeeded in getting 40 

universities to sign on to the DSP. 

The inability of activists to intervene in the relationship between retailers and 

suppliers has proven to be a substantial obstacle in the past.  If implemented, the DSP 

would signify activists’ growing influence in the industry.  According to the WRC’s 

Steffan, one of the most important outcomes of the DSP might be to create model 

factories in order to demonstrate that it is, in fact, possible that the apparel industry can 
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still be profitable while respecting workers’ rights to unionise, paying living wages and 

ensuring a modicum of job security (Steffan, personal interview, 19 January 2007, 

Washington D.C.).   

In the meantime, USAS recently concluded a major campaign focused on Russell 

Athletic.  The campaign is illustrated in figure 6.3.  In direct conflict with Russell 

Athletic’s own code of conduct regarding the rights of freedom of association and 

collective bargaining, the company intimidated, harassed and fired workers trying to 

establish an independent union.  A report by the WRC in 2007 found that Russell 

Athletic illegally fired 145 workers in retaliation for union activity.  In January 2009, 

Russell Athletic closed its Jerzees de Honduras factory, placing 1,200 people out of 

work.  An announcement by the WRC stated: 

 
If allowed to stand, the closure would not only unlawfully deprive workers 
of their livelihoods; it would also send an unmistakable message to workers 
in Honduras and elsewhere in Central America that there is no practical point 
in standing up for their rights under domestic or international law and 
university codes of conduct and that any effort to do so will result in the loss 
of one’s job (WRC 2009b). 
 
USAS pressured universities to sever their contracts with Russell Athletic over the 

closures, as shown in figure 6.3.  One of its organising strategies included a speaker tour 

of North American campuses for Moises Elias Montoya Alvarado and Norma Estela 

Mejia Castellanos, the President and Vice-President of the SITRAJERZEESH union, 

the workers' union at Jerzees de Honduras.  Their tour, and the subsequent student 

activism surrounding it, led twelve universities to terminate their contracts with Russell 

Athletic.  By early October 2009, one hundred universities had severed contracts with 

Russell Athletic.  The goal of the campaign against Russell was to get the company to 

reopen the factory and reinstate dismissed workers (USAS 2009a).  The campaign 

resulted in significant negative publicity for Russell Athletic.  USAS estimated that it 

had caused a financial loss to Russell Athletic worth US $5 million, due to the severed 

university contracts (USAS 2009a).9  These tactics proved to be effective in pressuring 

Russell Athletic to change its course of action.   

 

                                                
9 In June 2009, the WRC issued two reports on the status of Russell Athletics’ remediation plan.  One of 
the reports summarised the results of interviews with more than 100 workers.  The WRC found that most 
workers were either unaware of Russell Athletics’ pledge to freedom of association or were told that 
while they had the right to join a union, there was no need to since the company-controlled union was 
sufficient.  The WRC claims that this is in direct violation of ILO Convention 98 on the freedom of 
association, which Honduras has ratified (WRC 2009c; WRC 2009d). 
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Figure 6.3 Boomerang pattern in Russell Athletic campaign 

 
 

SITRAJERZEESH Union = Workers' union at Jerzees de Honduras 
USAS = United Students Against Sweatshops 
WRC = Worker Rights Consortium 

 

On 18 November 2009, Russell Athletic, SITRAJERZEESH and the General 

Confederation of Workers announced an agreement that establish a new, unionised 

factory, Jerzees Nueva Dia (New Day), and extend employment to the 1,200 dismissed 

workers.  A headline in the New York Times read, ‘Labor Fight Ends in Win for 

Students’ (Greenhouse 2009, n.p.).  USAS activists celebrated the news, claiming a 

victory for the lengthy campaign on dozens of campuses.  The announcement read: 

 
This is one of the most significant youth-led campaign victories in recent 
times and one of the most significant campaign victories of the global 
justice movement. No one has ever forced a multinational corporation to 
reopen a facility it shut down in the global race to the bottom. This victory 
has also proven that together, we can successfully fight back when those in 
power take advantage of the economic crisis to attack working people. We 
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should take strength and inspiration from the example of the workers of 
Jerzees de Honduras. We can fight back — and WIN — against policies that 
benefit a privileged few and hurt our communities (USAS 2009b, n.p.). 

 

In an email to supporters, Scott Nova (2009), Executive Director of the Worker Rights 

Consortium, said that the agreement will bring Russell Athletic into full compliance 

with the WRC standards and, ‘represents one of the most significant advances for 

fundamental workplace rights in the twenty-year history of codes of conduct in the 

apparel industry’.  He added that such an agreement was unprecedented in the history of 

the garment industry in Honduras and in Central America.  Nova (2009, n.p.) said, ‘It is 

hard to overstate the significance of this breakthrough’. 

The Jerzees de Honduras case was unusual in that USAS advocated for 

universities to sever their contracts with Russell Athletic, essentially calling for a 

boycott.  A boycott was possible because the factory had already been shut down.  

Unlike boycotts as a form of negative political consumerism, the DSP (if implemented) 

would represent a positive form of political consumerism, rewarding companies with 

university contracts that source from factories that meet certain labour standards.  Both 

forms of political consumerism seek to engage consumers as political agents, 

encouraging retailers to use their purchasing power and related leverage with 

universities and sportswear companies to improve working conditions in the industry.  

The campaign against Russell Athletic was successful due to the cumulative 

actions of anti-sweatshop advocates over the preceding fifteen years.  Those earlier 

campaigns, many of which were unsuccessful in achieving their own short-term goals, 

helped lay the foundation for the success of the campaign against Russell Athletic.  

Previous campaigns helped build a network of student activists that could be mobilised 

when called upon.  USAS had also helped establish the WRC, which meant that there 

was an institution in place that could mediate between the universities and Russell 

Athletic.  This case represents a departure from previous campaigns, in that it was an 

unmitigated success for anti-sweatshop advocates and workers.  It also represents a 

continuation of campaigns in earlier phases of anti-sweatshop advocacy.  USAS 

activists are hoping to capitalise on this victory and gain momentum for future 

campaigns.   
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FairWear 
 

FairWear exerts pressure on Australian companies to abide by fair labour standards in 

their supply chains.  FairWear’s role is to provide information about garment workers in 

Australia and abroad and encourage consumers to organise locally in place-based 

actions as well as to participate in online activism.  FairWear’s domestic campaigns 

focus on the Homeworkers Code of Practice.  Once a company signs the Code it is able 

to sew the NoSweat label into products that meet the code.10  

A FairWear chapter in Newcastle decided to focus on companies that produce 

surf apparel.  The New South Wales (NSW) government funded the initiative as part of 

its Behind the Label Strategy.  This Strategy resulted in the formation of the Ethical 

Clothing Trades Council, which included the Textile, Clothing and Footwear Union, the 

Australia Industry Group, the Australian Retailers Association (ARA) and Australian 

Business Limited.  The Council launched the Ethical Clothing Trades Extended 

Responsibility Scheme in July 2005.  It required manufacturers to disclose their supply 

chains and notify all suppliers of regulations governing the employment of outworkers.  

In an attempt to undermine the scheme, the ARA negotiated with the NSW 

Office of Industrial Relations to provide an exemption for retailers that committed to the 

ARA’s voluntary code of practice.  According to the ARA website, ‘The ARA is calling 

for all clothing retailers to sign up to the voluntary National Retailers Ethical Clothing 

Code of Practice which is far less time consuming to comply with than the mandatory 

scheme but at the same time helps stamp out the exploitation of outworkers’ (ARA 

2006).  The ARA was successful, with seventy percent of Australian retailers signing up 

to the less stringent ARA code.  This case highlights the role of governments in the anti-

sweatshop network in facilitating the development of industry codes and certification.  

It also illustrates the challenging environment in which anti-sweatshop activists operate 

and the power of industry bodies to undermine their efforts.   

FairWear’s international advocacy is aimed at pressuring Australian-owned 

companies to improve working conditions in the factories where their products are 

made.  FairWear also shares information and publishes reports from international allies.  

For example, it posted calls to action on its website requesting that their supporters 

write letters in support of the Clean Clothes Campaign activists who were accused of 
                                                
10 Many companies authorised to use the NoSweat label choose not to do so.  FairWear organisers 
believe this is in part because it would draw attention to their other products that are not certified as 
sweat-free (Gardener, personal interview, 21 November 2006, Melbourne).  Anti-sweatshop activists 
debate the merits and drawbacks of certifying companies as sweatfree or ethical.  For more on these 
debates, see MSN (2007).   
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cybercrime in the FFI case.  FairWear is also closely linked with an international 

network dedicated to the needs of homeworkers around the world.  This network is 

crucial in gathering information about people who are often hidden from the formal 

garment sector.  FairWear aims to make homeworkers more visible to the Australian 

public, encouraging Australians to exert their influence as citizens in order to seek 

greater legal protections for homeworkers.  It also appeals to its supporters as 

consumers, urging them to exercise political consumerism by publicly shaming 

companies and encouraging the patronage of companies that meet the Homeworkers 

Code of Practice.11 

Legal protections for outworkers enshrined in the Federal and State Awards give 

FairWear a point of leverage that is largely unavailable to the NGOs in the US.  The 

Awards stipulate terms of conditions such as wages, overtime and benefits in the 

industry.  In the US, homework is prohibited in the garment industry, although it still 

exists.  Since such work is not permitted, homeworkers there do not have the same legal 

protections as they do under Australian law. 

FairWear does not have the same leverage points as USAS does with students.  

This is partly due to the absence of a collegiate-logo market in Australian akin to the US 

system.  However, the Australian education system provides opportunities for 

organising at the secondary school level since students are required to purchase school 

uniforms, unlike in most US public schools.  Using materials by FairWear, high school 

students in Victoria urged their school administrators to source school uniforms from 

suppliers that had signed the Homeworkers Code of Practice and encouraged existing 

suppliers to sign the Code.  This campaign has succeeded in several schools but has not 

yet become widespread.   

FairWear has participated in several transnational campaigns and is in the 

process of defining its role in the transnational anti-sweatshop network.  One such case 

is described below and illustrated in figure 6.4.  In 2007, workers at the Vaqueros 

Navarra factory in Tehuacan, Mexico, voted for the independent September 19 union to 

represent them.  Factory owners responded harshly.  Hundreds of workers were 

harassed and fired for their involvement in the union and for their attempts to organise.  

Workers appealed to the state, but the State of Puebla refused to formally recognise the 

union.   

                                                
11 As of August 2007, 29 manufacturers and 121 retailers had signed the Homeworkers Code of Practice.  
An additional 7 companies signed the Sports and Corporate Wear Deed (HWCP 2007).  This was the 
result of joint actions of FairWear and the Textile, Clothing and Footwear Union of Australia. 
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The Maquila Solidarity Network and other labour rights NGOs in North 

America began a campaign to pressure the companies sourcing from Grupo Navarra, 

owners of the Vaqueros factory.  Activists urged the retailers to contact management to 

halt the harassment and firings of union organisers.  Several retailers, including 

American Eagle Outfitters, The Gap, and Warnaco, sent letters to Grupo Navarra asking 

it to respect workers’ freedom of association.  FairWear also urged its supporters to 

contact retailers and asked them to pressure Grupo Navarra to ‘stop the firings and 

harassment, reinstate all dismissed workers, and support a free and fair union 

representation vote without further delay’ (FairWear 2007b).  In addition to pressuring 

retailers, the Maquila Solidarity Network also urged supporters to contact the State of 

Puebla asking that it recognise the union and address the unauthorised dismissals.  

 

Figure 6.4 Boomerang pattern in Grupo Navarra campaign 

 

 
 

A & F = Abercrombie & Fitch 
AE = American Eagle 
CCC = Clean Clothes Campaign 
Hilfiger = Tommy Hilfiger  
MSN = Maquila Solidarity Network 
UNITE HERE = US union of workers in hospitality, gaming, food service, manufacturing, textile, 
laundry and airport industries  
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Despite this pressure—or possibly because of it—Grupo Navarra closed the Vaqueros 

Navarra factory in 2008, moving production to its other factories, where no unions were 

present.  In response, workers marched through the streets of Tehuacan to protest the 

closure and their employer’s unwillingness to pay legally required severance pay.  

Workers blocked traffic and continued their protest in front of a factory owned by the 

president of the local maquiladora association (MSN 2008).  Once again international 

pressure mounted, urging retailers to take action to reopen the factory, or at a minimum 

ensure that workers receive severance pay and any other legal entitlements.  The case is 

ongoing, although it does not appear that workers and activists will get their demands 

from Grupo Navarra.  This case illustrates the significant challenges activists face in 

securing commitments from retailers even when workers are organised locally, applying 

direct pressure to manufacturers, alongside international anti-sweatshop campaigns 

applying pressure to retailers.  These two aspects of the campaign (shown in figure 6.4), 

in two different political arenas, were not enough to dissuade manufacturers from 

moving production to a lower cost location with a non-unionised workforce.  

 

STITCH 
 

STITCH differs in its approach from the other organisations due to its grounding in 

feminism and in the types of politics it utilises.  USAS and CCC target well-known 

retailers and use the visibility of the retailers’ brand images as a source of strength in 

their campaigns.  Although this has been a point of leverage for these campaigns, it 

suggests a limitation as well, since Northern NGO-led campaigns are limited to 

focusing on labour conditions for workers producing branded products for export to 

Western consumers (Elliot and Freeman 2005).  Many of the women who STITCH 

works with in Central America do not have that same access to Northern consumers, 

because they do not produce well-known, branded items.   

For this reason, STITCH has taken a different approach from the three other 

organisations.  Instead of relying on linkages with Northern consumers, STITCH 

prioritises the strengthening of local unions in Central America.  Its model—of building 

connections between Northern and Southern union women, and among Southern union 

women—is aimed at allowing women to learn from each other to take on leadership 

roles within existing union structures or to create unions where they do not already 

exist.   
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STITCH hosts workshops and training sessions for union women in Central 

America, brings delegations of women from the US to Central America and vice versa, 

and is in the process of developing a leadership manual.  STITCH tries to influence the 

consumer campaigns of other anti-sweatshop organisations by providing information 

and educating their allies about the ways that gender and gender identities frame 

women’s experiences working in the industry.  This includes the reasons that women 

were hired, the types of work they are assigned, experiences of sexual harassment and 

forced pregnancy tests, and their reluctance or inability to join existing unions. 

 

Figure 6.5 Boomerang pattern of Yoo Yang campaign 
 

 
 

SITRAIMASH = Union of Workers of the Maquila and Similar Industries Honduras 
USLEAP = US Labor Education in the Americas Project 
MSN = Maquila Solidarity Network 
CCC = Clean Clothes Campaign 
Van Heusen = Phillips Van Heusen 

 

STITCH’s strategies rely less on applying leverage to targeted actors and more 

on building solidarity among women workers.  Yet in some cases, such as the campaign 

targeting Yoo Yang depicted in figure 6.5, STITCH engaged in both advocacy and 



 182 

worker exchanges.  Workers at Yoo Yang factories located in the EPZ Continental Park 

in Honduras first attempted to form a union in 1999.  They sought to get their union, 

Union of Workers of the Maquila and Similar Industries Honduras (SITRAIMASH) 

formally recognised by the Labor Ministry in Honduras.  In response to attempts to 

form a union, Yoo Yang management fired workers known for their union activities.  

Following extensive protests, the workers were reinstated.  Meanwhile the Ministry of 

Labor stalled the application to grant legal recognition to the union, despite the 

membership of 450 of the 600 employees.   

Through its website, STITCH encouraged its supporters to contact the Labor 

Ministry in Honduras and the Honduran Embassy in the US.  Other Northern-based 

NGOs involved in this campaign included USLEAP (the organisation that STITCH 

grew out of), Maquila Solidarity Network and the Clean Clothes Campaign.  These 

organisations posted appeals on their websites in support of the Yoo Yang workers.  In 

addition to encouraging supporters to approach the Labor Ministry and Embassy, NGOs 

put pressure on Yoo Yang buyers including Phillips Van-Heusen.  However, activists 

did this cautiously.  One announcement implored activists not to leaflet retailers since 

they had not yet been instructed by workers do so (CCC 2000). 

Workers held demonstrations inside and outside of the factory, tied ribbons to 

their machines, and made numerous attempts to negotiate with management.  They also 

collected signatures that were then sent to Phillips Van-Heusen.  After 49 days of 

workers’ actions and the intervention of Phillips Van-Heusen, workers who had been 

dismissed finally received 100 percent of the severance pay due to them (CCC 2000).  

This positive outcome for the Yoo Yang workers resulted from the combined pressure 

brought by workers and their allies in the anti-sweatshop network. 

One union member, Marlena, said, ‘they had planned to fire all of us [union 

members]…I imagine to destroy the union.  But there was…international 

pressure.…[The manager] said that he didn't want these problems...’ (CCC 2000).  

Although the government continued to refuse to recognise STRAIMASH, it did grant 

approval for the establishment of the Yoo Yang Enterprise Trade Union (STEYY).  

Workers previously associated with STRAIMASH were allowed to join STEYY or the 

Trade Union of Workers of Kimi Enterprise of Honduras, S.A. (SITRAKIMI).  These 

were both factory-level unions as opposed to STRAIMASH, which would have been an 

industry-level union (ITGLWF 2000).  This was less than the workers had wanted, but 

still considered to be a positive outcome.  After eight months of negotiations, STEYY 

signed a collective agreement with Yoo Yang. 
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Through its worker exchange programme, STITCH provided funding for Yoo 

Yang worker Jesus Banegas, to travel to El Salvador in 2002 to meet with workers 

seeking to develop a union at the Tainan maquila.  One of the workers said of the 

exchange, ‘Hearing about how they won their contract has helped us understand better 

how we can achieve ours—and proves to us that it is possible’ (STITCH 2002).  This 

type of worker exchange is designed to strengthen workers’ capacity to organise at the 

factory level by facilitating workers sharing information and strategies with one 

another.  

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF BOOMERANG PATTERNS 
 

These campaigns illustrate the complexity involved in building relationships, creating 

linkages, and maintaining pressure on targeted actors, all of which are necessary in 

transnational anti-sweatshop campaigns.  The campaigns varied in their levels of 

success.  The campaign against FFI was successful in securing some protections for 

workers, but only after the European Clean Clothes Campaign activists became the 

focus of the campaign.  USAS students were successful in getting 100 universities to 

sever their contracts with Russell Athletic and thereby causing it significant losses.  

This proved to be enough pressure to get Russell Athletic to re-open the factory and re-

instate workers.  In the Yoo Yang case, STITCH was also successful, but not to the 

extent that workers and activists had hoped.  Although the campaign was successful in 

getting the STEYY union recognised, workers were unable to obtain legal recognition 

for an industry-wide union, which would have given workers more bargaining power 

with manufacturers.  Despite the sizable mobilisation among workers and consumers, 

the Grupo Navarra campaign was unsuccessful since the factory was not re-opened with 

union recognition.  The structural forces in the industry opposing this outcome were too 

great.  The incentives for retailers to move their orders to lower cost facilities 

outweighed the negative publicity and financial costs incurred from the campaign.  In 

each campaign, the anti-sweatshop network’s involvement was only one variable among 

many that contributed to the relative success of the campaign.  Other variables included 

the local labour context, domestic political environment, quota restrictions driving 

sourcing practices, the position of manufacturers within the industry, their abilities to 

move production to other facilities, and the costs and benefits of doing so.   

While the obstacles associated with the structure of the industry were clear, the 

outcomes were not inevitable.  They were the result of actions taken by purposeful 

actors.  The anti-sweatshop NGOs are just some among many actors involved.  The 
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following section compares the boomerang patterns of these campaigns to highlight the 

actions of the anti-sweatshop NGOs, their relationships to other actors, and the 

challenges they faced in influencing the garment industry.  Several comparisons are 

discussed below, including points of leverage, movement across political arenas, and 

roles of states and intergovernmental organisations in the various campaigns. 

 

Points of leverage 
 

Constructivist literature suggests that the power of NGOs is in the ideational realm, 

where NGOs marshal information to persuade more powerful actors to change their 

practices.  With each of the anti-sweatshop campaigns, NGOs used information to 

counter claims by retailers and garner support for their cause.  However, information 

and persuasive arguments were not enough to make retailers and manufacturers improve 

working conditions in the industry.  The anti-sweatshop NGOs relied on strategic points 

of leverage to exert material pressure on targeted actors in addition to other forms of 

ideational power.   

Each organisation focused their intervention on a slightly different point in the 

garment industry.  The difficulty they faced was in acting without powerful allies.  For 

this reason, the NGOs relied on the leverage they had with third parties, to exert 

pressure on retailers and manufacturers.  This is why the boomerangs involved so many 

players and such lengthy paths between activists and manufacturers.  For example, the 

USAS students had no direct leverage with manufacturers.  Instead, they used 

combinations of civil disobedience and formal channels to gain direct access to 

university administrators, who then exercised material leverage with Russell Athletic.  

USAS aimed its actions at one point in the industry, complementing the workers’ 

actions at different points in the system.  

While USAS focused on university contracts with retailers, the CCC campaign 

against Fibre & Fabric International applied pressure directly to G-Star and, later, to the 

Dutch government.  STITCH encouraged its supporters to contact the Honduran 

Department of Labour and the Honduran embassy in the US in support of the Yoo Yang 

campaign.  It also organised a worker exchange between SITRAIMASH workers and 

workers in El Salvador attempting to exercise their rights to form an association.  

FairWear lent support to the Grupo Navarra campaign by encouraging their supporters 

in Australia to contact retailers such as Abercrombie & Fitch, American Eagle, Dickies 

and Tommy Hilfiger.  The significance of these various points of leverage is in how 
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such points worked in conjunction with other actors in the anti-sweatshop TAN, and 

whether, together, they were able to create sufficient influence to achieve the desired 

result.  While all these forms of politics were useful, none were sufficient on their own.   

Based on these campaigns, the more direct the link between activists and points 

of leverage, the greater degree of success.  For example, the USAS campaign against 

Russell Athletic succeeded in getting universities to sever their contracts because they 

were localised, in the sense that students from each campus focused on their respective 

universities.  Even though these were local, decentralised campaigns, they were 

coordinated and had a unified goal.  Activists provided university administrators with a 

focused, tangible course of action (to cut their contracts with Russell Athletic) to 

dissipate protest.  What is noteworthy about this case is the willingness of universities to 

acknowledge some responsibility for working conditions in their contracting 

relationships.  This recognition and action on the part of universities would not have 

happened without USAS and the students’ rootedness to their particular universities, 

and their ability to use that position to apply pressure to university administrators.   

 

Movement across political arenas 
 

The boomerangs also show the importance of campaigns simultaneously operating in 

multiple political arenas.  In the Fibre & Fabric case, the fear of future material loss 

from activists’ negative publicity led FFI to file a lawsuit against CCC activists.  By 

filing the lawsuit against the Clean Clothes Campaign, FFI actually helped move the 

case from one political arena to another.  This campaign received more attention than 

the other campaigns, including extensive media coverage and an outpouring of support 

from other labour and human rights activists.  Within days of the arrest warrants being 

issued in September 2007, the news appeared on numerous websites and blogs urging 

supporters to take action by contacting FFI, and retailers in Europe and the US that 

source garments from FFI.  Dozens of NGOs, including FairWear, posted the CCC’s 

urgent appeal regarding the FFI case on their websites, urging their own supporters to 

write letters and sign petitions.  The case was finally resolved when it received 

international media attention and was elevated to a diplomatic issue during the Dutch 

Queen’s visit to India.  This level of attention would not have been possible, however, 

without the participation of international NGOs and the media they generated.12 

                                                
12 For more on factors affecting which causes receive attention from Northern-based NGOs and 
international media, see Bob (2005).  
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Without the shift in political arenas, it is unlikely that the case would have received the 

necessary attention to negotiate a deal among all of the relevant parties.  

The Grupo Navarra campaign shares some similarities with the other campaigns, 

but differs in some key ways.  Like the other boomerangs, the campaign involved 

workers reaching out to international allies to pressure their employer from a different 

angle.  Despite a traditional focus on homeworkers in Australia, FairWear joined anti-

sweatshop organisers in Canada, the US and Europe to encourage Australians to contact 

retailers sourcing from Grupo Navarra.  By participating in campaigns like the Grupo 

Navarra case, FairWear linked its domestic advocacy of homeworkers with its advocacy 

for garment workers overseas.  For its part in the campaign, FairWear extended the 

Grupo Navarra campaign to the domestic political arena in Australia, linking its 

supporters to consumers and workers in the US, Canada, Europe and Mexico.    

 

Roles of states and intergovernmental organisations 
 

The campaigns show the range of actions taking place in different arenas, involving 

local labour movements, retailers, manufacturers, intergovernmental organisations and 

states.  Anner (2001) notes that Keck and Sikkink’s boomerang model prioritises the 

relationship between domestic NGOs and states, paying less attention to the 

relationships between international organisations and international institutions.  He 

points out that O’Brien et al (2000) provide an alternative approach which emphasises 

the relationship between global social movements and multilateral economic 

institutions.  The main difference with the anti-sweatshop network is its use of 

boomerang patterns that rely less on state power and activists’ abilities to influence 

states, and more on influencing companies, since activists see more opportunities to 

exert influence on the private sector.  

However, intergovernmental organisations are still important actors in the global 

garment industry.  The Clean Clothes Campaign appealed to the OECD’s Contact Point 

in the Netherlands on the basis of G-Star’s violation of OECD guidelines.  Although the 

Dutch contact point accepted the complaint, no firm action was taken.  Even though the 

ILO was not directly involved in negotiating or brokering an agreement, the ILO 

provided the basis for international norms and standards.  Whether explicitly stated or 

not, ILO standards served as a common point of reference in each of the campaigns.  

For example, activists highlighted how FFI violated ILO standards on collective 

bargaining and freedom of association. The campaigns involved intergovernmental 
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institutions to a greater or lesser degree, but they all incorporated aspects of both civic 

politics and politics aimed at influencing the state.  However, the cases involved states 

in a different way from Keck and Sikkink’s boomerang pattern.  In the Yoo Yang case, 

activists demanded that the Honduran government recognise the union, with little 

success.  Similarly, the Grupo Navarra campaign targeted the Mexican State of Puebla 

to earn formal union recognition, to no avail.  Neither American nor Australian activists 

targeted their own governments in this campaign.  The Dutch government refused to get 

involved in the FFI case until the Indian trade minister addressed the topic during the 

Queen’s visit.  The ways in which states were involved in each case depended on the 

national context in which the NGOs operate, the receptivity of the state to intervene, 

and activists’ engagement with civic politics.  

 

CONCLUSION 
 

The campaigns discussed in this chapter demonstrate how activists exercised forms of 

world civic politics informed by their specific rootedness to place, ideology and 

identities.  Each NGO participated in various campaigns based on the structures 

available to them.  Most organisations focused their attention on consumer campaigns to 

influence powerful retailers.  They did this due to the structure of the industry, which 

concentrates power among retailers and lacks a comprehensive intergovernmental 

regulatory framework.  With limited resources and few powerful institutional allies, 

anti-sweatshop NGOs developed ways to intervene in the complex system surrounding 

the garment industry by using strategic points of leverage. 

These various boomerang patterns illustrate the complexity of contemporary 

transnational advocacy. The boomerang patterns of the anti-sweatshop campaigns 

analysed in this chapter differ from Keck and Sikkink’s boomerang pattern.  In these 

anti-sweatshop campaigns, states were sometimes involved, but not always, and rarely 

as the primary target.  Instead, the most effective campaigns combined civic politics 

with politics aimed at government institutions, addressing violations of workers’ rights 

from multiple angles.   

Emerging from each of these boomerang patterns is the collective and 

cumulative nature of anti-sweatshop advocacy.  The case study NGOs played small 

parts in larger processes, demonstrating the importance of the broader anti-sweatshop 

network and the reliance on that network for information, support and pressuring 

targeted actors simultaneously.  While each of the NGOs chose to focus on specific 
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actors and intervene at specific points, they used resonant frames that helped multiply 

the impact of each organisation’s actions.  Each NGO, as one node in the network, bears 

certain responsibilities to their supporters, allies and the garment workers they aim to 

benefit.  The following chapter addresses the challenges that activists face in fulfilling 

such responsibilities and avoiding conflict that could undermine their efforts to launch 

effective campaigns. 
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7 

NGO accountability and political responsibility 
 

 

The NGOs analysed in this study interact with multiple forms of responsibility.  They 

act as vehicles for concerned individuals to exercise their power as consumers and 

citizens.  They pressure retailers to take greater responsibility for working conditions in 

the industry.  They also bear their own responsibility to donors, allies, supporters and 

the garment workers they aim to support.  Although some organisations may have clear 

responsibilities to specific groups of people, they must also develop mechanisms to 

ensure that they fulfil additional, more diffuse, responsibilities to act in a manner 

consistent with the values they espouse. 

As NGOs gain greater visibility in global political arenas they are coming under 

increasing pressure to defend their legitimacy as political actors (Bendell 2006).1  Some 

critics on the political left contend that NGOs are becoming more corporate in design, 

gaining insider status, and reinforcing the current structure of global capital by making 

small, cosmetic changes to the status quo which function to divert resources and 

attention from more radical, grassroots mobilisation (Incite! Women of Color Against 

Violence 2007; Escobar 1995).  Critics of NGOs also come from a conservative, anti-

NGO movement, which claims that transnational NGOs are undemocratic and 

unaccountable (Bob 2004).2  They argue that transnational NGOs undermine the free 

market, circumvent national democratic processes, and threaten the sovereignty of 

nation-states.  Simultaneously NGOs themselves have pushed to develop greater 

accountability within the NGO sector.3  NGOs created these initiatives on 

accountability as a response to the criticism from the anti-NGO lobby and to pre-empt 

                                                
1 See Hudson (2001) for an examination of legitimacy in transnational advocacy networks. 
2 An example of this can be seen in Manheim (2003, p.xvi), who refers to consumer campaigns as ‘the 
attack on the corporation,’ where a network of left-leaning activists and NGOs are attempting to seize 
political power in the US by weakening corporations.  Similarly, Gary Johns of the Australian-based 
Institute of Public Affairs (2003) said in a speech that NGOs are engaged in ‘nonconsensual regulation’ 
of corporations.  Also see Rabkin (2003).  Bob (2004) explains that the anti-NGO movement consists of 
two overlapping, yet fairly distinct transnational countermobilisations.  The first is focused on 
challenging transnational NGOs on specific issues such as nuclear disarmament or family planning.  The 
second type challenges transnational NGOs’ influence on international organisations and transnational 
corporations. 
3 NGO self-regulatory initiatives include the One World Trust’s Global Accountability Project, 
Humanitarian Accountability Partnership International, and CIVICUS’ Legitimacy, Transparency and 
Accountability Programme. 
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additional restraints on the sector (Lloyd 2005).  This focus on NGO accountability is 

due to the growing number of NGOs in international political arenas and the awareness 

that NGOs’ abilities to make effective claims are tied to their perceived legitimacy. 

In this chapter, I use the concept of political responsibility to both clarify and 

broaden the scope of accountability in the anti-sweatshop network.  The first section 

examines different approaches to NGO accountability.  The second section introduces 

the concept of political responsibility, analyses the ways that NGOs work towards 

achieving greater political responsibility to garment workers, and the barriers they face 

in doing so.  It then extends the concept to the portrayal of garment workers in 

consumer campaigns.  The next section analyses the political responsibility of 

FairWear, Clean Clothes Campaign, STITCH and the United Students Against 

Sweatshops.  The conclusion discusses the various ways that the NGOs aim to fulfil 

their political responsibility to garment workers, and the implications for anti-sweatshop 

advocacy.   

 

APPROACHES TO NGO ACCOUNTABILITY 
 

Accountability is often thought of in one of three ways: (1) as financial accountability to 

donors, (2) accountability to members, or (3) accountability to beneficiaries, for NGOs 

that serve distinct groups of people.4  One approach that seeks to address all three types 

of accountability is a stakeholder approach.5  Lloyd (2005, p.3) describes a stakeholder 

approach that ‘transfers the right to accountability from exclusively those that have 

authority over an organisation to anyone that has been affected by the organisation’s 

policies’.  This is an improvement on previous conceptions, which focused solely on 

financial accountability.  However, by adopting a term associated with business, a 

stakeholder approach risks de-politicising the issues and stripping accountability of the 

uneven power dynamics inherent in such relationships.  It can also risk marginalising 

workers since garment workers are considered to be just one of many stakeholders.  

After all, workers’ voices should be more important than other stakeholders in anti-

sweatshop advocacy campaigns, since they are the most vulnerable actors in the 

                                                
4 In some cases, the people most affected are easy to identify.  In others, this is a more complex task.  For 
example, labour rights NGOs may work with specific individuals or groups of workers, but groups of 
workers are not homogeneous and even when workers’ organisations or unions exists they may not 
represent all workers’ interests.  
5 Until recently, literature on NGO accountability prioritised financial accountability to donors.  For 
broader approaches to accountability, see Edwards and Hulme (1995). 
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industry.  The point is not that other entities (i.e. allied organisations, donors and staff) 

are unimportant or irrelevant, but that the concerns of garment workers should take 

precedence above these other concerns.   

Brown and Moore (2001) argue that NGOs’ abilities to powerfully make claims 

are based upon their relationships with their constituents, and that the goal should be to 

engage with them as political constituents not as service clients.  However, neither a 

conceptualisation based on governments in the case of political constituents, nor one 

based on corporations in the case of service clients, recognises the fact that NGOs have 

unique relationships with those they aim to benefit.  NGOs are often not representative 

of their constituents, nor do they aim to be.6  This is one of the ways that advocacy 

NGOs differ from membership-based NGOs or unions, which often aim to be 

representative of their constituents.  Representativeness is just one path to 

accountability, and not usually the most relevant one for transnational advocacy NGOs.  

As Edwards argues, ‘NGOs do not have to be representative to be legitimate, but they 

do have to be accountable for their actions, whatever they are, if their claims to 

legitimacy are to be sustained’ (2006, p.ix).  The section below proposes applying the 

concept of political responsibility to anti-sweatshop advocates.  For NGOs to establish 

their legitimacy as transnational political actors, they must demonstrate political 

responsibility to garment workers. 

 

POLITICAL RESPONSIBILITY OF NGOS 
 

Jordan and Van Tuijl (2000, p.2053) explain that ‘Political responsibility is a 

commitment to embrace not only goals in a campaign but to conduct the campaign with 

democratic principles foremost in the process’.  They continue, ‘within transnational 

advocacy networks there are no formal mechanisms to enforce obligations.  Thus, to 

discuss accountability within these networks would be to suggest something that is not 

yet existent’ (Jordan and Van Tuijl 2000, p.2053).  Jordan and Van Tuijl suggest several 

factors that contribute to the level of political responsibility achieved within 

transnational networks.  One factor is the extent to which NGOs within the network 

focus their attention on different, yet complementary political arenas.  Another factor is 

the ability of each actor in the network to articulate its goals and strategies.  Other 

factors include the ways in which the network raises and allocates financial resources, 
                                                
6 Sluiter says of the Clean Clothes Campaign that it ‘cannot and does not want to represent workers, but it 
can support them’ (2009, p.183) 
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manages flows of information within the network, and the frequency and format of 

information within the network.  These factors relate to the inner workings of a 

transnational advocacy network and the need for advocates to operate their campaigns 

in a manner consistent with their values. 

Young (2006, p.102) proposes a different model of responsibility which further 

broadens an understanding of NGOs’ responsibilities.  Her social connection model of 

responsibility, discussed in chapter four, is ‘based on social connection as an 

interpretation of obligations of justice arising from structural social processes’, which 

do not necessarily align with political jurisdictions.  Structural social processes, in this 

case the process of the production and wearing of clothing, connect people who do not 

reside within one nation-state.  Although Young applies the term to the rights and duties 

of Western consumers and retailers, that same concept can be applied to the NGOs 

themselves in order to examine their connections to garment workers, and their political 

responsibilities to workers. 

Young argues that it is a consumer’s duty to take action to improve conditions in 

the industry by virtue of their participation in the social and economic systems that 

perpetuate exploitation.  Her model situates Northern activists in a broader context of 

global justice, bringing analysis of power back into notions of accountability.  This is 

something that most existing work on NGO accountability fails to do.  Acknowledging 

activists’ and consumers’ positions within a broader economic and political context is 

fundamental to developing a comprehensive view of their political responsibilities.  In 

fact, paying attention to these complex relationships acknowledges the subject position 

of each actor without allowing those positions to be overly deterministic of their 

actions.   

The source of strategic engagement for Northern-based activists in advocacy 

networks is their particular identities and connections to place as rooted cosmopolitans.  

The same aspects of their identities that can contribute to a sense of paternalism—

namely citizenship, location and access—are also what make them valuable allies in 

transnational networks.  The key is to figure out how to manage those relationships, and 

instead of ignoring the particular position of Northern activists, acknowledging the 

power dynamics and strategic locations of each party. 

  Jordan and Van Tuijl’s notion of political responsibility establishes the necessity 

for transnational advocacy networks to embrace democratic principles.  Young’s social 

connection model brings an analysis of power into accountability, with political 

responsibility extended through the social and economic processes of the production 
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and purchase of clothing.  Drawing on these two bodies of work, I view NGOs’ political 

responsibilities as broader and more demanding than traditional notions of 

accountability. A new conceptualisation of anti-sweatshop NGOs’ political 

responsibility begins to address the multiple layers of responsibility NGOs have—to 

garment workers and to their allies in the network—to conduct campaigns in a manner 

that is consistent with their values.7  

The fusing of goals and practice is at the heart of many activist campaigns to 

improve conditions in the garment industry, as it is in many campaigns in the broader 

global justice movement (Croeser 2006).  Slogans like ‘Another world is possible’ and 

‘This is what democracy looks like’, along with consensus-based decision making, seek 

to convey the importance of demonstrating an organisation’s values through its daily 

practice.  Groups like the Zapatista indigenous movement in Mexico utilise a collective 

decision-making process that can be slow and arduous for those more accustomed to 

short-term, quick decisions.  But for the indigenous people involved in the movement, 

the process itself is an act of resistance to neoliberalism and their actions are a 

demonstration of an alternative to the demands of the state and private enterprise.  For 

anti-sweatshop activists, their relationship to workers and how they are either respected 

or remain anonymous and silent illustrates their capacity and potential for change.  

While there are variations among organisations, the anti-sweatshop NGOs share 

certain values.  These values include (a) a commitment to acting in solidarity with 

garment workers, (b) respecting difference and diversity (i.e. against sexism and 

racism), and (c) embracing democratic processes and decision-making.  The following 

section develops ideas of NGOs’ political responsibilities and how they can embody 

those values in the way they conduct their affairs. 
 

Working towards greater political responsibility 
 

A fundamental element of political responsibility in the anti-sweatshop network is 

aligning values with the ways that campaigns are conducted.  Political responsibility 

should not be seen as an end result, with a clear assessment of whether or not it has been 

achieved or not.  Instead, it is a dynamic process that is foundational to the work itself.  

Several ways in which advocacy NGOs move towards achieving greater political 

responsibility are included in Table 7.1. 
 

                                                
7 For more on accountability and NGO values, see Kilby’s (2006, p.951) analysis of organisational 
values, ‘downward accountability’ to constituents and empowerment outcomes of fifteen NGOs in India. 
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Table 7.1 Demonstration of political responsibility: linking values and actions 
 

Value  Actions 
 
Acting in solidarity with 
garment workers  
 

 
 

Engaging garment workers in decision-
making  

• as analysts, advisory board members  
• by linking services with advocacy  
• through communication and 

incorporating information from 
workers into campaigns 

Embracing democratic 
processes  

 Implementing horizontal organisational 
structures and collaborative decision-making.  
Committing to greater transparency to 
disclose funding and ideological origins. 

 
Respecting difference and 
diversity 

 
 

Practicing respectful and accurate 
representations of Southern workers in 
discourse and images to avoid class, race and 
gender stereotypes. 

 

One way that NGOs move towards greater levels of political responsibility is by 

increasing garment workers and Southern labour advocates’ participation in decision-

making processes.  Some NGOs do this by hiring former garment workers as staff or 

board members.  For example, Chie Abad worked in a garment factory in Saipan before 

becoming a Sweatshop Policy Analyst with Global Exchange in San Francisco (Abad, 

personal interview, 12 December 2008, San Francisco).  Another way to increase 

participation is to link services with advocacy. Some organisations in the anti-

sweatshop network such as Oxfam Australia already do this by linking its labour rights 

advocacy with services provided through its development projects.  Combining services 

with advocacy allows organisations to have ongoing consultations with workers and 

others affected by the NGOs’ advocacy campaigns.  Small advocacy organisations, 

unable to provide extensive services, develop other ways to communicate with those 

they aim to benefit.  Although electronic communications such as email, web-based 

phone calls, and mobile phones have made some of these communications easier, they 

still rely on a network of people and the ability to make the necessary translations across 

languages, communication styles, and across political arenas.  This is where the NGOs’ 

participation in the broader anti-sweatshop network can facilitate these exchanges, 

allowing NGOs to combine resources and ensure greater communication. 

Information alone, however, does not necessarily lead to better outcomes.  This 

depends on the extent to which information from workers is incorporated into consumer 

campaigns.  Feedback loops, as mentioned in chapter three, refer to the extent to which 

people have input into a process as well as the NGOs willingness to take action by 

either incorporating that information or changing course.  Feedback loops can be part of 



 195 

a constant, informal process or may include more formal processes of complaints and 

redress.  In either case, Northern-based anti-sweatshop NGOs use this information to 

adapt as the political and economic environment changes and the needs and desires of 

their Southern allies change as well. 

Another way to work towards achieving political responsibility is to commit to 

greater transparency.  Within the literature on accountability, transparency is usually 

defined as the extent to which an organisation makes its financial records open to 

donors or the public.  This is certainly an important aspect of transparency, but what I 

am referring to here is transparency as it relates to anti-sweatshop activists and their 

relationship to garment workers.  Transparency in this case means making documents 

available to garment workers in accessible forms, in multiple languages, if needed, and 

clearly disclosing an organisation’s funders and the organisation’s ideological origins 

and values.  

Small organisations often do not have the same level of formality and 

beauracratisation of their processes as larger organisations.  This can allow them to 

remain flexible and respond quickly to changing circumstances.  It can also lead to a 

confusing and exclusionary process for those interested in participating more fully with 

the organisation.  Some NGOs seeking to achieve greater political responsibility 

formalise processes of engagement to improve transparency and develop greater 

consistency between their mission and actions.  Formalising processes and disclosing 

how decisions are made allow an organisation to demonstrate its commitment to 

political responsibility. 

 

Barriers to achieving political responsibility 
 

There are several barriers for small organisations to fully exercise their political 

responsibilities.  The first is a lack of resources.  The small NGOs under consideration 

are under tremendous pressure to stretch existing resources as far as possible.  In 

particular, they are discouraged (by funders and the public) from spending any 

resources on what could be considered administrative costs that would appear to detract 

from programmatic work.  For example, STITCH spends twice as much on printing as it 

might, because it uses union print shops instead of non-unionised ones.  STITCH 

Director Beth Myers said they chose to do this in order to maintain consistency between 
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the organisation’s stated values of paying a living wage and its day-to-day practices.8  

However, this commitment comes at a financial cost that some funders may not readily 

support.   

A second barrier is allocating the time needed to develop relationships and 

establish lines of communication.  Small NGOs consumed with meeting immediate 

needs may choose to forego long-term activities that could cultivate and sustain political 

responsibility.  A focus on immediate needs is often built into funding structures, with 

few grants supporting the long-term planning and relationship-building necessary to 

sustain political responsibility.  A third barrier is distance from those they seek to 

benefit.  Northern-based anti-sweatshop NGOs are located close to the consumers and 

retailers they target.  Distance from centres of garment production can greatly limit 

personal contact with garment workers themselves.  This can mean that there is a risk of 

Northern-based advocates misrepresenting garment workers’ needs and interests.   

In addition to barriers due to distance, lack of resources and time, some directors 

of small NGOs may resist formalising processes and creating what they see as 

unnecessary bureaucracy.  After all, flexibility is one of the key strengths of small 

organisations.  Flexibility allows organisations to respond quickly to changing 

situations, relying on personal connections and relationships of trust.  These same 

factors mean that it is important for NGOs to formalise some of their processes so that 

the organisation gains an institutional memory.  This can avoid the so-called founders’ 

syndrome of some small NGOs that limits their ability to function beyond the 

relationships established by the founding members of the organisation.  

Perhaps the most significant barrier is the structural weaknesses of NGOs, in 

general, and small NGOs, in particular.  Their relative lack of power in the global 

political arena means that they are unable to adequately advocate on behalf on workers.  

Small NGOs’ participation in the anti-sweatshop network can increase their political 

responsibility by providing linkages between workers and advocates, as NGOs share 

information, multiplying their efforts.  This reliance on other organisations in the 

network to act as mediators with workers can also diminish accountability if staff of one 

NGO assume that other organisations have taken adequate steps to develop relationships 

                                                
8 I would argue that expenses related to building accountability mechanisms should not be considered 
administrative but should be built into program design so that goals of accountability are not separated 
from other goals.  This is not simply an accounting issue, but is a matter of making an ideological shift so 
that political responsibility and its associated costs are embedded in the project itself and are part of 
project goals. 
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with garment workers and obtain accurate and credible information about workers’ 

needs and desires.  

Overcoming these barriers can contribute to NGOs achieving greater political 

responsibility.  For NGOs engaged in issue-oriented transnational advocacy, political 

responsibility is an ongoing process rather than a clear measurement of their success or 

failure.  Eade (2002, p.xv) suggests that one way to measure an advocacy NGO’s 

success would be ‘the extent to which NGOs (North and South) had opened doors for 

those who were denied access to the institutions that shaped their lives, helped them to 

organise their own advocacy agendas – and then stepped aside’.  These are laudable 

goals, yet they do not recognise the strategic place of Northern activists, not as 

benevolent missionaries, but rather in their strategic position as rooted cosmopolitans 

with access to markets and states, as consumers and citizens that can be of value to their 

Southern counterparts.  This is not to romanticise or idealise the privileged position of 

Northern advocates, but rather to acknowledge their specific location in the global 

economy and in global civil society.  With this position and their access to Northern 

consumers and limited access to Northern governments, these NGOs have multiple 

responsibilities to those around them.  One aspect of those responsibilities that is often 

overlooked in the literature is discussed in more detail below. 

 

Relationships and representations of garment workers 
 

This section extends political responsibility to include the representational aspects of 

NGO relationships.  The ways that anti-sweatshop NGOs represent workers in their 

campaigns, both discursively and through images, are indicators of the extent to which 

an organisation embodies its stated values.  This aspect of political responsibility is 

often overlooked in the existing literature, yet it is a fundamental part of anti-sweatshop 

NGOs establishing themselves as legitimate political actors. 

Gaining recognition, both politically and symbolically, was at the heart of many 

so-called new social movements since the 1960s.  Second wave feminism and gay rights 

movements sought to redefine social norms, while gaining greater recognition and more 

participation in decision-making.  Each of these movements also contained internal 

struggles over representation, terms of exclusion, and identity formation that rested on 

racialised and gendered categories.  Fraser (1997) contends that recognition, along with 

redistribution, must be pursued in order to remedy injustice.  Social movements struggle 

for recognition within broader society; struggles over recognition also take place within 
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the movements themselves.  Many activists within the anti-sweatshop network 

acknowledge the problematic class, race and gender dynamics of earlier movements and 

are seeking ways to avoid replicating those same dynamics in their own actions 

(Featherstone 2002). 

Struggles to create meaning through text and images are part of the network’s 

framing process.  Although framing can be a deliberate activity, some of it is a product 

of activists’ political positions in the global economy and involves their unconscious 

reproductions of that position.  Images that appear in anti-sweatshop materials often 

contain photographs of unnamed workers with downcast eyes, sitting behind rows of 

sewing machines accompanied by a caption about the squalor and filth of the conditions 

in which people live and work.  Framing the complex issues facing garment workers in 

this way is designed to garner international media attention and mobilise supporters in 

the global North to take action.   

An example of this comes from the US-based National Labor Committee.  The 

NLC has been a vocal part of the anti-sweatshop network, and a particularly important 

actor in the early name and shame campaigns.  Its website contains the heading, ‘Toys 

of Misery Made in Abusive Chinese Sweatshops: May also be carrying bed bugs’ (NLC 

2009).  The report describes conditions in two toy factories in China, where workers 

complained of low pay, forced overtime and poor health and safety standards.  The 

NLC emphasised one complaint in particular that workers mentioned about bed bugs in 

their dorm rooms.  The NLC report then quotes a professor of entomology suggesting 

that bed bugs could travel in the cardboard used to package toys that are sent to the US, 

potentially infecting innocent consumers (NLC 2009).  While the NLC’s goals are to 

improve conditions for these Chinese workers, language about bed bugs finding their 

way into American consumers’ homes conjures up images of contagion.  This type of 

reporting rests upon the assumption that the worse the image, the more emotive, and 

therefore the more media attention it will garner.9  This may be true, but using such 

language and images does a disservice to those it intends to help because it contributes 

to portrayals of workers as helpless victims and denies their sense of agency.10  

Northern-based activists often focus on a particular type of identity formation of 

garment workers as voiceless, agentless victims.  Since consumer campaigns rely on 

                                                
9 Collingwood (2006) explains that one line of argument critical of NGOs claims that NGOs rely on high 
profile stunts to gather media attention; this exaggerates problems and ignores the complexity of issues 
and undermines their legitimacy in global politics. 
10 Moreover, the connections between Chinese workers as both hyper exploitable and polluted has a long 
history in Euro-American racist exclusion (Takaki 1989). 
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stirring consumers’ emotions, images are often chosen for their emotive value.  Kabeer 

(2002) cites a report by a member of UNITE that constructs garment workers in 

Bangladesh as abused, victimised and passive, ignoring women’s agency and the 

contradictory ways that they engage with the garment industry as both a site of hardship 

and exploitation along with it being a place for new opportunities for economic 

independence and autonomy.   

The representation of women workers in advocacy campaigns is particularly 

important given the history of marginalisation that women in the global South have 

faced in both labour and feminist movements.11 Brooks (2007) found that  Northern-

based anti-sweatshop campaigns aimed at improving working conditions in Bangladesh, 

El Salvador and Honduras drew upon and reproduced imperial and colonial relations, 

even though this was in contrast to the organisers’ stated goals.  She contends that 

categories of gender, race, nation and class are central to the production side of the 

garment industry.  Furthermore, she argues that American and European activists are 

also guilty of reproducing these categories and using women garment workers, through 

their testimonies and their bodies, in order to contest globalisation in a manner that is 

convenient for Northern activists.  

These portrayals of garment workers are particularly problematic when coupled 

with women workers being largely absent in the planning and decision-making 

processes about anti-sweatshop campaigns and how workers are represented. Problems 

arise when Northern activists incorporate workers in consumer campaigns in ways that 

suit their own needs, but do not necessarily meet workers’ needs and interests.  The risk 

of instrumentalisation is acute in the anti-sweatshop network because at times it is less 

connected to individual constituents than are many service-based NGOs, and is instead 

focused on the garment industry for its symbolic position in the global economy.  The 

fact that women workers in the garment industry are often seen as emblematic of the 

new global division of labour is not necessarily disempowering, but it can lead to 

workers being used for their symbolic value to campaigns rather than being engaged as 

active agents of change. 

The NGOs analysed in this study struggle with how to present workers in 

respectful ways while still acknowledging how strategically important sensational 

images and stories can be to the media, consumers and retailers.  None of the case study 

NGOs has a static relationship with garment workers. They have shifted over time in 

                                                
11 For more on the portrayal of ‘Third world women’ in feminist movements see Alexander and Mohanty 
(1997) and Mohanty (2003). 
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how they engage with workers and the ways that they represent workers in 

organisational publications.  This shift appears to have corresponded with broader shifts 

within both the fields of development and labour movements.  Within international 

development, the shift towards rights-based discourse and the mainstreaming of gender 

(both of which have been informed by anti-colonial and feminist critiques of 

development) have contributed to a growing awareness among activists of the need for 

an accurate portrayal of women in the global South.12  

The next section analyses how the anti-sweatshop NGOs seek to fulfil their 

political responsibilities to garment workers and their allies.  It emphasises (a) NGOs’ 

values, structure and engagement with garment workers, and (b) representations of 

garment workers in campaign materials.  The discussion focuses on how the NGOs 

demonstrate political responsibility by linking their values and actions.  

 

CASE STUDIES 
 

Clean Clothes Campaign 
 

Values, structure and engagement with garment workers 

 

The Clean Clothes Campaign states a commitment to incorporate its mission into its 

organisational structure, thereby enacting its values of collaborative decision-making 

and egalitarianism.  According to its 2006 Annual Report, ‘CCC is internally in line 

with the values it externally promotes:  grass-roots democratic organizing, participatory 

methods of research, workplace assessments, direct involvement of workers themselves 

in all processes established to promote their rights’ (CCC 2007a).  Its organisational 

structure is non-hierarchical, and all employees receive the same payment regardless of 

age, seniority or tasks.  

The Clean Clothes Campaign has achieved a significant level of political 

responsibility through engagement with Southern workers and labour activists, its 

advisory boards, responding to requests using its urgent appeals system, and 

representing workers in images and text beyond stereotypical versions of garment 

                                                
12 Some NGO codes of conduct now include statements about the organisation’s duties to respect the 
dignity, culture and values of the people it works with in its communications to the public.  For an 
example of this, see the Australian Council for International Development code of conduct (ACFID 
2004). 
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workers as agentless victims.  The CCC secretariat elicits input from garment workers 

through field visits, regional meetings and regular contact with representatives of unions 

and worker organisations.  One of the ways that CCC responds to its Southern allies is 

through its urgent appeals system.  In 2006, CCC took up 34 appeals, 67 percent of 

which were received from unions and the rest from NGOs working directly with 

workers (CCC 2007a).  The appeals submitted concerned workers’ rights violations in 

Cambodia, the Philippines, Thailand, India, Turkey, China, Bangladesh, Mexico, 

Indonesia and Malaysia.  When CCC receives an appeal, the staff verify it, determine 

whether CCC is able to act on the appeal based on a set of criteria, then distribute it to 

the CCC network of over 200 unions and NGOs, encouraging its supporters to take the 

necessary action, usually writing letters to European retailers and sometimes staging 

protests (Ascoly and Eyskoot, personal interview, 7 February 2007, Amsterdam).13   

Since the appeals originate with Southern unions and NGOs, the relationship is 

fairly straightforward.  However, input from workers is more complicated for global 

campaigns.  In an interview, CCC campaign coordinator Jeroen Merk said that with 

global campaigns the challenge is to ensure that Southern workers and organisations are 

integrated into the campaign beyond superficial means, in order to ensure that they are 

involved in the design and preparation of the campaign (Merk, personal interview, 16 

February 2007, Amsterdam).  He pointed to the advisory committee set up for the Play 

Fair at the Olympics campaign as a way to increase participation of relevant partnered 

organisations. 

Communicating with allies in garment-producing countries and also across 

Europe involves many challenges, including language barriers.  CCC organiser, Nina 

Ascoly, said in an interview that there is often one person in each office in a non-

English speaking country who has to deal with international communication, and that 

person is often overwhelmed with work (Ascoly, personal interview, 8 February 2007, 

Amsterdam).  Therefore CCC secretariat staff try to streamline communication so that 

their Southern partners do not receive the same requests from each of the CCC chapters.  

Beyond obvious complications due to language and translation, CCC organiser Jeroen 

Merk mentioned the importance of timing requests for input from Southern allies, and 

the importance of designing the planning process of campaigns to avoid reinforcing 

patterns of exclusion (Merk, personal interview, 16 February 2007, Amsterdam).  

                                                
13 In an interview, Nina Ascoly explained that the criteria include whether the violation has taken place in 
the garment sector, the seriousness of the violation, the potential impact that the case could have on the 
whole sector in a country or in a specific export processing zone, links to the European market, and the 
capacity of CCC at the time of the request (Ascoly, personal interview, 8 February 2007, Amsterdam). 
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CCC organised an international meeting in 2006 to discuss codes of conduct and 

their implementation in response to questions from Southern allies about the growing 

discourse around codes of conduct.  Ascoly said that she saw the role of CCC in that 

case as providing a clearinghouse of information, gathering research, and bringing 

people together to get information to sort out the confusion surrounding multiple—and 

often competing—codes of conduct (Ascoly, personal interview, 7 February 2007, 

Amsterdam).  In the same year, the secretariat coordinated a meeting in Delhi that 

included 55 participants from 15 countries and nine campaigners from Europe (CCC 

2007a).   

The Asian Transnational Corporation Monitoring Network contend that even 

though the CCC—and particularly the Play Fair at the Olympics campaign—improved 

the level of participation from Southern activists and unionists in comparison to other 

anti-sweatshop campaigns, it still prioritised consumer leverage over worker solidarity.  

It argued that regardless of the level of consultation, consumer campaigns prioritise the 

role of consumers and European TNCs at the expense of building workers’ movements 

(ATNC 2006).  In other words, Northern campaigns that seek workers’ input or 

Southern NGO input still rely on a framework that positions Northern NGOs as the 

decision makers and drivers of change.  

 

Representations of garment workers 

 

While many Northern activists’ websites are dominated by pictures of garment workers 

with their heads down sitting behind sewing machines, most of the images on the CCC 

website are of activists and workers engaged in protest activities.  Figure 7.1 below is an 

example from the CCC website.  It shows workers protesting the closure of the A-One 

factory in Dhaka.  In 2005, A-One workers were unfairly dismissed for their attempts to 

join a union.  The case was settled two years later when Tessival, the factory’s 

remaining buyer, offered former A-One workers a severance payment of 5000 Taka (54 

Euro) each.  The workers had originally demanded reinstatement at the factory, so the 

settlement was far less than workers had hoped to achieve.  The CCC expressed its 

disappointed that none of the buyers were willing to support freedom of association in 

the Dhaka EPZ.  Nonetheless, it recognised Tessival’s ‘willingness to pay severance as 

a first step in the direction of taking responsibility for social compliance in its supply 

chain’ (CCC 2008f, n.p.).  
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Figure 7.1 Workers protesting the closure of the A-One factory in 
Dhaka, Bangladesh in 2006 

 

 
Source: Clean Clothes Campaign (2008f).  Reprinted with permission. 

 

Images on the CCC website include those of garment workers sewing, marching in the 

streets, on picket lines, or mourning the loss of murdered colleagues.  These are 

interspersed with photographs of activists throughout Europe engaged in protest 

activities.  In one of its publications, Made by Women, CCC includes profiles of 

Northern and Southern activists, along with articles about working conditions, 

campaign activities and the garment industry (CCC 2005b).  This is a unique format for 

a NGO publication to weave in stories of European activists with photographs of 

individual (and named) garment worker-activists.   

The publication conveys various aspects of women’s activities and their agency as 

workers, mothers, friends and activists.  It includes the following passage: 

 
Gender plays a role not only in the problems faced by workers, but also in 
the attempts by various stakeholders to address injustice and improve labour 
practices.  If initiatives that aim to support workers’ demands in actuality are 
not accessible to those workers, what credibility or value do they have as 
being communicators of those womens’ needs?  The onus is on all who 
make claims to varying degrees about supporting workers’ rights to educate 
themselves as to the specific needs of women workers and to ensure that 
women workers’ voices are heard, respected and taken into account during 
any decision-making and institution-building initiatives intended to improve 
their situation (CCC 2005b, p.8).   
 

Nina Ascoly, one of the authors of the publication, said that one of the goals of the 

publication was to ‘put a face on the issue and to show the diversity of the movement, 

not just in terms of ethnic diversity, geographical diversity, but also in terms of age’ and 

the various ways that women have chosen to engage in the issues (Ascoly, personal 
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interview, 3 July 2006, via telephone).  The CCC developed Made by Women after a 

meeting in Barcelona in 2001 where participants expressed the need for gender to be 

more explicit in CCC’s work.  The Clean Clothes Campaign continues to develop ways 

to motivate European consumers and retailers to change their behaviour without 

resorting to sensational images with media appeal. 

 

FairWear 
 

Values, structure and engagement with garment workers 

 

FairWear is highly decentralised, with each chapter operating somewhat autonomously 

from the others.  Each chapter has a different relationship to its constituents, based upon 

their structure, institutional affiliation and location.  As a result, it is difficult to 

uniformly designate its modes of accountability.  FairWear staff interact with 

homeworkers by providing training, supporting a radio programme, and through 

consultations.  Amity Lynch, Coordinator of the FairWear campaign in New South 

Wales, said in an interview that she is guided in her work by an active group of 

outworker advocates (Lynch, personal interview, 3 February 2009, via telephone).  First 

organised through Asian Women at Work, the Outworker Advocates advise FairWear 

staff, identify retailers to target, speak at schools and rallies, and make presentations to 

government officials.  The FairWear chapter in New South Wales is located within a 

suburb where many outworkers live and work, and is housed within the offices of Asian 

Women at Work.   

In Victoria, FairWear has taken on a very different relationship and employed 

different strategies and organising tactics from other chapters due to its outgrowth from 

the union and linkages with social justice religious groups.  It is located within the 

offices of the Uniting Church of Christ in downtown Melbourne.  Due to its roots in 

labour and social justice struggles, the Victoria chapter is more activist-oriented than the 

other chapters. The chapters in other states are less formal and do not maintain 

designated office space. 

FairWear has achieved certain levels of political responsibility to outworkers in 

Australia by providing leadership training, English classes and through its outworker 

advocates group.  Of the case study organisations, FairWear is most clearly linked with 

a specific constituency: homeworkers.  However, this is only so for its domestic 

campaigns aimed at homeworkers in Australia.  Even though vast geographical 
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distances do not separate advocates and garment workers in FairWear’s domestic 

campaigns, many barriers to effectively managing its responsibilities still exist.  Barriers 

include differences in language and culture, difficulties building trust, and time 

constraints, since many homeworkers work long hours combined with family 

obligations.   

FairWear’s interactions with homeworkers are largely mediated through the 

Textile, Clothing and Footwear Union of Australia and the NGO Asian Women at 

Work.  The union provides English classes for garment workers.  The participants gain 

language skills that are crucial for wider communication and movement building.  

Equally important, the classes provide an opportunity for workers’ mutual support and 

community formation.  Furthermore, the classes enable workers to communicate their 

concerns to union staff (Spyrou, personal interview, 20 November 2006, Melbourne).  

Helena Spyrou, one of the teachers of such classes in Victoria, said in an interview that 

in addition to teaching English, she identified herself as a facilitator, providing a healthy 

environment where the participants guide discussion (in addition to covering the 

required materials).  She said, ‘once you’ve got a group that has bonded, they can take 

on a life of their own.  You can become redundant which isn’t necessarily a bad thing’ 

(Spyrou, personal interview, 20 November 2006, Melbourne).  FairWear advocates also 

conduct leadership training.  One of the benefits of the training is that organisers 

continue to learn from the women about the material conditions of their work.  Daisy 

Gardener, FairWear coordinator said in an interview that in addition to learning about 

the material aspects of workers’ lives during the training, workers also shared their 

dreams and aspirations with activists and each other (Gardener, personal interview, 21 

November 2006, Melbourne). 

The implementation and enforcement of the Homeworkers Code of Practice, 

described in chapter four, relies on outworkers to report infringements.  In order to do 

this they have to be aware of the Code and the provisions it entails.  They also have to 

be confident that they will not be adversely affected by reporting infringements to the 

union.  The union usually obtains this information from outworkers through outreach 

and English classes as well as from phone calls.  Although the union keeps the identity 

of the outworker confidential, there is still an understandable level of apprehension 

among outworkers about reporting breaches to the Code (Spyrou, personal interview, 20 

November 2006, Melbourne). 

Early on, FairWear encountered a great deal of interest from consumers, 

students, and its members to address issues facing garment workers outside of Australia 
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(Gardener, personal interview, 21 November 2006, Melbourne).  The public may have 

found it more palatable to address injustice abroad rather than fully acknowledge the 

intersections of racism and class in Australian society.  Homeworkers in Australia are 

mostly concentrated in Sydney and Melbourne, yet they occupy a liminal political and 

economic space in society.  Initially, FairWear organisers resisted an international focus 

since they felt it would detract from their focus on homeworkers in Australia.  

Nevertheless, FairWear organisers have begun to connect issues in the domestic sphere 

to the global garment industry (Gardener, personal interview, 21 November 2006, 

Melbourne).  

 

Representations of garment workers 

 

The FairWear website contains three garment worker testimonials.  Through these 

testimonials, workers tell stories of work and family.  The website also contains 

photographs of homeworkers including one of a woman working at a sewing machine 

while a child sits behind her reading a book (FairWear 2009).  This image reminds the 

viewer of the dual role of homeworkers as garment workers and also often as mothers.  

The location of their work is also their home, and the traditional boundaries separating 

formal work from the private sphere are merged into one.  Photographs of activists, 

including outworker-activists, also appear on the website.  The photograph below 

(figure 7.2) appears on the FairWear website.  In this action, FairWear activists visited a 

local politician during a campaign to get legislation to protect outworkers in Victoria.   
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Figure 7.2 Campaigning for homeworkers in Victoria 

 
Source: FairWear (2009).  Reprinted with permission. 

 

Activists struggle with the challenge of wanting to shed light on the exploitation that 

homeworkers face, while at the same time being aware that homeworkers may want to 

remain anonymous for fear of a backlash from employers (Spyrou, personal interview, 

20 November 2006, Melbourne).  Through a leadership workshop in 2006 several 

homeworkers wrote a letter to the editor that was published nationwide in the Australian 

Financial Review.  The women in the leadership workshop did not feel comfortable 

having their names associated with the letter so they did not sign it.  Yet, once they 

received a response from another reader blaming them for encouraging businesses to 

move overseas (by demanding fair pay), the women responded by writing another letter 

to the newspaper.  This time the letter was signed by one of the workers, Diep Tran.  

She felt confident attaching her name to the letter since she was approaching the end of 

her career and was not as worried about losing work due to her activism (Gardener, 

personal interview, 21 November 2006, Melbourne).  
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The second letter was also published in the Australian Financial Review and is 

included, in part, below: 

 
As a Vietnamese outworker and mother of two, who did homework for 10 
years in Australia, I enjoyed being able to spend time with my kids at home.  
After taking the kids to school I would work from 9am to 3pm and then 
after picking them up again I would work from 6pm to 2am to finish orders.  
I suffer chronic neck and back pain because of these long hours and was 
often alone, so I couldn’t socialise and learn English.  I was happy and 
proud of my work, but I knew that I wasn’t getting enough pay for the 
amount of work.  When I got injured while working, the companies would 
never give me compensation and I would lose work.  Many outworkers I 
know are too scared to speak up about bad pay and conditions, but we want 
to be paid the legal minimum wage like factory workers…It is time that 
companies treated outworkers fairly and supported Australia.  Retailers and 
customers need to listen to outworkers and think about buying from ethical 
companies who have the NoSweatShop Label (Tran 2006). 

 
Her letter paints a complex picture of the lives and experiences of outworkers in 

Australia.  In contrast to the representation of homeworkers as highly exploited, passive 

victims that sometimes accompany consumer campaigns, Tran’s letter expresses her 

position as a working mother who is proud of her accomplishments while demanding 

greater rights and protections for her work. 

FairWear has not yet developed systems to ensure accountability to workers in 

its transnational campaigns, relying instead on allied organisations in the anti-sweatshop 

network, such as Oxfam Australia and the Clean Clothes Campaign.  As a small 

organisation with just two paid staff members, it is unrealistic to expect FairWear to 

develop its own direct relationships with workers in dozens of countries around the 

world.  However, in the absence of cultivating its own systems of accountability with 

garment workers overseas, it relies on networked partner organisations.  This highlights 

one of the many challenges for small NGOs with limited resources to exercise political 

responsibility to those they aim to benefit. 

 

United Students Against Sweatshops 
 

Values, structure and engagement with garment workers 

 

USAS operates under a broad set of Principles of Unity (see appendix Q).  These 

outline the values that the organisation espouses and the philosophy behind the 

students’ focus on global sweatshops—as one of the most blatant examples of global 
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economic exploitation, and as a metaphor for all struggles against ‘systematic problems 

of the global economy’ (USAS 2007b).  The Principles of Unity are used to inform the 

organisational structure and activities.  

USAS relies on its own programmes as well as its organisational affiliations to 

gather information from workers.  USAS works closely with the Worker Rights 

Consortium, which has consultants in Indonesia, El Salvador, Kenya, Thailand and 

Cambodia in addition to their Washington DC office.  It also coordinates actions with 

the Solidarity Center, which sponsors programmes in 60 countries through a network of 

29 field offices worldwide (Solidarity Center 2009).  These relationships help facilitate 

USAS’s interactions with garment workers in the global South. 

USAS communicates with garment workers mainly through established 

relationships with Southern NGOs and unions.  USAS has built up relationships with 

some unions over the years, with regular correspondence via email and telephone 

(Knorr, personal interview, 18 January 2007, Washington D.C.).  Another way that 

USAS communicates with Southern allies and gathers information is through its 

summer internship programme.  Each year, 12-15 interns spend ten weeks with a union 

or NGO learning about the structure of the industry and the local conditions.  Zach 

Knorr, USAS Coordinator of International Campaigns, said in an interview that the 

students are trained by the partner organisations about factory organising in that 

particular context (Knorr, personal interview, 18 January 2007, Washington D.C.).  The 

students then bring back that information and awareness, which is integrated into 

USAS’s campaigns.  For example, students returning from these internships used their 

new insights, developed in dialogue with Southern organisers, to formulate the 

Designated Suppliers Program.  Internships provide the foundation for lasting 

relationships that involve sharing information and strategy, and for ongoing institutional 

communication (Knorr, personal interview, 18 January 2007, Washington D.C.).  Knorr 

made it clear that a process of constant communication is important to ensure that 

USAS’s activities are in line with the needs and desires of their Southern allies.  This 

level of communication is also important because the environment is constantly 

changing. 

USAS positions students as its primary constituents.  For example, even the 

Principles of Unity are directed at being respectful and inclusive of the wider student 

population—and the diversity of that population—as opposed to developing ways to 

become more accountable to garment workers.  Knorr said that the identity caucuses 

(womyn-genderqueer, queer, working class and people of colour) were important to 
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ensure that USAS did not replicate the same systems of oppression that they intended to 

fight against.  This emphasis on equity and valuing difference among students is 

important, yet it should not be seen as a proxy for accountability to garment workers.  

Having American college students of colour in leadership positions, for example, does 

not mean that the organisation is any more or less accountable to garment workers who 

produce goods for the US collegiate market.  Nevertheless, USAS has made attempts to 

highlight the linkages between different forms of oppression and linking struggles 

across political boundaries.  An example of this is linking anti-sweatshop campaigns 

with its campaigns in support of low-wage workers on university campuses, described 

in chapter four. 

USAS is focused on leadership development in order to reproduce and sustain 

itself.  The four paid staff members are organised horizontally, rather than 

hierarchically.  They each hold their position for a two-year term at which time new 

student-activists take their place.  USAS provides training and workshops, regional 

conferences and an internship programme.  The constant emphasis on leadership 

development is due in part to the fact that as a student organisation their leaders on 

university campuses are leaders for usually only a year and a half (Knorr, personal 

interview, 18 January 2007, Washington D.C.).  Knorr acknowledged that the only way 

to stay strong and continue to grow is to constantly train new people to take the place of 

those who graduate and move on.  He understands USAS’s role as trying to get young 

people active in, and excited about, the labour movement.  He said, ‘That, for us, in 

many ways, is a goal, that we help to get young people excited about the labor 

movement and that we help them find a place within it, and hopefully, be an agent of 

change in the labor movement as well’ (Knorr, personal interview, 18 January 2007, 

Washington D.C.).  One of the ways that USAS does this is by getting students to 

analyse relations of power and identify how to access key leverage points in order to 

challenge systems of power.  USAS uses personal and institutional networks to assist 

students interested in finding out about paid and volunteer job opportunities in the 

labour movement. 

 

Representations of garment workers 

 

USAS organisers have made a conscious effort to change the way that they represent 

garment workers in their campaigns.  According to USAS activist Molly McGrath, ‘We 

have put more analysis into the way we are representing these relationships, and have 
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tried to change the rhetoric to show sweatshop workers with more agency and power’ 

(Featherstone 2002, p.72).  Another USAS organiser, Evelyn Zepeda, said in an 

interview with Kitty Krupat (2002, p.121) that USAS has made attempts to distance 

itself from paternalistic attitudes of some anti-sweatshop NGOs in the US, including the 

National Labor Committee.  USAS documents, such as intern reports, frame workers in 

multiple roles as workers, activists and allies.  The USAS website does not include any 

images of garment workers.  Most of the images are focused on students and student 

protests on university campuses.  

As a student-run organisation, USAS exercises considerable political 

responsibility to university students in its organisational structure, decision-making 

process and efforts at fostering leadership development of diverse students. This is 

important as a student-run organisation, but it may result in prioritising students’ 

interests above those of garment workers, and assuming that adequate representation of 

students is an adequate substitute for greater accountability mechanisms to those who 

are most affected by their campaigns—workers.  USAS has been less active in 

establishing and demonstrating political responsibility to garment workers, choosing to 

rely on the WRC as the primary vehicle through which to engage with garment workers 

and seek input into campaigns, along with its own internship programme.  USAS’s 

website does not replicate harmful images or language of garment workers; nor does it 

create space for garment workers to express themselves or be visible as active agents of 

change. 

 

STITCH 
 

Values, structure and engagement with garment workers 

 

STITCH is the only organisation included here that prioritises women workers in their 

roles as decision-makers and labour organisers.  This is part of its mission and is evident 

in its priorities, activities and images of women workers. Featherstone (2002) credits 

STITCH and other feminist organisations with starting to bring a feminist, anti-colonial 

analysis to the North American labour movement.  According to the STITCH website 

(2007), the organisation: 

 
strives to be accountable to a diverse group of women, in both Central America and 
the United States, which is reflected in our own leadership and staff. Our programs 
are developed in collaboration with the women they aim to support.  As women 
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leaders and activists in the US and Central America, we face many of the same 
challenges, and what we have in common is greater than our differences.  By 
connecting the struggles of diverse women across the US and Central America, we 
believe that all of our organizations become stronger and women leaders grow and 
learn from each other.   

 
The challenge is how to actually put these values into practice.  This is 

particularly difficult for a small organisation with limited resources.  STITCH organises 

delegations of union women from the US to Guatemala twice a year.  The delegations 

are designed to develop links among the women, gather information, and share 

experiences and strategies (STITCH 2009a).  The women from the US also attend 

Spanish language classes while in Central America in order to develop their own skills, 

learn about the language and culture, and be better able to communicate with the 

women in Central America and with Spanish-speakers in their own communities in the 

US. 

In the past, STITCH’s documentation project focused on the stories of Central 

American women and resulted in two publications on the impact of free trade upon 

women in Central America and workers’ testimonials from the maquila and banana 

sectors.  Recently, STITCH expanded its work in the US to document immigrant 

women’s experiences in the US through interviews with individual women about their 

immigration and work experiences.  STITCH also held focus groups with immigrants’ 

rights groups, workers’ groups, unions and groups of women.  According to Beth 

Myers, Executive Director, the project design started with the women themselves in 

order to find out what they actually needed and wanted from the labour movement as a 

whole and STITCH in particular (Myers, personal interview, 5 January 2007, 

Washington D.C.).  The purpose of the project was to find out how labour unions in the 

US can better serve immigrant women workers (2007).  Another goal of the project was 

to figure out how to encourage more immigrant women to get involved in the US labour 

movement.  The project resulted in the publications of The Other Immigrants: Women 

Workers in the U.S. Labor Movement (STITCH 2008).14  

STITCH is developing a training curriculum for union women using a 

participatory process.  Myers described the process in an interview.  Miriam Cardona, a 

native Guatemalan consultant with a background in popular education techniques, was 

hired to develop the curriculum.  Cardona later joined the STITCH staff in their 

Guatemala City office.  The curriculum development process includes a focus group of 

                                                
14 The imagery used in the The Other Immigrants, promoting the inclusion of immigrant workers in the 
American working class, was discussed in chapter four. 
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14 women from unions throughout Central America.  This group got together for a 

workshop in popular education methodology.  They chose four main topics, each 

consisting of three chapters, for the curriculum.  STITCH staff members draft the 

training materials, and then gather the focus group together to perform the training.  

Then they critique the process and STITCH makes changes based on their 

recommendations.  Next, STITCH staff members accompany one of the focus group 

members to conduct the training with rank and file women in the factories or fields 

where women work.  They take the feedback from the training and put it back into the 

chapter before considering it complete.  This sort of model, says Myers, ‘has come 

about from recognizing the political context in which we work and also recognizing that 

there are different training styles that work there [Central America] that aren’t 

necessarily from here [US]’ (Myers, personal interview, 5 January 2007, Washington 

D.C.).  Although this process has proven to be effective with the women STITCH is 

trying to reach, North American funders have not always been as supportive of the 

process, viewing it as unnecessarily long and laborious (Myers, personal interview, 5 

January 2007, Washington D.C.).  Such a process is not conducive to the shorter time 

frames that most funders work with, but it does work towards fulfilling the 

organisation’s political responsibilities to operate in a way that is consistent with its 

values.  

According to Kidder (2002), many women’s organisations engaged in labour 

issues address the non-financial issues women face, such as additional pressures from 

family and society, in addition to the financial ones, whereas more traditional union-led 

efforts tend to focus exclusively on financial matters within the workplace.  Some of 

this may have been strategic on the part of anti-sweatshop organisers.  After all, it is 

easier to pressure companies to obey overtime legislation than it is to change society’s 

perceptions about the value of women’s paid and unpaid labour.  Yet, both remain 

necessary.  The goal is not to have gender as an added category in a footnote of a report.  

Instead, the goal is to incorporate the needs, desires, and demands of all workers into 

advocacy campaigns. 

 

Representations of garment workers 

 

The STITCH website includes a gallery of photographs titled Mujeres en Accion/ 

Women in Action.  The images show groups of women at workshops, where they were 
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preparing skits, signing petitions, sharing a meal, working and protesting.  The image 

below is from the STITCH’s regional meeting in March 2009. 

 

Figure 7.3 STITCH Regional Meeting 

 

 
Source: STITCH (2009c).  Reprinted with permission. 

 

The Mujeres en Accion images depict the day-to-day work of women engaged in 

discussions and workshops.  These are not the sorts of images that will garner much 

media attention since they lack the sensationalism of victimised workers.  They also 

lack the excitement of images of workers marching in the streets with their fists in the 

air.  The images portray workers engaged in the slow, day-to-day work involved in 

building labour movements in Central America.  

Maintaining a STITCH office in Guatemala clearly facilitates exchange and 

feedback from Central American union women to women in STITCH’s office in 

Washington DC.  Communication with garment workers is made easier by having staff 

members located in somewhat closer geographical proximity to the workers they aim to 

support.  STITCH enacts a high level of political responsibility by engaging workers in 

decision-making, designing projects and revising project design based on workers’ 

input.  STITCH does not use highly emotive images or language of workers, instead 

opting for pictures and text of women at work, gathering in meetings or organising 

protests.   Although part of its work is aimed at mobilising US consumers and 

supporters, STITCH does not rely on generating media attention, and can therefore 

avoid sensationalised images. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

As NGOs become increasingly important actors in international politics, they have 

come under increasing pressure to demonstrate their accountability to those they aim to 

benefit.  However, traditional ways of conceptualising accountability are inappropriate 

to the particular context of NGOs engaged in transnational anti-sweatshop advocacy.  

This chapter drew on Jordan and Van Tuijl’s work on political responsibility in 

transnational advocacy networks, which emphasises that actors within networks must 

conduct campaigns according to democratic principles.  It also introduced Young’s 

social connection model of responsibility in order to highlight dimensions of power in 

advocacy relationships, the relative positions of anti-sweatshop activists in the global 

economy, and the responsibilities associated with those positions.  Both imply fusing 

goals and practice.  Organisations can enhance their level of political responsibility to 

garment workers by embodying their values in their day-to-day activities.  

Anti-sweatshop NGOs focused on American, European and Australian 

consumers and retailers face many challenges in fulfilling their political responsibilities 

to workers in the global garment industry.  These challenges include geographic 

distance, cultural differences and language barriers.  Political responsibility is a process.  

It is something to work towards, rather than something easily assessed as to whether it 

has been achieved or not.  There are several ways that these NGOs can increase their 

political responsibility to workers, including engaging garment workers in decision 

making, adopting horizontal organisational structures and committing to greater 

transparency, and incorporating respectful and accurate representations of workers.  The 

extent to which NGOs put these into practice reflects their level of political 

responsibility to garment workers.    

It is perhaps obvious, but worth pointing out, that more contact between workers 

and activists contributes to garment workers being more involved in decision making 

and designing campaigns.  This can be seen in STITCH’s workshops and delegations 

among union women and in CCC’s advisory committees and urgent appeals system. 

Organisations that lack the resources to cultivate direct systems of accountability with 

garment workers must rely on partner organisations for contacts and information.  

Although FairWear has developed systems of political responsibility through its 

outworker advocates group for its domestic campaigns, it has not been able to develop 

such systems for its transnational campaigns.  Relying on allied organisations requires a 
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great deal of trust in, and coordination with, partner organisations and speaks to the 

importance of the broader anti-sweatshop network for these small NGOs.   

Small organisations often face considerable challenges in committing to greater 

transparency.  Organisations often disclose little beyond what is legally required by 

governments, or demanded by funding agents.  Increasing transparency of NGO 

operations, ideologies and budgets to allied organisations and workers is equally 

important.  Such disclosure would begin to create more open and responsive 

organisations.  It would also increase anti-sweatshop NGOs’ levels of accountability to 

garment workers. 

In addition to engaging garment workers in decision-making and committing to 

greater transparency, anti-sweatshop NGOs can increase political responsibility to 

garment workers by representing garment workers respectfully and accurately in 

campaign materials.  The ways in which anti-sweatshop advocates depict garment 

workers in campaign materials shapes the ways that consumers view workers.  These 

depictions can either help empower and support workers in their struggles, or can 

reinforce racial and gender stereotypes.  The Clean Clothes Campaign and FairWear 

include images of women in various stages of work and protest on their websites.  

USAS does not have images of workers on its website, focusing instead on the protest 

movements of the university students involved in its campaigns.  STITCH portrays 

women in their organising roles in its workshops and delegations.  These depictions (or 

absences) can reinforce images of women workers as passive victims, or portray women 

as active agents of change.  The latter portrayal is likely to garner less media attention.  

However, by depicting women workers respectfully and with dignity, such portrayals 

are an indicator of an organisation’s greater level of political responsibility to the 

workers it aims to serve.  

In my interviews with staff at each of the NGOs, they acknowledged the 

challenges of developing and maintaining systems of accountability in complex 

environments, but also pointed to ways that the organisations were seeking to develop 

greater responsibility to garment workers.  For example, the Clean Clothes Campaign’s 

urgent appeals system is designed to be responsive to requests made directly from 

workers, unions and NGOs.  Several of the organisations have made explicit changes in 

their discourse around garment workers.  For example, in its 2001 Principles of Unity, 

USAS made a commitment towards greater diversity and representation of students 

within its organisation.  At the same time, USAS activists made a conscious effort to 

move away from the paternalistic language and images of workers as helpless victims, 
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and towards more respectful representations (Krupat 2002).  These represent ways that 

NGOs’ relationships to garment workers change over time, and how they are seeking to 

be more accountable to workers, despite the challenges in doing so. 

This chapter examined the NGOs’ abilities as transnational political actors to 

develop political responsibility in their campaigns and day-to-day operations.  The 

relationships and processes of developing political responsibility to workers are crucial 

for NGOs in the anti-sweatshop network.   This is not only because working towards 

political responsibility to workers helps to respond to politically motivated attacks from 

conservative think tanks or that it confers greater legitimacy on NGO activities 

(although it does these).  It is even more important in order to build consistency 

between the organisations’ missions and their activities.  For the anti-sweatshop NGOs, 

what that means is transforming the organisations themselves into vehicles for garment 

workers to best use Northern based advocates to access consumers and Northern 

governments. 

 
 





 219 

8 

Effectiveness of anti-sweatshop advocacy 
 

 

There are several compelling reasons to critically assess the effectiveness of NGOs in 

their advocacy roles.  The main reason is to be able to demonstrate that an organisation 

is acting in good faith on behalf of those it aims to benefit—and is actually making a 

difference to their lives.  This is a particular challenge to Northern-based anti-sweatshop 

NGOs that are located far from garment workers and sites of production.  Another 

reason is because effectiveness is connected to the perceived legitimacy of NGOs as 

global political actors.  Without being able to demonstrate their abilities to effect 

change, NGOs are less likely to attract an audience and garner the support they need to 

participate in an influential advocacy network.  

This chapter assesses the effectiveness of anti-sweatshop advocacy from three 

different angles.  The first section focuses on the effectiveness of the anti-sweatshop 

network as a whole.  It develops criteria to assess effectiveness using a modified version 

of Keck and Sikkink’s (1998) stages of influence of transnational advocacy networks 

and applies those stages to the anti-sweatshop TAN.  The second section focuses on the 

four case study NGOs and their differing strategies to improve working conditions in 

the industry.  The last section highlights two anti-sweatshop campaigns and the 

challenges activists face in achieving, and maintaining, policy and behavioural changes 

in the industry.  

The reason for approaching effectiveness in this way—by examining the 

network, the individual NGOs and campaigns—is because it provides insight into the 

actors involved in anti-sweatshop advocacy and the complex environment in which they 

seek to improve working conditions.  This approach accounts for the interconnectedness 

of the actions of individual NGOs and the anti-sweatshop network.  Approaching 

effectiveness in this manner also illustrates change over time, and the instability of the 

gains that activists have made against the backdrop of powerful structural forces in the 

global garment industry.  
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EFFECTIVENESS OF THE ANTI-SWEATSHOP NETWORK 
 

Keck and Sikkink (1998, p.201) suggest that transnational advocacy networks can be 

effective in various stages: (1) by framing debates and getting issues on the agenda; (2) 

by encouraging discursive commitments from states and other policy actors; (3) by 

causing procedural change at the international and domestic level; (4) by influencing 

policy, and (5) by influencing behavioural changes in target actors.1  These stages are 

useful as a point of departure to discuss transnational anti-sweatshop advocacy. 

Since anti-sweatshop advocates focus much of their attention on retailers rather 

than states, their patterns of advocacy differ from Keck and Sikkink’s TANs.  This was 

illustrated in the various boomerang patterns in chapter six.  For the anti-sweatshop 

TAN, the first stage of influence is raising awareness of sweatshop issues among 

consumers and getting retailers and universities to participate in debates on their roles in 

the global garment industry.  The second stage of influence is achieving discursive 

commitments from retailers and universities regarding their responsibilities for ensuring 

adequate working conditions in the industry.  The third stage of influence is getting 

retailers and universities to change their policies pertaining to the garment industry.  It 

is useful to think of two parts to the third stage—achieving policy changes in the 

primary target (i.e. retailers and universities), and the extent to which changes in the 

primary target have led to policy changes in the secondary target (i.e. manufacturers).  

The fourth stage is influencing behavioural change of manufacturers to implement 

adequate labour standards and directly improve working conditions in the industry. 

Before assessing the extent to which the anti-sweatshop network has achieved its 

goals, it is necessary to reiterate anti-sweatshop advocates’ goals.  While each 

organisation has its own emphasis, together the actors in the network hope to improve 

working conditions in the industry and secure workers’ rights.  A more specific 

articulation of these goals can be seen in the Worker Rights Consortium’s model code 

of conduct.  The WRC standards, mentioned in chapter two, are based on the ILO 

Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work.  The WRC code is summarised below, 

                                                
1 Much of the existing discourse on NGOs and effectiveness seeks to apply corporate models of 
performance measures.  These corporate-oriented performance measures are often inappropriate for 
NGOs seeking long-term change for a shifting population and operating with limited and unstable 
funding.  The emphasis on business models being applied to NGOs is part of a broader trend of an 
increasing reliance on nonprofits to fill the void left by a receding state, and to perform more like 
businesses.  Edwards (2008, p.8) refers to the reliance on business models for the nonprofit sector as 
‘philanthrocapitalism’. 



 221 

noting how it differs from more industry-oriented codes such as the Fair Labor 

Association.  The WRC code is included in appendix J. 

 
• The WRC code makes a provision for workers to be paid a living wage as 

opposed to a minimum wage.  A living wage is intended to provide for a 
family’s basic needs including housing, energy, nutrition, clothing, health care, 
education, potable water, childcare, transportation and savings. 

• The WRC code states that overtime must be voluntary and that employees shall 
receive one and a half times their regular pay for hours worked over 48 hours in 
a week.  The FLA code makes no mention of overtime as voluntary or 
compulsory and only stipulates that employees are paid at least their regular 
wage.   

• In addition to requiring that women receive equal remuneration and treatment to 
male employees, the WRC code includes a special provision for women’s rights, 
including banning the practice of forced pregnancy tests and dismissal of 
pregnant workers.   

• The WRC code includes a ban on child labour, as do most other codes, but also 
urges that action be taken to alleviate the negative impact on children released 
from employment as a consequence of implementing the ban.2  

• The WRC code states that workers have the right to collective bargaining and 
freedom of association.  It also includes a statement that workers should have 
the ability to join the union of their choice, that they should have access to that 
union, and that employers and retailers should recognise the union that 
employees choose. 

 
The WRC standards are goals that activists strive for in the industry.  It should not be 

assumed that if anti-sweatshop advocates have not achieved these standards, they have 

unconditionally failed or that they have been acting in bad faith.  Achieving those 

standards is dependent on getting industry actors far more powerful than themselves to 

radically alter their policies and practices in ways that are likely to decrease retailers’ 

and manufacturers’ profit margins.  Therefore, the WRC often struggles to achieve the 

implementation of standards well below the goals outlined in the code.  Nancy Steffan, 

Assistant Director of Policy and Communications of the WRC, said in an interview that 

the WRC most often works on cases where workers are owed back wages, have been 

unfairly dismissed, or are verbally or physically abused.  She said, ‘All factories are 

violating pretty much all of the code provisions.  It is the nature of the industry’ 

(Steffan, personal interview, 19 January 2007, Washington D.C.).  For this reason the 

WRC focuses its investigations on the violations that workers in a specific factory 

identify as their most pressing problems, rather than on more routinised problems such 

                                                
2 This is a reflection of the realisation by many unions and NGOs that the enforcement of laws prohibiting 
child labour in Bangladesh, for example, has been fairly successful in ending a practice of child labour in 
factories producing for export markets.  However, such bans have had some detrimental effects on the 
children affected and their families who lacked access to alternative income.  For more on the case to ban 
child labour in Bangladesh, see Brooks (2005). 
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as wages that meet legal standards, but are inadequate for workers to meet their basic 

needs.  Therefore, the WRC standards should be seen as goals that the anti-sweatshop 

activists are striving towards, but should not be seen as a baseline standard from which 

individual factories deviate.  This shows the significant challenges activists confront in 

achieving each stage of influence in light of powerful structures in the industry resistant 

to such changes.   

Assessing effectiveness of anti-sweatshop advocacy requires stepping back from 

individual NGOs to broaden the focus on the cumulative and collective actions of the 

anti-sweatshop network.3 The next section addresses each of the stages of influence of 

the anti-sweatshop network.4 This is followed by a discussion of the case study NGOs, 

and a review of two campaigns, to consider the challenges activists face in translating 

effective campaigns into lasting change for workers.  

 

Stage 1: Raising awareness and agenda setting 
 

One of the goals of consumer campaigns in the US, Europe and Australia is to garner 

media attention in their home countries and raise awareness among consumers of the 

inadequate working conditions in the garment industry.  Connor (2007, p.125) charted 

the level of media attention focused on working conditions in the sportswear industry 

from 1990 to 2007.  He found that the number of news articles peaked in 2000-2001 

with over 1,900 articles.  By 2006, coverage of sweatshop issues remained high, but had 

decreased to 550 during the first nine months of the year.5  Whether or not this news 

coverage is in response to press releases by anti-sweatshop NGOs, admissions by 

corporations, or the result of independent journalism, the effect was to increase 

awareness about working conditions in the garment industry.   

This type of media attention, or what Bob (2005) refers to as diffuse 

consciousness-raising, helps to place issues about workplace labour standards on 

consumers’ and retailers’ agendas.  Agenda setting is one of the most important tasks 

                                                
3 I emphasise the actions of the transnational anti-sweatshop NGOs in the network, since this is the 
analytical focus of the thesis.  Focus on other actors such as unions and their particular influence on the 
industry is beyond the scope of this research. 
4 Elliot and Freeman (2005) applied Keck and Sikkink’s stages of influence to anti-sweatshop campaigns 
against The Gap, Wal-Mart, Levi-Strauss and several others.  They found that these campaigns succeeded 
in framing debates, getting issues on the agenda and obtaining discursive commitments, but were limited 
in their ability to achieve behavioural changes from targeted actors, especially in regard to freedom of 
association. 
5 These figures were derived from a search Connor conducted of ‘all publications’ in the Factiva database 
17 September 2007. 
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that NGOs can perform in political arenas.  As described in chapter three, much of the 

contemporary anti-sweatshop activism in the US began with the media attention 

surrounding Kathie Lee Gifford and other celebrities in the mid 1990s.  As a result of 

this media attention, anti-sweatshop advocates were able to get sweatshops on the 

Clinton administration’s agenda.  Government officials then convened a meeting of 

industry executives, NGOs and unions, which became the Apparel Industry Partnership, 

and later became the Fair Labor Association.  Anti-sweatshop activists were able to gain 

the attention they needed in order to put sweatshops on the Clinton administration’s 

agenda, which spurred debate on the issues and led to the formation of a MSI. 

Since the mid 1990s, the anti-sweatshop network has made noticeable gains in 

terms of public awareness among Northern consumers about working conditions in the 

garment industry.  Their efforts have been joined by many others aimed at increasing 

consumers’ awareness and willingness to pay more for goods produced under ethical 

conditions.  Elliot and Freeman (2005) summarised the findings of three polls in the US 

aimed at finding out whether consumers would pay more for a garment made under 

better conditions.  In all three surveys, the majority of consumers (76-81 percent, 

depending on the price increase) responded that they would be willing to pay a slightly 

higher price if they knew that the product was made under good working conditions.6  

In another study in the US, Prasad et al (2004, p.57) gave consumers the choice of 

identical socks, one marked as being made under ‘good working conditions’ and the 

other lacking such label.  The researchers adjusted the prices gradually of the marked 

socks and found that although most consumers preferred to pay less for goods that were 

unmarked, one in four consumers were willing to pay up to 40 percent more for the 

socks that were labelled as being made under good working conditions.  Prasad et al. 

concluded that existing studies had overstated the number of people willing to pay more 

for goods labelled as being made under ethical conditions, while the price differential 

that a quarter of consumers were willing to pay was significantly higher than that found 

in other studies.7   

These studies are not direct indicators of the influence of the anti-sweatshop 

network.  However, the anti-sweatshop NGOs have been part of broader movements to 

                                                
6 The surveys were conducted by the Marymount University’s Center for Ethical Concerns, the 
University of Maryland’s Program on International Policy Attitudes, and Elliot and Freeman.  For more 
on each survey, see Elliot and Freeman (2005, p.51). 
7 In another study, Paharia and Deshpande (2009) found that consumers in the US were more concerned 
with working conditions when their desire for a given item was relatively weak.  However, when their 
desire was strong for a given item, consumers used a number of strategies to rationalise their purchases of 
goods produced under poor conditions. 
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increase awareness about ethical consumption and these studies point to a broad 

awareness among consumers about the conditions under which goods are produced.  

Global Market Insite conducted a survey of 15,000 online consumers in 16 countries in 

2005.  Consumers reported that they were willing to pay more for goods that were 

organic, environmentally-friendly or fair trade.  This included 47 percent in the UK, 42  

percent in the US, 91 percent in China and 71 percent in India (GMI 2005).  Consumers 

reported different factors for determining if a company was socially responsible.  

Respondents in Australia, India, Canada, Germany, China and Japan selected 

environmentally-friendly practices as the top factor in determining whether a company 

was socially responsible.  Respondents in the US reported ‘contributing to the 

community’ as their top factor. The poll relied on self-reporting, rather than on 

observations of consumer behaviour.  This may lead to overstating consumers’ 

preferences for ethically-made goods.  Nevertheless, it gives an indication of 

consumers’ intentions.  These studies suggest that there is a broad awareness among 

consumers of working conditions in the garment and other industries, and that there is a 

sizable percentage of consumers willing to pay more (or at least saying that they will 

pay more) for goods labelled as being made under ethical conditions. 

 

Stage 2: Discursive commitments 
 

The anti-sweatshop network has contributed to a discursive shift from both consumers 

and corporations to acknowledge their own responsibilities to support better working 

conditions in the industry.  Macdonald and Macdonald (2006) suggest that by adopting 

codes, firms are institutionalising their acknowledgement of power and responsibility 

they bear within their supply chains.  They note that this acknowledgement is often in 

an abstract sense, without empowering workers in specific factories to take action, since 

workers are often unaware of the specific retailers and their codes.  Nevertheless, they  

suggest that anti-sweatshop activists’ abilities to identify retailers as ‘actors wielding 

direct power over workers in developing countries’ and their abilities to communicate 

this information to wide audiences, have been significant achievements of the anti-

sweatshop network (2006, p.105).  Indeed, activists’ abilities to use the media to link 

major retailers to inadequate working conditions, and get retailers to respond, is 

evidence of the network’s influence. 

One of the most significant shifts came in the late 1990s, when many 

corporations began to acknowledge some responsibility for working conditions in their 
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supply chains, and adopted codes of conduct.  Rodriguez-Garavito (2005a) cites a study 

by the World Bank that found there were more than 1,000 corporate codes in existence.  

In a survey of 500 companies, Wilson and Gribben found that 98 percent of the 

companies had a code of ethics, with nearly two thirds adopting such codes in the 1990s 

(cited in Rodriguez-Garavito 2005a).  In the garment industry, most major clothing and 

footwear retailers have now adopted codes of conduct.  

As with voluntary codes of conduct, the proliferation of corporate social 

responsibility discourse has given activists greater tools with which to exercise 

accountability politics.  In recent years, corporate social responsibility has become a 

focus of debate among activists, scholars, business executives and public officials.  

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a way to extend the responsibility of businesses 

beyond their shareholders.  This might include workers, consumers, the public good and 

also the environment.8  Many, however, are justly sceptical.  Chang and Wong (2005) 

contend that CSR fits within a neoliberal frame and is ineffective at restructuring labour 

relations.  They argue that it is essentially a way for corporations to gain a positive 

public image without making any significant changes to the way they do business.  

Reich (2007) also argues that the push for greater corporate social responsibility is 

misguided, but for a different reason.  He claims that it distracts corporations from 

doing what they are designed to do—increase shareholder wealth.  He argues that trying 

to get corporations to adopt CSR practices positions businesses as self-regulators and 

undercuts government regulation for better labour standards.9  

Corporations develop CSR programmes for a variety of reasons, but it is often 

done in reaction to, or in an attempt to avoid, negative publicity.  Clark (2003, p.202) 

suggests that TNCs react to consumer campaigns, even those that do not ultimately do 

much to their bottom line, for the following reasons.  Firstly, they may have a long-term 

view of their corporate image.  Secondly, they may be aware of the growing role of 

ethical investors who screen their investments based upon social and environmental 

criteria.10  Lastly, and Clark suggests most importantly, consumer campaigns have the 

                                                
8 See Micheletti and Stolle (2007) for a discussion of responsibility taking in the garment industry and 
Vogel (2006) on the limitations of corporate social responsibility. 
9 I agree with Reich on certain points, and disagree on others.  I agree that CSR programs are insufficient 
to ensuring adequate labour standards are met, but I disagree that such programs should be abandoned 
altogether.  I am sceptical that in the absence of such programs, governments would take on a greater role 
in regulating in the industry.  Having said that, I do believe there is room for activists currently focused 
on the private sector to broaden their scope to support regulatory initiatives like the Decent Working 
Conditions bill, described in chapter three. 
10 According to the Social Investment Forum (2007), such socially responsible investments in the US 
encompass US $2.7 trillion. 
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ability to negatively impact upon staff and management morale.  He cites an example of 

campaigns targeting Nestle and the sale of baby formula in Africa, where corporate staff 

were increasingly uncomfortable (and therefore less productive) with the revelation of 

their employer’s contribution to infant malnutrition and even death.  For all of these 

reasons, corporations respond to advocacy campaigns by adopting codes of conduct and 

implementing corporate social responsibility programmes.   

The same language about workers’ rights and corporate responsibilities, which 

activists use in their campaigns, now appears on websites and annual reports of the 

corporations they target.  As the discourse of the anti-sweatshop movement has moved 

into the mainstream, ideas associated with corporate responsibilities and worker’s rights 

have also changed.  This can be seen through various phases of anti-sweatshop 

advocacy described in chapter three.  During the first phase, retailers refrained from 

using language associated with workers’ rights.  Beginning in the second and into the 

third phase, many companies made claims of respecting workers’ rights, pointing to 

their codes of conduct and participation in MSIs as evidence of their actions to respect 

these rights.  

In some instances, retailers position themselves as taking on a watchdog role, 

monitoring and admonishing suppliers for breaches of core labour standards.  An 

example of this comes from the Adidas Group, regarded as one of the better companies 

in terms of its internal social auditing, participation in MSIs and engagement with 

NGOs.  Adidas’ own workplace standards include a limit on working hours of 60 hours 

a week and a period of continuous 24 hours for rest within every seven days.  However, 

even in its own reports, Adidas acknowledges that suppliers regularly do not meet these 

standards (Adidas Group 2007b).  Adidas’ admission is commendable, since few 

companies make such information public.  Nevertheless, these are extremely low 

standards and the fact that they are not met does not reflect well on Adidas’ own 

sourcing practices.  Like the other retailers, Adidas does not acknowledge its pricing 

structure and required delivery times as contributing factors to its suppliers’ poor rate of 

compliance with its code.  Such a system puts additional pressure on suppliers to meet 

the code without retailers changing their own practices, further contributing to 

inadequate wages and forced overtime. 

Stages of influence rarely follow a clear linear path in anti-sweatshop advocacy.  

Goals and values are transmuted through the stages so that by the time targeted actors 

make procedural or policy changes, the outcome may differ from what activists 

intended.  This is most clearly seen in the gap between the codes promoted by activists 
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(such as the WRC code), which include provisions for a living wage, and most company 

codes that pledge to adhere to domestic minimum wages.  This gap has led activists to 

criticise codes of conduct as a form of ‘fair-washing’ (Conroy 2007, p.24), providing 

hollow public relations opportunities for corporations to tout their commitments to 

social causes without actually changing their own practices in any meaningful ways.  

Another critique of codes of conduct, mentioned in chapter five, concerns the 

ways in which emphasising codes places TNCs in a monitoring role.  Commenting on 

the impact this has on women workers, Elias (2007, p.57) argues that, ‘Placing the 

multinational firm as a central agent in the promotion of labour standards (via codes of 

conduct), is highly problematic, because it represents a failure to acknowledge how 

firms themselves play an active role in the construction of global systems of gender 

inequality’.  Elias’ critique of codes of conduct raises some important questions about 

whether placing such emphasis on retailers ignores their roles in creating structural 

inequalities in the industry.  Lengthy supply chains and subcontracting enable retailers 

to distance themselves from garment workers and off-load significant risks associated 

with production.  These chains of production make it difficult for workers to seek 

redress from factory management, or from retailers at the far end of a lengthy chain.  It 

is clear that codes of conduct do not radically alter the structure of the industry.  Yet 

with few alternatives available, activists use retailers’ discursive commitments, in the 

form of codes of conduct, for their symbolic value.  Such commitments provide activists 

with tools to be used in future campaigns, when reality does not live up to stated ideals.  

 

Stage 3: Policy changes by retailers and universities 
 

Anti-sweatshop advocates face particular challenges in achieving the third stage of 

influence, getting retailers or universities to put discursive commitments into practice.  

This process involves activists’ external pressure on targeted actors as well as struggles 

from within the company or university to define their roles in the industry.  Policy 

changes by US universities are evident in their participation in the Worker Rights 

Consortium and the Fair Labor Association.  Participation in either organisation links 

university licensing contracts to labour standards monitored by the MSIs.  

USAS has also been successful in getting universities to disclose the factory 

locations where their licensed apparel is produced.  Outside of the university apparel 

market, the disclosure of factory locations to the public has been limited.  Instead, some 

companies participate in a shared database, the Fair Factories Clearinghouse, which 
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allows retailers to share factory audit findings on a confidential basis.  As of August 

2009, the database contained information on over 23,000 factories in 129 countries 

(FFC 2009).  Clean Clothes activist Jeroen Merk said in an interview that the disclosure 

of factory locations was necessary and the establishment of the Fair Factories database 

was beneficial (Merk, personal interview, 16 February 2007, Amsterdam).  Yet, he 

argued that the information must be made fully available to the public, rather than held 

in confidential databases, in order for companies to be held to account for working 

conditions in their supply chains. 

Many retailers and industry bodies simultaneously adopt the language of 

responsibility while rejecting the influence of anti-sweatshop NGOs.  One example of 

this comes from the World Federation of Sporting Good Industries (WSFGI) report, 

CSR and the World of Sport.  In the report, a letter from Michel Perraudin, WSFGI 

President, refers to the Play Fair campaign.  He writes: 

 
The Beijing Games more than ever will be used by the sport industry 
detractors to push the CSR agenda…I am convinced that ‘ethical 
production’ as well as ‘ethical buying’ will become more and more 
important to the consumers of our products at the same time to all our 
members.  Next to the quality of the products, the reliability of the suppliers 
and economic considerations, the CSR compliance will become an element 
of differentiation and be part of strategic and operational considerations for 
the brands when making decisions on their suppliers’ base.  This has just 
been documented in a very clear way by the decision made by Nike to stop 
buying from one of its major suppliers in Pakistan for such reasons (WFSGI 
2007).  

 
What is most interesting about this report, and is perhaps indicative of the move to 

adopt CSR policies and practices, is the simultaneous resignation about those ‘sport 

industry detractors’ along with the celebration of CSR as an integral part of the sports 

wear industry.  For example, the Play Fair at the Olympics campaign is noted in the 

report as being a sporting goods detractor.  Yet, under the WFSGI’s list of CSR 

progress made in the last three years the report cites WFSGI’s engagement with the 

very same campaign.   

In the same report an article from the International Olympic Committee (IOC) 

exalted the importance of ethical sourcing in Olympic gear and suggested that ethical 

sourcing may become a part of the bidding process for future Olympic Games.  

Ironically, the IOC had previously ignored the Play Fair campaign and refused to 

engage in dialogue with activists.  However this report, aimed at industry executives, 
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has actually adopted many of the Play Fair goals and discourse.11  It remains to be seen 

whether the IOC will actually implement any of these actions in the lead up to the 2012 

London Olympics. 

Although much of the adoption of CSR language is not accompanied by policy 

changes, several retailers have made policy changes that affect their sourcing practices.  

One such change is the participation in multi-stakeholder initiatives.12  The very 

existence of MSIs is a testament to anti-sweatshop advocacy.  As described in chapter 

five, governments, industry executives and NGOs created garment industry MSIs as a 

result of negative publicity from anti-sweatshop campaigns.  For all of their faults, MSIs 

helped extend retailers’ responsibilities through their supply chains.  MSIs provide 

NGOs with an alternative form of governance in which NGOs are involved, in a limited 

way, in monitoring the actions of transnational retailers.  Although MSIs allow NGOs to 

participate in the governance of the industry, many activists—with much justification—

view corporate participation in MSIs as a mere public relations exercise.  Corporate-led 

MSIs allow retailers to absorb critiques without making any substantive changes in their 

sourcing practices. Whether or not they support MSIs, activists face significant 

challenges in getting corporations’ discursive commitments realised in policy changes.  

 

Stage 4: Behavioural changes by manufacturers 
 

Securing genuine behavioural changes in targeted actors has proven to be most elusive.  

Although anti-sweatshop advocates have achieved limited policy changes in many of 

the targeted corporations, these have not led to significant changes for workers.  For 

example, many of the companies that have been the targets of anti-sweatshop 

campaigns have established internal mechanisms to monitor supply chains.  Some of the 

larger companies, like Nike and Reebok, have CSR departments dedicated to addressing 

working conditions in their supply chains.13  Universities targeted by USAS have joined 

                                                
11 Bill Anderson, Head of Social and Environmental Affairs, Asia Pacific, Adidas Group said in an 
interview that Adidas was working with the organisers of the 2012 London Olympics to incorporate some 
aspects of ethical purchasing practices.  Similar to the WFSGI report, he suggested that this was not as a 
result of the Play Fair at the Olympics campaign, but rather part of Adidas’ internal commitment to CSR 
(Anderson, personal interview, 6 October 2008, Hong Kong). 
12 For example, as a result of campaigning by the Clean Clothes Campaign, Dutch retailer C&A 
implemented a policy requiring its suppliers that employed children to continue paying the children’s 
salaries while they attended professional or vocational training (Sluiter 2009). 
13 It is unclear what impact the global financial crisis will have on corporate social responsibility 
programs.  According to a recent report by the Maquila Solidarity Network, some analysts predict that 
corporations will cut their corporate social responsibility programs extensively, except for those activities 
that can be shown to also decrease other costs.  This could include reducing energy costs, decreasing staff 
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the WRC and altered their contracts with licensees.  Yet, these changes have not led to 

significant improvements for the women and men who work in the industry.14  

One way to illustrate the gap between stages three and four is through reports of 

one company’s compliance.  As described in chapter three, Nike was the target of some 

of the first anti-sweatshop campaigns in the early 1990s.  Although many activists still 

criticise the company’s labour practices, it is widely recognised as one of the more 

engaged companies, participating in numerous MSIs, maintaining an internal staff of 

100 focused on social compliance, and publishing an annual report of corporate social 

responsibility. Unlike many of its competitors, Nike discloses its factory locations and 

regularly conducts and reports the findings from a variety of supply chain audits.  Locke 

et al (2007) analysed audits of 800 factories in 51 countries that produce goods for 

Nike.  Many of the top retailers use the same factories, so Locke’s assessment most 

likely captures conditions pertaining to many of the other top companies as well.  In 

2008, Nike reported record revenue of US $16.3 billion, which was an increase of US 

$1.3 billion over the previous year (Nike 2008a).  As one of the world’s largest athletic 

shoe companies Nike controls more than 33 percent of the world market.  The main 

difference between Nike and other companies is that Nike, to its credit, actually 

conducts audits and makes the results public.   

Nike developed a Compliance Rating (CR) Programme to grade suppliers based 

upon M-Audits (management-audits), Fair Labor Association audits, SHAPE (Safety, 

Health, Attitudes of Management, People Investment, and Environment) assessments, 

and factory visits.15  According to Nike’s own CR Programme, ‘workplace conditions in 

almost 80 per cent of its suppliers have either remained the same or worsened over 

time’ (Locke et al. 2007, p.31).  Locke et al found that working conditions and 

management-labour relations varied dramatically among factories and varied by region 

with factories located in countries with a strong rule of law (measured by perceptions of 

the incidence of crime, the effectiveness and predictability of the judiciary, and the 

enforceability of contracts) performing better.  They also found that factories with 
                                                                                                                                          
turnover, or collaborating with other retailers to share the costs of social auditing.  Other analysts predict 
that corporate social responsibility programs will remain intact because with increased competition, 
retailers cannot afford the bad publicity that comes with decreasing attention on social auditing (MSN 
2009b). 
14 A recent success for anti-sweatshop advocates was described in chapter six.  Following extensive 
protest, Russell Athletic established a unionised factory for 1,200 workers.  This is an important victory 
for the affected workers and advocates.  Their challenge now is to sustain this victory, and replicate in 
other factories, with other companies. 
15 Locke et al (2007, p.31) found that by just looking at the M-Audits, which include in-depth assessments 
of working conditions and labour-management practices, conditions appear to be improving somewhat 
over time, while using the broader Compliance Rating measure (also generated internally by Nike staff), 
workplace conditions appear to be stagnant or getting worse. 



 231 

stronger and more stable links to Nike exhibited better compliance.  Locke et al. (2007, 

p.24) claimed that these findings demonstrate that codes of conduct are most effective 

in countries with strong labour laws, suggesting that company codes are complementary 

rather than a replacement for national legislation.  Findings from this report, as well as 

other self-reported information from companies, suggest that the anti-sweatshop 

network has been successful in getting sweatshops on retailers and universities’ agendas 

and achieved discursive commitments from retailers.  These have led to some policy 

changes on the part of targeted retailers and universities, but these policy changes have 

been insufficient to lead to manufacturers improving conditions on the factory floor.16  

This does not, however, mean that the anti-sweatshop network has been 

completely ineffective.  In fact, some analysts have surmised that the constant 

campaigns of the anti-sweatshop TAN, along with retailers’ participation in MSIs, have 

prevented further abuse in the industry.  In an interview, Katie Quan gave an example 

from Foxcon, an electronics factory in Shenzhen, China (Quan, personal interview, 12 

December 2008, Berkeley, California).  The electronics industry has many parallels 

with the apparel industry in terms of recruitment, wages and structure, but it lacks a 

vocal advocacy network like the anti-sweatshop network.  Foxcon, a Taiwanese TNC, 

sued reporters individually for exposing abuses at its factories in Shenzhen.  Quan 

suggests that this would not have happened in the clothing industry because of the 

international attention on apparel companies.  It is reasonable to assume that, without 

pressure from the anti-sweatshop network, retailers in the garment industry could have 

moved all of their orders to non-unionised factories, or to locations where garment 

workers were unable to organise.  Slowing such movement may have prevented further 

deterioration in working conditions and the erosion of workers’ rights.  If so, this would 

suggest that anti-sweatshop activists have had a certain level of influence on retailers, 

albeit a far cry from their goals, as laid out in the WRC code. 

 

CASE STUDIES  
 

There are other aspects of NGO effectiveness that may not show up when assessing 

their influence on retailers and universities.  These include influencing other NGOs in 

the advocacy network or building alliances for future campaigns.  The case study NGOs 

engage in garment industry advocacy from positions of relative weakness in the global 

                                                
16 See, for example, Nike FY05-06 Corporate Responsibility Report (2006). 
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economy.  Their experiences result in similar outcomes in some ways and different 

outcomes in others, depending on their particular position and strategies pursued.  This 

section addresses the unique aspects of the case study NGOs and the results of their 

particular efforts, with emphasis on types of influence not covered in the section above. 

 

Clean Clothes Campaign 
 

The goals of the Clean Clothes Campaign are to ‘improve working conditions and to 

empower workers in the global garment industry, in order to end the oppression, 

exploitation and abuse of workers in this industry, most of whom are women’ (CCC 

2008b).  These goals embody the standards outlined in the WRC code, embracing the 

need to address both conditions as well as the enabling rights of freedom of association 

and collective bargaining.  The CCC differs from the other NGOs in its transnational 

composition.  It reaches across eleven European countries, connecting European NGOs 

and unions across European national borders in support of workers who are 

predominantly located in Asia, Central America and other parts of Europe. 

The Clean Clothes Campaign has influenced targeted actors by getting issues on 

retailers’ agendas and securing discursive commitments. It has also garnered substantial 

media attention, and was cited in over 300 newspaper articles in major English language 

newspapers in Asia, the US, UK and Australia from 1999 to 2009.17  The Clean Clothes 

Campaign secured policy changes from targeted companies in Europe, and contributed 

towards 51 companies joining the Fair Wear Foundation, the MSI in which CCC 

participates (FWF 2008).  Despite securing these policy changes by retailers, the Clean 

Clothes Campaign has had difficultly achieving widespread behavioural changes by 

manufacturers. 

The Clean Clothes Campaign is most effective in cases where flagrant abuses 

have taken place, such as violence against trade unionists, and particularly those that 

include a high profile brand that has already been a target of campaigns.  In these cases, 

the CCC disseminates requests for action through its urgent appeals system, which 

generates information about a particular campaign and then sends it to the CCC network 

asking supporters to take particular action, usually contacting factory owners, retailers 

and relevant government officials.  Each chapter encourages its supporters to write 

letters and sign petitions.  For example, the French affiliate of the CCC, Peuples 

Solidaires, recently conducted a campaign in support of Indonesian workers at two 
                                                
17 From Factiva search of all sources from 01/1999 to 10/2009.   
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factories, Spotec and Dong Joe.  Within four weeks, 700 people emailed to express their 

support for the workers, reporting that they had contacted Adidas in response to the 

campaign (Oxfam Australia 2008b).  Approximately 30 percent of the urgent appeals 

cases between 1994 and 2004 were fully or partially successful (Sluiter 2009).  The 

success rate was measured according to workers’ statements about whether or not their 

demands were met.  Sluiter (2009, p.184) summarises the factors that contributed to a 

successful outcome, ‘strong organisations on the ground; a good working relationship 

between them and international campaigning organisations; a variety of tactics, tools 

and actions directed at multiple pressure-points; easy ways for consumers to express 

their support, and regular updates to motivate them’.  These cases resulted in improved 

conditions in particular factories.  However, these successes have not yet translated into 

securing widespread improvements in working conditions or ensuring workers’ rights.   

The Clean Clothes Campaign’s other programmes, such as legislative and 

procurement initiatives, are less visible and grab fewer headlines, but are more 

proactive and represent a collaborative approach to working with governments (as 

opposed to targeting governments).  For example, the Clean Clothes Communities 

initiative, which aims to get local municipalities to commit to procuring clothing that 

meets various labour standards, has met with varying success.  In Belgium, 60 

communities have adopted such ordinances and in France, 250 have done so (CCC 

2005a).  In addition to individual procurement policies, the initiative encourages 

companies that secure government contracts to enact a code of conduct and join MSIs 

like the Fair Wear Foundation. 

In addition, the Clean Clothes Campaign has been successful in providing 

information and resources to allied organisations.  It has also helped build coalitions 

among European unions and NGOs, linking these organisations to CCC’s allies in the 

global South.  This helps extend responsibilities beyond European organisations to 

create greater cross-national solidarity.  One example of this is its involvement in, and 

support of, the Asia Floor Wage Campaign.  Union leaders and labour activists in Asia 

launched the Asia Floor Wage Campaign with the aim of establishing a minimum living 

wage in each country that can be standardised and compared across countries (Merk 

2009).  The Clean Clothes Campaign supports the campaign by providing information 

and analysis, and linking its European network to the network of Asian activists and 

unionists involved in the campaign. 
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United Students Against Sweatshops 
 

USAS has been particularly successful in mobilising university students to pressure 

university administrators to join the Worker Rights Consortium.  This represents a 

policy change for universities, correlating to stage three of advocacy effectiveness.  As 

of July 2009, 186 universities had joined the WRC (2009a).  The significance of USAS 

getting these universities to join the WRC is twofold.  Firstly, it shows that USAS has 

raised awareness and opened up dialogue about sweatshops on university campuses.  

Secondly, it shows that USAS has made universities establish lines of responsibility 

through their contracts and supply chains.  USAS has played an integral part in shifting 

transnational advocacy from phase one to phase two, with companies acknowledging 

their responsibilities for labour conditions in their supply chains, and getting companies 

that produce goods for the university apparel market to implement corporate social 

responsibility programmes.  While these internal corporate programmes may not meet 

the WRC standards or USAS’s ideals, they do signify a change in the position taken by 

TNCs that had previously denied any responsibility for labour conditions in their supply 

chains.  

Like CCC, USAS campaigns rely on exposing abuses at factories producing 

goods for high profile retailers.  This is a point of leverage, but it also limits their ability 

to exert influence on less well-known companies.  USAS also tends to focus on cases 

with the most flagrant abuses, particularly those targeting activists such as the arrest of 

Mehedi Hasan, a WRC investigator in Bangladesh.  Due to the actions of USAS, CCC 

and dozens of other NGOs and unions, Hasan was released several days later.  The 

international pressure and media attention, and Hasan’s connection with an international 

NGO, likely contributed to his quick release.  Other activists in Bangladesh have not 

received the same treatment.  The CCC (2008a) reports continued surveillance and 

arrests of labour activists in Bangladesh.  

USAS has been effective in several other ways, which are not reflected in the 

stages of influence in the previous section. For example, the USAS network has been 

adapted for other uses on several occasions.  USAS mobilised its supporters for 

immigrant rights in California and anti-war protests in the lead up to the 2003 US 

invasion of Iraq.  Another often overlooked aspect of USAS’s work is the impact it has 

had on the broader labour movement.  As noted earlier, labour analyst Katie Quan 

suggested that the anti-sweatshop network has helped spawn a new generation of labour 

activists in the US and that USAS, in particular, has helped to populate US unions with 
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a new group of young people committed to social justice (Quan, personal interview, 12 

December 2008, Berkeley, California).  

 

FairWear 
 

FairWear’s domestic campaigns have successfully linked with the Textile, Clothing and 

Footwear Union of Australia to develop the Homeworkers Code of Practice.  In May 

2008, Deputy Prime Minister Julia Gillard announced that the Australian 

Commonwealth government would allocate AUS $4 million over four years to the 

Homeworkers Code of Practice to sign on more companies and improve compliance 

(DEEWR 2008).  While the Homeworkers Code of Practice is still a voluntary 

initiative, federal funding may bolster the Code’s standing and improve its 

implementation capabilities. 

FairWear is seeking to secure local ordinances requiring the procurement of 

goods certified as sweatfree.  Similar to the Clean Clothes Communities programme, 

the Fair Council campaigns urge local governments to put procedures in place to ensure 

that workwear purchased by the council meets basic labour standards.  For example, the 

Kogarah Local Council in New South Wales endorsed the FairWear campaign and 

committed to purchasing its uniforms from suppliers accredited by the Homeworkers 

Code of Practice.  Hundreds of workers, mainly Chinese women, work out of their 

homes in Kogarah, so this procurement policy has direct implications for the local 

community (FairWear 2007a).  These initiatives are slowly gaining momentum in 

Australia, as they are in the US and Europe.  

Despite FairWear’s successes in terms of achieving stage three policy changes, 

including voluntary regulations and procurement legislation, a recent report by the 

Brotherhood of St. Laurence, one of the founding members of FairWear, found that 

conditions for outworkers in Australia had worsened in the past five years.  Workers 

reported that they often went weeks without any work, but when work was available 

they worked long hours for just AUS $2-3 per hour (Diviney and Lillywhite 2007).  It is 

clear from FairWear’s work in recent years that simply having access to an independent 

union does not guarantee better conditions for homeworkers in Australia, let alone 

workers manufacturing goods overseas for the Australian market.  This is due to several 

reasons.  One is because a conventional model of union membership based on 

consistent factory work does not apply to home-based workers, many of whom do not 

want to have their work moved into factories.  Secondly, the trend of production 
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moving off-shore means that a nationally-based union holds little sway over companies 

that can relocate elsewhere.  For this reason, FairWear has not focused on unionising 

homeworkers and has sought to make the Homeworkers Code of Practice inclusive of 

all homeworkers, regardless if they are union members or not.   

FairWear provides solidarity with transnational campaigns by encouraging their 

own network of supporters to sign petitions, write letters and participate in protest 

actions. The tools that have proven to be effective in domestic campaigns, namely the 

establishment and enforcement of the Homeworkers Code of Practice, are unavailable 

in transnational campaigns.  Therefore, FairWear is in the process of developing 

alternative tools for international campaigns.  In 2006, FairWear developed a Fair Work 

Standard for Australian companies sourcing overseas.  FairWear’s international focus 

developed ‘in recognition that the conditions of homeworkers in Australia is a function 

of the exploitation rife in the international garment industry’ (FairWear 2008).  This 

increased international outlook is a function of the changing nature of the industry and 

reflects a recognition of the gains made by European and American activists in 

achieving policy changes in targeted companies (Gardener, personal interview, 21 

November 2006, Melbourne).  

 

STITCH 
 

STITCH’s goals are to empower women in the labour movement and bring 

marginalised women’s voices to global debates on globalisation, trade agreements and 

immigration.  Assessing STITCH’s effectiveness in terms of the WRC code, it is clear 

that STITCH organisers prioritise the enabling rights of freedom of association and 

collective bargaining, believing that without these fundamental rights, no outside actors 

can ensure workers’ long term well-being (Myers, personal interview, 5 January 2007, 

Washington D.C.).  STITCH’s emphasis on workers’ rights led the organisation to focus 

on building independent union movements in Central America. 

Some international labour solidarity campaigns emphasise workers in multiple 

locations with the same employers.  In contrast to these campaigns, STITCH 

emphasises the broader identity of women workers.  This is in part because the women 

STITCH works with are primarily employed in small factories far down the 

subcontracting supply chain.  STITCH is unable to rely on associations with high 

profile companies to generate international awareness, and instead focuses on other 

ways to generate support for women workers.  



 237 

Of the case study NGOs, STITCH works most closely with garment workers and 

other women workers.  Through its worker exchanges, training and leadership 

development, STITCH works with women workers in Central America to support the 

slow process of building a movement from the ground up.  In this way, STITCH enacts 

significant political responsibility to the women it works with, perhaps more so than 

some of the other US-based NGOs.  Yet, exercising high levels of political 

responsibility does not guarantee effective outcomes in garment industry advocacy 

where workers themselves have little power over retailers. 

In December 2007, STITCH, International Labor Rights Forum and the US 

Labor Education in the Americas Project convened a meeting in Washington DC of 

anti-sweatshop NGOs to discuss the future of anti-sweatshop activism in the US.  In an 

interview, STITCH Executive Director Beth Myers explained that the purpose of the 

meeting was to discuss the state of the industry and the state of anti-sweatshop 

advocacy (Myers, personal interview, 22 October 2008, Washington D.C.).  Despite the 

success of various consumer campaigns, conditions for workers remained largely 

unchanged—or had even worsened in the previous few years.  Myers argued that this 

was not only due to structural challenges in the garment industry, but also due to the 

network’s over emphasis on consumer campaigns.   

Director of the Asia Monitor Resource Centre Sanjiv Pandita expressed a similar 

frustration during an interview in 2008.  Instead of acting as one point in triangular 

solidarity (including workers’ organisations, unions and consumers), he said, consumer 

campaigns had become the dominant mode of labour activism among Northern-based 

NGOs (Pandita, personal interview, 8 October 2008, Hong Kong).  He argued that 

consumer campaigns position Northern groups as the driving force for change, because 

these groups can negotiate with TNCs, something that workers and unions are unable to 

do.  He suggested that these campaigns may change consumers in the US, but they do 

not change Americans’ and Europeans’ imperialist attitudes towards workers in the 

South.  What is most needed, he said, is a cultural shift in which Northern-based 

advocates would stop talking about helpless workers and start talking about, and 

analysing, inequality.  He argued that, rather than focusing on consumer campaigns, 

Northern-based labour advocates should focus their energies on strengthening their own 

labour movements and creating equal exchanges among advocates.  

These critiques apply to some of the Northern-based anti-sweatshop NGOs more 

than others.  Most of the case study NGOs are moving in the direction proposed by 

Pandita.  The only one of the case study NGOs that this critique applies to directly is the 
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CCC since it is explicitly a consumer campaign.  Even though the CCC network 

includes many unions in Europe, its goal is not to strengthen European labour 

movements, but to support garment workers worldwide through consumer campaigns.  

The other three case study NGOs are seeking to strengthen their connections to 

domestic labour movements, alongside their transnational advocacy.  In recent years, 

USAS has begun to engage more directly in domestic campaigns through its campus-

based campaigns to ensure a living wage for custodial and food service workers on 

university campuses.  FairWear is closely aligned with the Australian labour movement 

through the Textile, Clothing and Footwear Union of Australia.  STITCH aims to 

strengthen labour movements through its worker exchanges, delegations, and 

workshops of union women from the US, Honduras, Nicaragua and Guatemala.  

  

ANTI-SWEATSHOP CAMPAIGNS 
 

The main way that NGOs in the anti-sweatshop network influence change in the 

industry is by waging campaigns on behalf of workers in specific factories.  Several 

campaigns were analysed in chapter six.  The Gina Form and BJ&B campaigns are 

profiled below, each of which focused on specific factories, one in Thailand and the 

other in the Dominican Republic, and involved numerous anti-sweatshop NGOs.  These 

campaigns illustrate the challenges activists face in relying on consumer-oriented 

campaigns and factory-level organising.  The Gina Form and BJ&B campaigns reflect 

the structural challenges facing the broader anti-sweatshop network.  Activists initially 

hailed both cases as successes.  Later, the cases showed the difficulty of sustaining 

improvements in working conditions.  The CCC and USAS were involved in the 

campaigns, as were many other actors in the anti-sweatshop network.  STITCH and 

FairWear were not as involved with these two particular campaigns.  Nevertheless, 

these campaigns are included here because they demonstrate changes in the industry 

over the past fifteen years, and the particular limits of consumer campaigns.  

 

Gina Form Bra campaign 
 

Workers protested in the streets in Bangkok, activists picketed retailers in London, 

North American consumers sent thousands of letters and emails, and Thai workers 

negotiated with management, all in the campaign to secure due compensation for 



 239 

workers at the Gina Form Bra factory in Thailand.  The Gina Form workers’ campaign 

lasted several years and included thousands of people in Thailand, North America, 

Europe, Hong Kong and Australia.  At issue were claims by the Gina Relations Workers 

Union (GRWU) that workers did not receive minimum wages, were forced to work 

overtime, and that management harassed workers for being involved with the union.  

With assistance from the Solidarity Center in Bangkok, the union sought international 

support through the Transnational Information Exchange-Asia (TIE-Asia) and the Clean 

Clothes Campaign.  After investigating the claims, the CCC distributed the workers’ 

request as part of its urgent appeals system.  Activists around the world responded with 

a deluge of letters and emails to factory management and retailers that bought their 

lingerie from Gina Form.  They also sent messages to the US government and the Thai 

Prime Minister (MSN 2005; WRC 2006). 

As a result of local and international pressure, Gina management entered into a 

collective agreement with the Gina Relations Workers Union in 2003 that reinstated 

workers dismissed for union involvements and paid back wages.  Robertson and 

Plaiyoowong (2004) noted that the Gina Form campaign resembled a three ring circus 

model, with actions taking place simultaneously at the factory level, at the Thai national 

level, and internationally.  Ongoing activities in each ring were linked together by 

NGOs, and the GRWU acting as the ringleader.18 Robertson and Plaiyoowong 

considered the agreement between management and GRWU to be a successful outcome, 

and cited the campaign as an example of solidarity among local labour advocates and 

international allies. 

However, this success did not last for long.  The Clover Group announced the 

closure of its Gina Form factory in September 2006.  Workers once again reached out to 

the anti-sweatshop TAN, setting in motion a public campaign that aimed to prevent the 

factory from closing its doors.  It soon became clear that with the end of the MFA, the 

closure was inevitable and the factory would be moving elsewhere, possibly to China or 

Cambodia.  The Gina Form workers resigned themselves to the closure of the factory, 

and sought to secure compensation due to them under Thai law as well as some 

additional severance benefits.19  Once again, activists in Europe, North America and 

                                                
18 Robertson and Plaiyoowong were involved in the campaign through NGOs, the Solidarity Center and 
the Thai Labour Campaign, respectively. 
19 In many countries including Thailand, employers are required to pay displaced workers severance 
payments in lieu of a state-run unemployment benefit scheme.  Even though severance payments are 
required under Thai law, few employers set up funds in escrow to pay severance and often disregard the 
legal requirements to pay severance (WRC 2006).  
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Asia sent letters to Gina Form, the retailers and the Thai and US governments, urging 

them to intervene in the case.   

In October 2006 workers held a protest in front of the US Embassy in Bangkok 

urging the US government to take action, particularly with US-based buyers from Gina 

Form.  Meanwhile activists in Canada, the US and Europe held protests targeting Gina 

Form’s buyers.  USAS sent alerts to its members, encouraging them to contact buyers of 

Gina Form, and students held protests outside of Victoria’s Secret stores (USAS 

2006b).  The UK chapter of the Clean Clothes Campaign, Labour Behind the Label, 

protested in front of Calvin Klein stores (CCC 2006a).  By November 2006, the Clover 

Group entered into an agreement with the Gina Relations Workers Union granting 

outstanding bonuses, legally-required severance under Thai law, and an additional 

payment for workers equivalent to three-and-a-half months of wages.  The agreement 

was worth US $1.6 million.  Although this was a fairly good outcome for the displaced 

workers, they were left with few employment alternatives (Mather, Eyskoot and Ascoly 

2007).  The Gina Form case shows that even amidst all the pressure from NGOs and the 

union, the Clover Group chose to close the unionised Thai factory and move production 

to a lower-cost location.  It also shows that extensive international pressure was needed 

to get severance payment for workers.   

 
BJ&B campaign  
 

In 2001, BJ&B was one of the largest manufacturers of baseball caps in the Western 

Hemisphere, employing more than 2,000 workers.20  The factory was located in the 

Villa Altagracia EPZ in the Dominican Republic and wholly owned by a Korean 

company, Yupoong.  BJ&B customers included Nike, Reebok, Quiksilver, The Gap and 

Gear.  According to reports by the Clean Clothes Campaign, USAS and the WRC, 

employees were forced to work overtime and regularly faced verbal abuse and 

harassment.  According to one BJ&B employee, Yenny Perez, ‘we worked sometimes 

from 7 in the morning until 11 at night.  And it was obligatory, always, the extra hours.  

When people fell sick, they didn't let them leave the factory to go to the doctor.  No one 

had any way to defend themselves’ (CCC 2007d, n.p.).  Despite resistance from 

management, Perez and others began to organise a union in 1998 with the help of the 

                                                
20 The BJ&B case is well-known among activists, once cited as a successful campaign and later for the 
challenges of anti-sweatshop advocacy.  This section draws on profiles of the cases in Ross (2004b; 
2006), updating it with changes in the case since 2005. 
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Federacion Nacional de Trabajadores de Zonas, which contacted the US union UNITE 

for additional support. 

At that time UNITE was also involved with the students responsible for 

founding USAS.  In response to requests from BJ&B workers, UNITE conducted its 

own investigation and brought two BJ&B employees to the US to tour university 

campuses (Ross 2004b).  By 2001, USAS chapters began pressuring their universities to 

join the WRC and to investigate the workers’ claims of abuse, forced overtime and 

preventing the formation of a union.  Members of the Clean Clothes Campaign put 

pressure on European retailers to investigate the allegations by issuing an urgent appeal 

to supporters and staging protests in front of retail shops.  Subsequently, Nike, Reebok 

and Adidas-Salomon launched a third party investigation through the Fair Labor 

Association in January 2002 (Ross 2004b).  Even though they are often at odds with 

each other, the FLA and WRC agreed to work together on this case.   

The FLA report, along with subsequent factory visits by the WRC, found that 

managers continued to intimidate workers and prevent them from joining a union (Ross 

2004b).  Once again, buyers wrote to Yupoong urging them to remedy the situation. 

Eventually in March 2003, management recognised the union and signed a collective 

agreement.  The agreement included a 10 percent wage increase, educational 

scholarships, paid holidays and the establishment of a worker’s committee to deal with 

health and safety concerns at the factory (FLA 2008).  The agreement was the first of its 

kind in the export-processing zone and represented a victory for the workers and the 

international campaign organised to support them.  It was hailed by many as a sign of 

the success of transnational organising, particularly the strategic role played by USAS 

in exerting pressure on universities to take action through the WRC (Ross 2004b; 

Garonzik 2005). 

Perez claimed that conditions improved in the factory once the union, called the 

Sindicato de Trabajadores de la Empresa BJ&B S.A., was formed.  She said, ‘the verbal 

mistreatment stopped. The extra hours changed, so that it was voluntary. There were 

also many benefits we gained with the collective bargaining agreement.  For example, 

we got a market basket for pregnant workers. We got paid leave. We fixed many 

problems that came up with management’, such as conflicts about workers who were 

illegally fired (CCC 2007d).  Another BJ&B worker, Sebastian Garcia, thought that 

international pressure on the factory owners had helped him get his job back after being 

fired for his involvement with the union (CCC 2007d).  In relation to the role of 

students in the campaign, Ignacio Hernandez, General Secretary of the Federacion 
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Nacional de Trabajadores de Zonas, was quoted in the New York Times as saying, ‘I 

never thought a group of students, thousands of them, could put so much pressure on 

these brands.  We were determined to win, but without them it would have taken five 

more years’ (Gonzalez 2003 cited in Ross 2004b, p.280). 

The collective agreement was due to be renegotiated in 2004, and workers once 

again found themselves in a precarious position.  Yupoong threatened to close the 

BJ&B factory in the Dominican Republic and move production to its factories in 

Vietnam and Thailand.  Yupoong’s customers such as Nike simultaneously touted a 

commitment to ‘responsible competitiveness’ and in support of worker’s rights at BJ&B 

(Hauser 2007, p.1), while putting downward pressure on the factory to produce cheaper 

goods more quickly.  According to a USAS report, ‘during the same period in which the 

factory has made strides to respect labor rights, Nike and Reebok have been paying 

lower and lower prices for their hats.  Instead of increasing its orders at one of the few 

factories that has actually respected our codes of conduct, Nike and Reebok are slowly 

squeezing the factory and forcing it out of business’ (USAS 2006a, p.17).  Once again, 

activists in the US and Europe put pressure on BJ&B buyers to use their influence to 

encourage BJ&B management to negotiate with the union.  The factory stayed open, but 

began cutting back its workforce. 

International pressure continued.  In 2006, the Clean Clothes Campaign 

disseminated an appeal to supporters to contact Yupoong and its buyers.  Actions 

included letter writing, leafleting and protests.  The German chapter of the Clean 

Clothes Campaign presented the case of BJ&B workers to the Adidas shareholders 

meeting (CCC 2007c).  Then, in February 2007 Yupoong announced the closure of the 

BJ&B factory, claiming it could no longer remain competitive (Cha 2007).  By this 

time, the workforce had shrunk to 234 employees.  A report by the FLA stated, ‘Not 

surprisingly, the closure was highly controversial, partly because so much effort had 

gone into establishing freedom of association at the company that its closure was 

regarded by many as a setback for workers rights in general and in the Dominican 

Republic in particular’ (FLA 2008, p.166). 

At this time, Nike announced that it would be moving its orders to Yupoong’s 

other factories in Asia, saying that BJ&B was no longer competitive in producing caps 

(Hauser 2007).  Anticipating the closure of BJ&B, Garcia said, ‘If I was younger, I 

could move away to try to find a job. But I have a family, so I can't do that. Of course, I 

will look for work. But not only am I of an advanced age, I am also a known trade 

unionist.  The times coming would be very hard.  I am worried the children could go 



 243 

hungry’.  He went on to say, ‘we put our care into making these hats. The brands and 

Yupoong, they owe it to our community to stay here’ (CCC 2007d).  But of course there 

was no formal contract between the retailers, Yupoong and the local community.  Once 

BJ&B was considered to be uncompetitive, Nike placed its orders elsewhere.  

Once again BJ&B employees worked closely with American and European 

allies to put pressure on Yupoong and its buyers to keep the factory open.  If that was 

not possible, workers at least wanted severance payments and assistance helping them 

find new jobs.  After extensive discussions among BJ&B management, Yupoong, 

WRC, FLA, the union and buyers such as Nike, BJ&B management met with union 

officials.  Management presented individual agreements for union officials in exchange 

for their assurance that they would drop all further demands on behalf of BJ&B 

employees.  Some of the union officials accepted the agreement, which gave them one 

year of severance pay.  Several of those who signed the agreement claimed that this was 

done under coercive circumstances and later rescinded their individual agreements 

(WRC 2007).  Eventually, the rest of the BJ&B employees received one month of 

severance pay in addition to the two months of pay legally required under Dominican 

Republic law.  Pregnant employees were given six months of severance pay.  Benefits 

for pregnant employees were the result of the involvement of female trade unionists.  

This agreement, while in some ways better than what was legally required of BJ&B, 

was considered by some activists to have undermined the union since certain aspects, 

such as obtaining one month’s severance payment, were done outside of negotiations 

with the union (WRC 2007).  Following this payment, Yupoong, Nike and the Fair 

Labor Association claimed the settlement was a sign of BJ&B’s good faith while the 

WRC claimed that the settlement was simply a payoff to silence the union (WRC 2007). 

These two campaigns illustrate the overwhelming challenges activists face in 

trying to improve working conditions and workers’ rights, given the structure of the 

garment industry.  In each campaign, activists initially fought for, and helped secure, 

better conditions for workers and the right to unionise.  Several years later they were 

again campaigning in the same factories, but this time they struggled to secure 

severance packages for unemployed workers when the factories moved to cheaper 

locations in the post-MFA environment.  The power of retailers and manufacturers over 

small contractors and workers, the prevalence of short-term contracts and demands for 

quick turnaround times, and the absence of enforcement of labour standards, all 

contributed to a situation where improvements beyond individual factories have been 

difficult to secure and maintain, particularly in relation to workers’ rights to organise.  
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Even when independent unions were established and improvements were made in a 

particular factory, like in BJ&B, the shifting nature of the industry made those changes 

unsustainable.  In both campaigns activists ended up focusing on how best to help 

workers who were left unemployed once the factories closed.  This process is a far cry 

from activists’ overall goals of empowering workers and securing better conditions, as 

set out in the WRC code.  However, given the existing environment, activists were left 

with few alternatives and struggled to make a bad situation a little bit better for the 

women and men left unemployed.  

 

CONCLUSION 
 

This chapter assessed the effectiveness of anti-sweatshop advocacy by examining the 

stages of influence of the anti-sweatshop network, reviewing the case study NGOs, and 

analysing campaigns in the Dominican Republic and Thailand.  The anti-sweatshop 

network has been successful in achieving the first level of influence, raising awareness 

and agenda setting.  The network has also influenced the industry’s adoption of the 

discourse of responsibility and workers’ rights, the second level of influence.  The 

network has achieved mixed results with the third level of influence of policy change.  

As a result of anti-sweatshop advocacy, some targeted corporations have implemented 

internal social auditing programmes and joined multi-stakeholder initiatives.  However, 

the anti-sweatshop network has been unable to achieve the fourth level of influence of 

behavioural change by manufacturers.  This means that workers’ rights and working 

conditions, as articulated in the WRC standards, remain largely unfulfilled.  This was 

not due to the bad faith or weak efforts of anti-sweatshop advocates, but rather due to 

the power of retailers in the industry.   

The section on the case studies focused on effectiveness of these NGOs in areas 

other than those discussed in regard to the network as a whole.  Although the case study 

NGOs have been confronted with similar structures, their approaches have differed 

slightly.  The Clean Clothes Campaign developed a systematic approach to consumer 

campaigns throughout Europe, coordinating the actions of European NGOs and unions 

to act in support of garment workers in the global South.  FairWear developed a unique 

mechanism for the Australian context with the Homeworkers Code of Practice, 

providing support to the union, and allowing the industry to avoid additional regulation.  

USAS built a large network of student-run groups acting locally on their university 

campuses in support of a coordinated action to get universities to join the WRC.  
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STITCH conducted workshops and provided training for workers without accessing 

high profile media campaigns.  These strategies intervened at different points in the 

garment industry.  They helped raise awareness about working conditions in the 

industry, achieved discursive commitments from universities, retailers and 

governments, and secured some policy changes.  They also built strategic alliances, 

bolstered local labour movements and adapted the network for other uses.  In spite of 

this, these NGOs and the rest of the anti-sweatshop network have been unable to 

achieve transformative change in the industry.  

The chapter also analysed the Gina Form and BJ&B campaigns, which were 

initially heralded as success stories of local and transnational advocacy.  More recently, 

these campaigns have come to exemplify the challenges of advocacy campaigns, as 

factories close and production is moved to another city or country.  Despite the 

international pressure from consumer campaigns and locally-based organising, gains 

made were not maintained.  This was fundamentally due to the ability of companies to 

easily shift orders to non-unionised factories, with little recourse for workers.  In each 

new location, labour activists will begin again the process of organising workers and 

reaching out to international allies to improve conditions in the factories.  

The network, case studies and campaigns point to the structural challenges 

advocates face in attempting to influence powerful retailers and universities.  Advocates 

have been effective at extending retailers’ and universities’ responsibilities through 

supply chains.  Although this sense of responsibility is only in the form of a discursive 

commitment from corporations, it provides activists with tools to use in future 

campaigns to highlight the gap between retailers’ stated commitments and the 

conditions in factories where their goods are produced.  This certainly falls short of 

activists’ goals, yet it is perhaps the most that activists could hope to achieve given the 

current structure of the industry, its uneven regulatory environment, the power of 

retailers in controlling lengthy subcontracting chains of production, and the 

unwillingness of states to enforce regulations. 
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Conclusion 
 

 

The anti-sweatshop NGOs examined in this thesis are part of broad transformations 

underway in global civil society.  As NGOs proliferate, they participate in networks that 

traverse political boundaries and use a variety of tools to influence states and 

corporations, and create cultural change.  In recent years, international relations scholars 

have begun to examine these changing roles of NGOs in world civic politics.  This 

thesis contributes to that growing literature by positioning anti-sweatshop NGOs as 

political agents seeking to improve working conditions and ensure workers’ rights in the 

global garment industry.  It has combined analysis of the structural power of states and 

corporations in the global economy with more subtle forms of power including 

discursive and communicative power.  Through examination of the material as well as 

the ideational realms, it has demonstrated both how these NGOs are surprisingly 

influential for their small size and scant resources, and also how they are severely 

constrained in what they are able to accomplish when confronted with powerful retailers 

and governments resistant to change.   

The first chapter provided the theoretical background for the thesis, establishing 

how it fits into the study of NGOs in international relations.  It contributes to the 

literature by focusing on the specific role of Northern-based NGOs in a transnational 

advocacy network, providing comparative analysis of four organisations in three 

countries, investigating how the NGOs’ small size has impacted upon their tools of 

influence, and assessing these anti-sweatshop NGOs and the network at a critical point 

in their development.  Using the theoretical approach outlined in chapter one, chapter 

two analysed the changing context of the garment industry.  It examined particular 

characteristics of the industry, specifically the concentration of power among retailers 

over subcontractors, a lack of coordinated regulation and obscured lines of 

responsibility in supply chains.  These features of the industry explain why anti-

sweatshop activists have pursued the strategies they have, the reasons why focusing on 

high profile retailers has been successful, and also why changes in retailers’ policies 

have not led to widespread change in working conditions.   

The next two chapters established the significance of the anti-sweatshop 

network and individual NGOs within the network.  Chapter three examined the 

collective actions and cumulative effect of anti-sweatshop advocacy over the past 
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fifteen years and the particular tools activists use to effect change.  Understanding the 

development of the broader network is essential for understanding the case study NGOs 

profiled in chapter four.  That chapter demonstrated how the NGOs’ actions were part 

of the larger network, and how the NGOs’ strategies were shaped by the geographic 

locations and political positions from which the NGOs engaged in transnational anti-

sweatshop advocacy. 

After setting the stage in chapter one, providing essential information about the 

context of the industry in chapter two and introducing the key actors in chapters three 

and four, the thesis analysed the domestic and international structures of governance in 

chapter five.  It explained how these structures influence the case study NGOs’ abilities 

to engage in certain types of politics.   Together these structures steer activists to focus 

on the private sector rather than push for government regulations, beyond a few ethical 

procurement policies.  While chapter two illustrated the structural constraints to 

improving conditions in the industry, particularly the power of large retailers, chapter 

five illustrated the constraints that governments place on NGOs and the limitations of 

intergovernmental organisations dealing with workers’ rights.  It further explained why 

activists have turned to the private sector for oversight of the industry and why multi-

stakeholder initiatives became the dominant mode of governance in the industry.  It 

discussed the opportunities and inherent limitations of MSIs, and found that while MSIs 

open up some new opportunities for NGOs to influence retailers, they also reflect the 

diminished regulatory functions of the state. 

The next chapter analysed specific anti-sweatshop campaigns to show the NGOs 

in action.  The campaigns exposed the structure of the garment industry, including the 

ease with which retailers moved orders to non-unionised factories once workers began 

to organise.  Each campaign showed a range of actors pressuring universities, retailers, 

and governments to get manufacturers to improve working conditions.  Together the 

campaigns profiled in chapter six demonstrated anti-sweatshop activists’ changing 

strategies, the varied responses of targeted retailers and governments’ refusal to get 

involved.  

For NGOs to establish their legitimacy as transnational political actors, they 

must demonstrate their accountability to those they aim to benefit and their 

effectiveness at achieving (or working towards) their goals.  Therefore, chapter seven 

analysed how the NGOs fulfil their political responsibilities to garment workers and 

how they can work towards achieving greater political responsibility.  Chapter eight 

assessed the effectiveness of anti-sweatshop advocacy by examining the stages of 
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influence of the anti-sweatshop network, analysing the particular contributions of the 

case study NGOs, and profiling two advocacy campaigns.  By examining accountability 

and effectiveness, these chapters addressed two of the most pressing challenges for 

NGOs engaged in transnational politics.  Together, the chapters concluded that these 

small, Northern-based NGOs have been highly creative political actors and advocates 

for social justice on behalf of garment workers in the global South, yet there is much 

work to be done in order for their achievements to contribute to real improvements for 

garment workers. 

The following sections review the themes outlined in the introduction, and how 

they were developed in the thesis.  These themes include (a) NGOs and world civic 

politics, (b) factors that facilitate or constrain NGOs’ actions as transnational political 

actors, (c) opportunities and limitations of consumer campaigns, (d) agency and power 

in the garment industry, and (e) developing alternative forms of governance.  

 
NGOS and world civic politics 
 

Throughout the thesis, I applied Keck and Sikkink’s (1998) insights of transnational 

advocacy networks to the context of the global garment industry.  The effectiveness of 

small NGOs has been enhanced by their location in a networked structure with allied 

organisations.  The reliance on the network is especially pronounced for anti-sweatshop 

NGOs because of their limited resources and small staff.  The NGOs in this study are 

highly dependent on networked allies to support and disseminate their work.  This was 

demonstrated in the Fibre & Fabric International campaign discussed in chapter six.  

The Clean Clothes Campaign disseminated information from NGOs and unions in 

Bangalore, first about conditions in the FFI factory and then later about a gag order 

placed on activists.  Information was sent to dozens of anti-sweatshop, labour and 

human rights NGOs, which led to hundreds of people signing on-line petitions and 

extensive international news coverage.  This helped gain the attention of media and 

government officials necessary to resolve the case.   As part of its resolution, FFI 

addressed all of the workers’ original concerns and dropped all charges against the 

Dutch and Indian activists.  In exchange, the activists agreed to cease their campaign 

against FFI.  This case showed the capacity of activists to achieve positive changes.  

Activists were successful in the campaign against FFI because of the media attention 

generated by the lawsuit against the activists and subsequently, the intervention of the 

Dutch government. This case is an example of NGOs’ using a variety of tactics to 
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pressure retailers and government to take action to protect activists’ freedom of speech 

and improve conditions for garment workers.  Activists were able to apply such 

pressure by calling on a broad range of actors in the anti-sweatshop network to apply 

pressure from multiple angles.  This pressure helped raise the profile of the case and 

garner media attention, demonstrating the importance of networked activism in 

resolving the case.  

The thesis extended existing analysis of transnational advocacy networks by 

examining a political and economic context where activists primarily target private 

actors rather than states.  Anti-sweatshop advocates use various forms of civic politics 

aimed at the private sector, due in large measure to a lack of political will among states 

to enforce existing regulations.  Yet, states are still important actors in the garment 

industry.  Chapter two included analysis of actions by the US and EU to influence the 

industry through trade policies.  Chapter five showed how states determine the channels 

available to anti-sweatshop NGOs through funding, taxation and other regulations.  

Chapter six highlighted government action, or lack of action, in specific campaigns, 

such as the limited success of activists in the Yoo Yang campaign pressuring the 

Honduran Department of Labor to recognise the SITRAIMASH union.  Some of the 

most effective anti-sweatshop campaigns combined civic politics with politics focused 

on the state.  This was clear in the FFI case, which was finally resolved when activists 

pressured both retailers and the Dutch government.  When one approach was 

insufficient, activists were able to use the broader network to combine tactics and 

pressure targeted actors from multiple angles.  

 

Factors that facilitate or constrain NGOs’ actions as transnational political actors  
 

Many factors influence anti-sweatshop NGOs’ abilities to achieve their goals.  The 

thesis has addressed some of the most important, including NGOs’ use of information 

politics, financial resources, frame resonance and organisational structure.  Analysis of 

NGOs’ relationships within the broader anti-sweatshop network demonstrated the 

profound significance of the network in enhancing individual NGOs’ capacity.  This 

form of networked activism influenced issue framing, the dissemination of information 

and the NGOs’ capacity to exercise political responsibility to garment workers.  

Networked activism played a key role in the anti-sweatshop NGOs’ abilities as 

transnational political actors.  An example comes from the campaign targeting Russell 

Athletic.  In that case, USAS was successful in getting Russell Athletic to re-instate 
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dismissed workers after 100 universities severed their contracts with Russell Athletic.  

This was the first time that anti-sweatshop activists convinced a company to re-open a 

factory and re-hire workers.  Activists were successful in this case because of the 

networked activism by university students pressuring their university administrators to 

sever their contracts with the retailer.  Activists were able to advocate for a boycott of 

Russell Athletic (something most anti-sweatshop campaigns do not usually do) since the 

factory was already closed and a boycott did not risk harming workers.  In addition to 

the presence of the vast network of student activists, this case depended on having a 

mechanism in place to resolve the case.  Such a mechanism existed through the Worker 

Rights Consortium, which investigated workers’ claims and mediated between the 

universities and Russell Athletic.  The success of this campaign was due to USAS’s 

work over the previous decade, building a network of student activists and helping 

establish the WRC.  This case demonstrated the NGOs’ use of communicative power, 

combined with the material leverage of university contracts, to influence powerful 

actors in the industry. 

The thesis also examined macro level factors that shape transnational anti-

sweatshop advocacy.  These include the political economy of the garment industry and 

political institutions, discussed in chapters two and five, respectively.  The structural 

power of states, coupled with governments’ unwillingness to contain transnational 

capital, have supported the structure of the garment industry that condones widespread 

disregard for international labour standards.  The fact that there is such widespread 

neglect of ILO standards among governments, retailers and manufacturers demonstrates 

the extent of the challenge facing anti-sweatshop activists, and the structures at work in 

maintaining the existing system.   

At the commencement of this research in 2005, many anti-sweatshop activists 

expressed a sense of cautious optimism.  There was a feeling that years of activism were 

beginning to pay off as a result of several factors, including the launch of government 

procurement initiatives in the US and Europe, the fact that numerous retailers had 

joined multi-stakeholder initiatives, and activists having secured several campaign 

victories in specific factories.  The mood has changed since then.  Current campaigns, 

such as the Grupo Navarro campaign described in chapter six, tend to focus on how to 

slow down plant closures and obtain severance payments for workers, rather than on 

establishing living wages and obtaining freedom of association, as was the focus of 

earlier campaigns. USAS’s recent victory against Russell Athletic may contribute to a 

renewed sense of optimism among activists.  Rather than these changes in anti-
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sweatshop advocacy making a study of this kind obsolete, they underscore the dynamic 

environment in which NGOs operate and the NGOs’ ever-changing, on-going struggle.  

 

Opportunities and limitations of consumer campaigns 
 

The anti-sweatshop network provides a clear example of how activists mobilise through 

transnational networks to challenge corporate-led globalisation.  The anti-sweatshop 

network has focused much of its energy on raising consumer awareness about the 

conditions under which goods are produced, with the goal of exposing how the 

production and consumption of clothing is fundamentally a relationship among people, 

rather than a relationship among things.  While the anti-sweatshop NGOs in this study 

are relatively weak compared to retailers and manufacturers, they can and do influence 

the global garment industry by identifying and accessing strategic points of leverage.  

Anti-sweatshop NGOs identified and exploited one point of leverage in 

particular: retailers’ reliance on brand images.  By exposing labour abuses in factories 

that produce goods for well-known retailers, activists were able to use symbolic politics 

to draw attention to the gap between retailers’ claims and the realities of how their 

goods were produced.  As seen in the Hytex case against Nike in chapter three, or the 

Russell Athletic campaign in chapter six, activists used this information to mobilise 

supporters and pressure companies to change their behaviour.  Given a limited range of 

options, NGOs exercise the power they do have to influence targeted retailers and 

universities.  However, they face tremendous difficulties in transforming their limited 

influence into real change for garment workers.  

This research has shown that consumer campaigns are necessary, but not 

sufficient, to address the widespread abuse in the garment industry.  Consumer 

campaigns are still needed, given the current structure of the industry.  Yet, these 

campaigns need to be joined by a multi-pronged strategy that includes strengthening 

labour movements and ensuring adequate regulatory frameworks.  There are several 

ways to think about such a multi-pronged approach.  One comes from Leong and Ka-

wai (2007), who refer to triangular solidarity as including workers’ organisations in the 

South, consumers in the North and the trade union movement.  In a different 

conceptualisation, Ross (2004b, p.322) refers to three pillars of decency, which include 

rebuilding union strength, government policy, and reformers and consumers.  All three 

pillars are needed since even the strongest unions will have little bargaining power with 

retailers that can easily move orders to non-unionised factories.  This was evident in the 
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BJ&B and Gina Form campaigns analysed in chapter eight, which involved both unions 

and consumer campaigns.  The combination of consumer campaigns and union 

activities was not enough to sustain the gains that activists and workers had previously 

made.  In these two cases, the activists and workers were relatively effective at 

achieving improved working conditions, particularly in the most flagrant cases where 

workers were not receiving wages due to them or were forced to work extreme 

overtime.  Yet, even when the anti-sweatshop NGOs were successful at getting targeted 

actors to influence suppliers, changes were short-lived.  Achievements were 

unsustainable and did not have the desired effect on the rest of the industry.  This 

illustrates the limitations of consumer campaigns when not accompanied by strong 

labour unions and adequate regulations.  

 

 Agency and power in the garment industry 
 

Despite identifying and exploiting brand image as a key feature of the garment industry, 

anti-sweatshop NGOs have been unable to compel corporations to adhere to existing 

labour standards.  Consumer campaigns have won short-term gains in terms of changes 

in declared corporate policies.  These are significant and should not be easily dismissed.  

Given their size and lack of political influence, anti-sweatshop NGOs have been 

surprisingly effective at pressuring corporate actors to make these policy changes. 

The anti-sweatshop NGOs in this study exhibit rooted cosmopolitanism as they 

use their particular local and national contexts to engage in transnational advocacy.  

Rooted cosmopolitanism helps explain the achievements and limitations of the anti-

sweatshop NGOs.  Chapter four explained how USAS activists invoke their identities as 

students of particular universities to mobilise other students to pressure university 

administrators to join the WRC.  It also showed how each chapter of the Clean Clothes 

Campaign is rooted to its national context and adapts its campaigns to appeal to a local 

audience.  Yet, all of the CCC chapters are unified in their goal to promote better 

working conditions for garment workers beyond their national borders.  The 

connections the NGOs have to their geographic locations and political positions shapes 

their advocacy strategies and the tools available to them. 

It is no surprise that the anti-sweatshop NGOs have been unable to directly 

challenge powerful economic and political actors that benefit from the low wages and 

poor working conditions in the industry.  The current state of workers’ rights and 

conditions in the industry is not necessarily a reflection of the ineffectiveness of NGOs 
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and unions, but rather an example of structural asymmetries in the industry.  Political 

decisions such as the implementation and phase out of the Multifibre Arrangement, 

additional bilateral quota restrictions, structural adjustment policies favouring export-

oriented production in developing countries, and the absence of labour standards in 

trade agreements, all contribute to the current structure of garment industry.  These 

aspects of the industry do not provide much promise for activists and workers.  On the 

other hand, these features of the industry show that change is possible since the current 

structure is neither natural nor inevitable, but the result of human action, and that human 

actions today have the potential to influence structures in the future.   

 

Developing alternative forms of governance 
 

Targeted companies have changed their responses to anti-sweatshop campaigns over the 

years, with many companies now adopting codes of conduct and joining multi-

stakeholder initiatives.  These policy changes by corporations indicate activists’ success 

in getting retailers to accept their responsibilities for decent working conditions through 

their supply chains.  Through their membership in a MSI, retailers (or universities in the 

case of the WRC) adopt standardised codes of conduct, make their supply chains more 

transparent by disclosing factory locations, and consent to monitoring suppliers’ 

factories.  However, MSIs rely on voluntary participation and they conduct audits of a 

relatively small percentage of factories.  Some MSIs, like Worldwide Responsible 

Apparel Production (WRAP), are controlled by the same corporations they are designed 

to monitor.  

Esbenshade (2004) offers an extensive critique of MSIs engaged in private 

versus independent monitoring.  She suggests that the Worker Rights Consortium is an 

example of an organisation that supports independent monitoring.  It does not include 

retailers as members and relies on NGOs and unions to conduct audits.  The WRC, in 

connection with USAS, has been particularly effective at identifying and investigating 

labour abuses in factories producing for the North American collegiate market.  Its 

membership is made up of universities, which have joined as a result of anti-sweatshop 

activism on their campuses.  Universities use their leverage with licensees to address 

labour abuses in particular factories.  In cases like this, MSIs may present an 

opportunity for NGOs to influence retailers by exposing misconduct and highlighting 

inconsistencies between factory conditions and MSI codes. 
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Despite the opportunities for NGOs, MSIs are a poor substitute for state 

regulation.  Lipschutz (2005) argues that corporate regulation of working conditions in 

the industry is limited and stronger state regulation is needed.  He argues that the state 

must be central to the reduction of labour abuses in the industry, since ‘only the state 

has the power, legitimacy, and authority to regulate market activities’ (Lipschutz 2005, 

p.104).  Greater enforcement of existing labour laws is needed, yet as described in 

chapter two, governments where garments are increasingly produced have few 

incentives to enforce labour laws.  While greater pressure on governments to adhere to 

international labour standards and enforce existing regulations is necessary, the 

economic pressure on governments to resist such change is significant.  This is 

especially so in countries highly dependent on the industry, and where government 

officials are eager to hold on to garment manufacturing as a source of foreign 

investment.  Northern consumers have little sway with national governments in garment 

producing countries, and they have been unable to get their own governments to tie 

labour standards into trade agreements.1  Given these circumstances, consumer 

campaigns and the establishment of MSIs might be one of the few tools at their 

disposal.  

As a tool of consumer campaigns, MSIs do not overcome the need for 

government regulation.  In addition to MSIs, Northern-based anti-sweatshop activists 

need to find ways to galvanise the public to pursue government policies in support of 

workers in their own countries and in the global South.  This could include legislation 

like the Decent Working Conditions bill described in chapter five or in trade agreements 

that support the enforcement of labour standards.  The Better Factories Cambodia 

project, described in chapter two, is a notable success in this regard.  The BFC provides 

an example of linking working conditions to a trade agreement between the US and 

Cambodia.  The exact conditions of the BFC are not available to other countries since it 

was tied to increasing quotas, which no longer exist, but there may be other similar 

approaches that involve governments providing incentives for manufacturers to comply 

with existing standards, combined with a greater monitoring role for the ILO.  This 

approach involves states showing a commitment to labour standards, providing 

incentives for manufacturers to adhere to those standards, and the ILO acting as a 

coordinator and monitor.  The BFC project may provide a model for similar 

programmes elsewhere. 

                                                
1 Chapter three discussed the debate on social clauses in trade agreements. 
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MSIs that involve independent monitoring, such as that by the WRC, are one 

way for anti-sweatshop activists to improve working conditions on a factory-by-factory 

basis.  Developing adequate governance of the whole industry, however, would require 

enforceable regulations monitored by states or an international body such as the ILO, 

combined with strengthening and linking workers’ organisations and external pressure 

and media attention from NGOs.  Even though it is difficult to get states to act and 

ensure workers’ rights and enforce legislation, this does not mean that activists should 

abandon the regulatory process altogether in favour of private systems of governance, 

which rely on corporations to police the industry.  Yet to assume that without MSIs and 

private regulation, states would be compelled to act is a mistake, and one that might 

very well adversely impact upon garment workers.   

This thesis has shown that no single approach will improve working conditions 

in the industry on its own.  Many different approaches are needed, simultaneously, to 

pressure manufacturers, retailers, and governments while providing workers with the 

resources they need to advocate for themselves.  This research indicates that without 

significant changes to the regulatory structures and differential power relations among 

workers, manufactures and retailers, any optimism about the future of working 

conditions in the industry must be cautious, at best.  

 

Areas for further research 
 

While this thesis examined the specific conditions of the garment industry, many of the 

phenomena relating to NGOs and world civic politics can be observed across other 

issues and industries.  The conditions that push migrants into garment factories are 

evident in the coffee, flower, toy and cocoa industries, where workers face harsh 

conditions driven by global competition and concentrated power among retailers.  Like 

the garment industry, these industries are the focus of advocacy campaigns that have 

contributed to budding governance and certification programmes.  This research on 

anti-sweatshop advocacy may provide insights relevant to these other sectors.   

In addressing the particularities of Northern-based anti-sweatshop NGOs, this 

thesis raises new questions about the linkages between consumer campaigns and 

structural change.  Further research is needed on consumer campaigns in other contexts 

to assess the broader utility of such campaigns, and to examine how they can support 

workers’ struggles.  In particular, research is needed into consumer campaigns in fast-

growing economies such as India, China and Brazil.  In such economies, there may be 
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significant potential for consumer campaigns as retailers seek to capitalise on growing 

wealth in these countries.  According to a recent Adidas report, ‘By 2030, the combined 

purchasing power of China’s and India’s consumers will be five times greater than that 

of today’s United States’ (2007a, p.13).  Adidas, like many other large retailers, is 

planning to open hundreds of retail stores in India and China in the coming years to 

capture some of that new wealth.  With this growth in consumerism, will there also be a 

growth in consumer politics aimed at improving conditions in the garment industry?  

Will consumer campaigns coordinated from places that are geographically closer to 

centres of production—indeed, within the same region or nation—enable more effective 

politics?  Additional research is needed in this area to complement and enrich this thesis 

on Northern-based anti-sweatshop activism. 

Related to this is a second area of further research.  Recognising limits of 

consumer campaigns, labour organisers in India along with other Asian trade unionists 

developed the Asia Floor Wage Campaign in order to create regional coordination 

among labour advocates.  As described in chapter eight, the purpose of the campaign is 

to develop a regional strategy to increase wages for workers across Asia.  The idea is 

not to seek the same wages across countries, but instead to ensure that wages could 

purchase the same bundle of goods – food, shelter, clothing, medical care, education, 

transportation and savings (Merk 2009).  One of the principles of the campaign is to 

acknowledge that differences and unequal power dynamics between North and South 

‘seep into activism’ and need to be resolved through communication and continuous 

dialogue (Asia Floor Wage Alliance 2008b, n.p.).  Jeroen Merk of the Clean Clothes 

Campaign and representatives of other Northern-based NGOs and unions, ActionAid 

and Jobs with Justice, participate in the steering committee.  However, trade unionists in 

Asia are leading the Asia Floor Wage Campaign directly, in contrast to acting as 

consultants or participants in Northern-led initiatives.  Further research is needed to 

analyse how the Asia Floor Wage Campaign is able to challenge or reconfigure some of 

the shortcomings in existing consumer campaigns in terms of the representation and 

construction of workers’ identities, and how national contexts influence transnational 

advocacy.  While the Asia Floor Wage Campaign addresses some elements of North-

South inequities and signifies a shift away from consumer campaigns and towards 

building solidarity among workers, challenges may remain with relationships between 

advocates and workers in terms of education, class, ethnicity and nationality.  

A third area requiring additional research is the environmental impact of the 

garment industry, which anti-sweatshop activists have overlooked.  Such enquires 
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would include the processes of harvesting cotton as well as producing synthetic 

materials, through to energy use and transportation of finished goods.  Research in this 

area, linking environmental politics with labour politics, has the potential to create 

linkages for anti-sweatshop and environmental networks that have yet to find common 

ground.  There may be areas of convergence between otherwise disparate networks that 

currently rely on different structures, actors and frames.   

Lastly, research is needed to investigate the social, economic and environmental 

impact of the second-hand clothing market, and how this affects anti-sweatshop 

advocacy.  The global trade in second-hand clothing is valued at approximately US $1 

billion.  The trade provides low-cost clothing for consumers in West Africa, for 

example, where 90 percent of consumers purchase second-hand clothing (Baden and 

Barber 2005).  It also provides thousands of jobs.  On the other hand, opponents of the 

trade argue that it constitutes a form of trade dumping and has all but ruined domestic 

clothing and textile production in sub-Saharan Africa.  Future research might apply 

McDonough and Braungart’s cradle-to-cradle philosophy (2002) to the garment 

industry.  McDonough and Braungart discuss the implication of companies redesigning 

their products and processes to account for the entire lifecycle of a product from its 

inception to its disposal and to its re-use.  This raises some interesting questions, such 

as: what if companies had to be responsible not only for conditions under which goods 

were produced but also for their entire lifecycle, including the environmental impact of 

production and waste and the impact of the second-hand clothing market?  How would 

the industry have to be restructured to make companies responsible for these impacts?  

Given the current structure of the garment industry, anti-sweatshop NGOs push for 

small changes on a factory-by-factory basis.  Applying the cradle-to-cradle philosophy 

to the garment industry would be a radical departure from conventional forms of 

corporate social responsibility (and well beyond the scope of this research), but this may 

be worth examining in the future—particularly as its message of environmental 

sustainability as a cost-saving measure might be just what the industry is waiting to 

hear. 

Each area for further research involves questions of expanding notions of 

responsibility beyond political jurisdictions and beyond relationships built on formal 

contracts.  With this in mind, I conclude with a remark from Young (2004, p.384) who 

said that ‘each of us must look to our own institutional positions, skills and capacities, 

and the other responsibilities that come to us, to assess our tasks that will most 

effectively coordinate with others to help bring about more just outcomes’.  This thesis 
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sought to do that by expanding understandings of civil society actors in international 

politics and contributing to the community of scholars and activists working to bring 

about more just outcomes in the global garment industry.  
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Appendix A. Transnational, Northern-based NGOs in the anti-sweatshop network 
 
 

Name Headquarters Website 
Solidarity Center/American 
Center for International Labor 
Solidarity 

Washington DC HQ 
and 29 field offices 
worldwide 

www.solidaritycenter.org 

Campaign for Labor Rights Washington DC www.clrlabor.org/ 
China Labor Watch New York  www.chinalaborwatch.org/ 

Clean Clothes Campaign 
Amsterdam and 12 
European chapters 

www.cleanclothes.org 

Coalition for Justice in the 
Maquiladoras 

Missouri City, 
Texas 

www.coalitionforjustice.net/ 

CorpWatch San Francisco www.corpwatch.org 
Ethical Trade Action Group Toronto http://en.maquilasolidarity.org/about/etag 

FairWear Australia 
Melbourne and 
Sydney 

www.fairwear.org.au 

Global Exchange San Francisco www.globalexchange.org 
Homeworkers Worldwide Leeds, UK www.homeworkersww.org.uk/ 
Interfaith Center on Corporate 
Responsibility 

New York www.iccr.org 

International Labor Rights 
Forum 

Washington DC www.laborrights.org/ 

IRENE 
Tilburg, 
Netherlands 

www.irene-network.nl/ 

Labour Behind the Label Bristol, UK www.labourbehindthelabel.org/ 
Maquila Solidarity Network  Toronto www.maquilasolidarity.org 
National Labor Committee New York www.nlcnet.org 
No Sweat London www.nosweat.org.uk 
Oxfam Labor Rights/Nike 
Watch 

Sydney and 
Melbourne 

www.oxfam.org.au/campaigns/labour/ 

Solidar Brussels www.solidar.og 
SOMO Amsterdam http://somo.nl/ 

STITCH 
Washington DC and  
Guatemala City 

www.stitchonline.org/ 

SweatFree Communities Bangor, Maine www.sweatfree.org 
Sweatshop Watch/Garment 
Workers Center 

Los Angeles www.sweatshopwatch.org 

United Students Against 
Sweatshops 

Washington DC and 
200 university 
campuses 

www.studentsagainstsweatshops.org/ 

US Labor Education in the 
Americas Project (US/LEAP) 

Chicago, Illinois www.usleap.org/ 

War on Want London www.waronwant.org 
Women in Informal 
Employment: Globalizing and 
Organizing (WIEGO) 

Cambridge, 
Massachusetts 

www.wiego.org/ 

Women Working Worldwide Manchester, UK www.women-ww.org 
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Appendix B. Case study NGOs within the anti-sweatshop TAN 
Insert appendix B fold out map here. 
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Appendix C. Geographic distribution of the anti-sweatshop network 
 

 

Region and country City Number 
of nodes 

North America  62 
United States Washington DC 26 
 New York, NY 12 
 San Francisco, CA 8 

 
Other (Chicago, Atlanta, Minneapolis, Orone, ME, Pittsburgh, 
Scottsdale, AZ, Cambridge, MA, Belmar, NJ, Boston, Buffalo, NY) 12 

Canada Toronto, Ontario 3 
 Ottawa, Ontario 1 
Europe  40 
United Kingdom London 11 
 Manchester 3 
 Oxford 2 
 Tyne & Wear 1 
 Wigston, Leicestershire 1 
 Leeds 1 
 Norfolk 1 
Switzerland Geneva 7 
Belgium Brussels 6 
Netherlands Amsterdam 2 
 Tilburg 1 
 Culemborg 1 
France Paris 1 
Germany Schorndorf 1 
Italy Rome 1 
Asia  9 
Hong Kong Hong Kong 3 
Thailand Bangkok 2 
Singapore Singapore 1 
Philippines Manila 1 
India New Delhi 1 
Sri Lanka Colombo 1 
Australia Sydney 3 
South America  1 
Brazil Rio de Janeiro 1 
 Total 115* 
*Includes 115 of the 117 nodes identified by Issue Crawler.  Two sites no longer exist. 

Source: Data based on Issue Crawler search anti-sweat TAN. 
http://tools.issuecrawler.net/zkm/mapedit.php?mapid=2042 
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Appendix D. List of interviewees 
 

1. Chie Abad, Sweatshop Policy Analyst, Global Exchange and former garment 
worker, 12 December 2008, San Francisco, California. 

 
2. Bill Anderson, Head of Social & Environmental Affairs, Asia Pacific, Adidas 

Group, 6 October 2008 with Vincent Tse, Hong Kong. 
 

3. Nina Ascoly, Coordinator, Clean Clothes Campaign, 3 July 2006, via phone and 
with Marieke Eyskoot, 8 February 2007, Amsterdam. 

 
4. Diana Bohn, Sweatfree Berkeley Coalition, 1 December 2006, Berkeley, 

California.  
 

5. Helen Chen, Asian Law Caucus, December 2006, San Francisco. 
 

6. Marjorie Daniels, Executive Director, International Society for Third Sector 
Research, 26 January 2007, Baltimore, Maryland. 

 
7. Annie Delaney, FairWear, 30 July 2006, via phone. 

 
8. Kelly Dent, Coordinator, Labour Rights Division, Oxfam Australia, 13 January 

2009, via Skype. 
 

9. Eric Dirnbach, Strategic Affairs, UNITEHERE, 12 January 2007, via phone. 
 

10. Blanca Susana Dominguez, teacher and former factory worker, Women’s 
Intercultural Center, 2 December 2008, Anthony, New Mexico.  

 
11. Marieke Eyskoot, Clean Clothes Campaign, 8 February 2007 with Nina Ascoly, 

Amsterdam. 
 

12. Tony K.L. Fung, Field Director/China, Worker Rights Consortium, 8 October 
2008, Hong Kong. 

 
13. Daisy Gardener, FairWear Coordinator-Victoria, 21 November 2006, Melbourne 

and 13 June 2006 via phone. 
 

14. Delia Gomez, Director of Programs, Women’s Intercultural Center, tour of 
facility 2 December 2008, Anthony, New Mexico. 

 
15. Barb Gottlieb, Director of Outreach and Membership, Women’s Edge Coalition, 

17 June 2005, via phone.  
 

16. Nicole Hodgson, Western Australia Council of Social Services, 20 June 2006, 
Perth. 

 
17. John Hunt, National Coordinator, Campaign for Labor Rights, 21 December 

2006, Washington DC.  
 

18. Maree Keating, Textile, Clothing and Footwear Union, 20 November 2006, 
Melbourne.  
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19. Zach Knorr, International Campaigns Coordinator, United Students Against 

Sweatshops, 18 January 2007, Washington DC. 
 

20. Kaiming Liu, Executive Director, Institute of Contemporary Observation, 7 
October 2008, Shenzhen China. 

 
21. Amity Lynch, FairWear Coordinator-NSW, 3 February 2009 via telephone. 

 
22. Jeroen Merk, Play Fair Campaign Coordinator, Clean Clothes Campaign, 8 July 

2005, via phone and 16 February 2007, Amsterdam. 
 

23. Xu Jiang Ming, Auditor, Institute of Contemporary Observation, 7 October 
2008, Shenzhen China. 

 
24. Beth Myers, Executive Director, STITCH, 22 October 2008 and 5 January 2007, 

Washington DC. 
 

25. Sanjiv Pandita, Director, Asian Monitor Resource Centre, 8 October 2008, Hong 
Kong. 

 
26. Katie Quan, Associate Chair, UC Berkeley Labor Center, 12 December 2008, 

Berkeley, California. 
 

27. Euselia Resendiz, former factory worker, Women’s Intercultural Center, 2 
December 2008, Anthony, New Mexico.  

 
28. Lester Salamon, Director, Center for Civil Society Studies, Johns Hopkins 

University, 25 January 2007, Baltimore, Maryland. 
 

29. Alexandra Spieldoch, Senior Policy Associate, Global Women's Project  
Coordinator, Free Trade Area of the Americas Work, International Gender and 
Trade Network, 23 June 2005, via phone. 

 
30. Helena Spyrou, Textile, Clothing and Footwear Union, 20 November 2006, 

Melbourne. 
 

31. Nancy Steffan, Assistant Director of Policy and Communications, Worker 
Rights Consortium, 19 January 2007, Washington DC. 

 
32. Trina Tocco, Deputy Director, International Labor Rights Forum, 19 January 

2007, Washington DC. 
 

33. Vincent Tse, Social & Environmental Affairs' Regional Manager (Operations), 
Adidas Group, 6 October 2008 with Bill Anderson, Hong Kong. 

 
34. Charlotte Wan, Assistant Campaigns Coordinator, Oxfam Hong Kong, 9 

October 2008, Hong Kong.  
 

35. Jack Xiong, worker in electronics factory, 7 October 2008, Shenzhen China. 
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Appendix E. Countries that are highly dependent on exports of apparel and 
textiles, 2003 

(Percentage share of total merchandise exports) 
 

 
Economy Apparel Textiles Total 

Cambodia 84.3 1 85.3 

Haiti* 82.2 1.9 84.1 

Bangladesh 75.9 7.3 83.3 

Macao 71 11.7 82.8 

Pakistan 22.9 47.5 70.3 

Lesotho* 65.3 5 70.3 

Mauritius 52.9 4.1 57.1 

Sri Lanka 51.7 3.3 55 

Tokelau* 13 40.5 53.4 

Nepal 34.6 16.4 51 

Dominican Republic 41.5 1.7 43.3 

Laos* 41.6 0.2 41.8 

Tunisia 37 3.7 40.7 

Albania 34.3 0.3 34.6 

Morocco 32.4 1.5 33.9 

FYR Macedonia 30 3.1 33.1 

Madagascar 31.1 1.4 32.5 

Turkey 21.1 11.1 32.2 

Maldives 32 0 32 

Fiji 26.8 1.2 28 
*Includes estimates by the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development secretariat. 

Source: UNCTAD and Appelbaum (2005).   
 

 
 
 
 
 



 

Appendix F. Apparel commodity chain 
Source: Gereffi (2002, p.5) 
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Appendix G. Simplified functions of a garment supply chain 
 
 
 
Retailing and merchandising – companies that sell the products to the consumer 

• Retail outlets 
• Branding and marketing 
• Design 
 

 
Intermediaries 

• Delivery and transport 
• Wholesalers for smaller retailers 
• Financiers 
• Buying houses 
• Agents 
 

 
Manufacturers/Suppliers – factories and outworkers 

• Pattern making and grading 
• Laying and cutting 
• Assembly 
• Pressing 
• Quality control and finishing 
 

 
Raw materials 

• Suppliers of yarn and cloth 
• Suppliers of accessories, buttons, zips, etc. 
• Suppliers of packaging materials, hangers, boxes, etc. 
 

Source: Hurley and Miller (2006) 
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Appendix H. The Gap supply chain 
 

 
 

Source: Hurley with Miller (2006, p.28) 
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Appendix I. Top 10 fashion goods retailers, 2007 
 

 
Sector rank 

 
Company 

 
Retail sales  

(US $ billions) 
 

 
Country of origin 

1 Macy’s $26.3 US 
2 J.C. Penney 19.9 US 
3 TJX 18.6 US 
4 Kohl’s 16.5 US 
5 Gap 15.8 US 
6 Inditex 12.9 Spain 
7 LVMH 12.7 France 
8 H&M 11.6 Sweden 
9 Arcandor 11.5 Germany 
10 Limited Brands 10.1 US 
 

Source: (STORES Media 2009) 
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Appendix J. Worker Rights Consortium employment standards 
 
1. Wages and Benefits: Licensees recognize that wages are essential to meeting employees’ 
basic needs. Licensees shall pay employees, as a floor, wages and benefits which comply with 
all applicable laws and regulations, and which provide for essential needs and establish a 
dignified living wage for workers and their families. [A living wage is a “take home” or “net” 
wage, earned during a country’s legal maximum work week, but not more than 48 hours. A 
living wage provides for the basic needs (housing, energy, nutrition, clothing, health care, 
education, potable water, childcare, transportation and savings) of an average family unit of 
employees in the garment manufacturing employment sector of the country divided by the 
average number of adult wage earners in the family unit of employees in the garment 
manufacturing employment sector of the country.] 
 
2. Working Hours: Hourly and/or quota-based wage employees shall (i) not be required to 
work more than the lesser of (a) 48 hours per week or (b) the limits on regular hours allowed by 
the law of the country of manufacture, and (ii) be entitled to at least one day off in every seven 
day period, as well as holidays and vacations. 
 
3. Overtime Compensation: All overtime hours must be worked voluntarily by employees. In 
addition to their compensation for regular hours of work, hourly and/or quota-based wage 
employees shall be compensated for overtime hours at such a premium rate as is legally 
required in the country of manufacture or, in those countries where such laws do not exist, at a 
rate at least one and one-half their regular hourly compensation rate. 
 
4. Child Labor: Licensees shall not employ any person at an age younger than 15 (or 14, 
where, consistent with International Labor Organization practices for developing countries, the 
law of the country of manufacture allows such exception). Where the age for completing 
compulsory education is higher than the standard for the minimum age of employment stated 
above, the higher age for completing compulsory education shall apply to this section. 
Licensees agree to consult with governmental, human rights, and nongovernmental 
organizations, and to take reasonable steps as evaluated by the University to minimize the 
negative impact on children released from employment as a result of implementation or 
enforcement of the Code. 
 
5. Forced Labor: There shall not be any use of forced prison labor, indentured labor, bonded 
labor or other forced labor. 
 
6. Health and Safety: Licensees shall provide a safe and healthy working environment to 
prevent accidents and injury to health arising out of, linked with, or occurring in the course of 
work or as a result of the operation of Licensee facilities. In addition, Licensees must comply 
with the following provisions: 
a. The Licensee shall ensure that its direct operations and those of any subcontractors comply 
with all workplace safety and health regulations established by the national government where 
the production facility is located, or with Title 29 CFR of the Federal Code of Regulations, 
enforced by Federal OSHA (Occupational Safety and Health Administration), whichever 
regulation is more health protective for a given hazard. 
b. The Licensee shall ensure that its direct operations and subcontractors comply with all health 
and safety conventions of the International Labor Organization (ILO) ratified and adopted by 
the country in which the production facility is located. 
 
7. Nondiscrimination: No person shall be subject to any discrimination in employment, 
including hiring, salary, benefits, advancement, discipline, termination or retirement, on the 
basis of gender, race, religion, age, disability, sexual orientation, nationality, political opinion, 
or social or ethnic origin. 
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8. Harassment or Abuse: Every employee shall be treated with dignity and respect. No 
employee shall be subject to any physical, sexual, psychological, or verbal harassment or abuse. 
Licensees will not use or tolerate any form of corporal punishment. 
 
9. Freedom of Association and Collective Bargaining: Licensees shall recognize and respect 
the right of employees to freedom of association and collective bargaining. No employee shall 
be subject to harassment, intimidation or retaliation in their efforts to freely associate or bargain 
collectively. Licensees shall not cooperate with governmental agencies and other organizations 
that use the power of the State to prevent workers from organizing a union of their choice. 
Licensees shall allow union organizers free access to employees. Licensees shall recognize the 
union of the employees’ choice. 
 
10. Women’s Rights 
a. Women workers will receive equal remuneration, including benefits; equal treatment; equal 
evaluation of the quality of their work; and equal opportunity to fill all positions open to male 
workers. 
b. Pregnancy tests will not be a condition of employment, nor will they be demanded of 
employees. 
c. Workers who take maternity leave will not face dismissal nor threat of dismissal, loss of 
seniority or deduction of wages, and will be able to return to their former employment at the 
same rate of pay and benefits. 
d. Workers will not be forced or pressured to use contraception. 
e. Workers will not be exposed to hazards, including glues and solvents, that may endanger their 
safety, including their reproductive health. 
f. Licensees shall provide appropriate services and accommodation to women workers in 
connection with pregnancy. 
 
(WRC 2008) 
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Appendix K. Average hourly wages, apparel industry, selected countries 2000 
 

 
Source: UNCTAD and Appelbaum (2005) 

 
 
 
 
 



Appendix L. Actor list with interlinking websites 
 
The table below shows the links between the nodes in the network.  Each of the nodes/websites are listed in the From column.  The To column shows the 
other nodes/websites to which they are connected.  
 
Crawl Title:  anti- sweatshop TAN (snowball2) 4/8/09 
Author Name:  Shae Garwood 
Author Email: garwos01@student.uwa.edu.au 
Completion Date:    4 Aug 2009 

Inter-linking 
From To 

50years.org => 
   campaignforlaborrights.org - canadians.org - cepr.net - corpwatch.org - focusweb.org - foe.org - foodfirst.org - 
globalexchange.org - ifg.org - ips-dc.org - jwj.org - studentsagainstsweatshops.org - sweatshopwatch.org - tradewatch.org - 
twnside.org.sg - usasnet.org - wdm.org.uk 

aflcio.org => 

   50years.org - amrc.org.hk - behindthelabel.org - campaignforlaborrights.org - cepr.net - china-labour.org.hk - cic.org.hk - 
cleanclothes.org - corpwatch.org - epinet.org - etuc.org - foe.org - global-unions.org - gurn.info - hoovers.com - hrw.org - 
icem.org - ilo.org - imfmetal.org - ips-dc.org - itf.org.uk - itglwf.org - jwj.org - laborrights.org - maquilasolidarity.org - 
nlcnet.org - senser.com - solidar.org - solidaritycenter.org - thailabour.org - tieasia.org - usasnet.org - usleap.org - 
workersrights.org - world-psi.org 

amnesty.org =>    

amrc.org.hk => 
   campaignforlaborrights.org - china-labour.org.hk - cic.org.hk - corpwatch.org - icem.org - icftu.org - ilo.org - itf.org.uk - 
labourstart.org - senser.com - solidaritycenter.org - sweatshopwatch.org - thailabour.org - tradewatch.org - waronwant.org - 
world-psi.org 

antislavery.org =>    ethicaltrade.org - fairtrade.org.uk - laborrights.org 

art-us.org =>    50years.org - clrlabor.org - epinet.org - foe.org - globalexchange.org - iatp.org - ips-dc.org - laborrights.org - stopcafta.org - 
twnside.org.sg - usleap.org 

awatw.org.au =>    fairwear.org.au 
awid.org =>    hrw.org - igtn.org - ituc-csi.org - maquilasolidarity.org - oxfam.org.uk - oxfamamerica.org - un.org - unicef.org - who.int 

behindthelabel.org =>    cic.org.hk - cleanclothes.org - globalexchange.org - icftu.org - itglwf.org - labourstart.org - maquilasolidarity.org - nlcnet.org 
- nosweat.org.uk - sweatfree.org - sweatshopwatch.org - unitehere.org - usasnet.org - usleap.org - workersrights.org 

cafod.org.uk =>    
campaignforlaborrights.org =>    

canadianlabour.ca =>    gurn.info - ituc-csi.org - playfair2008.org - un.org - unitehere.org 
canadians.org =>    corpwatch.org - ifg.org - ourworldisnotforsale.org 

cawn.org =>    en.maquilasolidarity.org - ethicaltrade.org - labourbehindthelabel.org 



 

cepr.net =>    twnside.org.sg 

china-labour.org.hk =>    aflcio.org - amnesty.org - amrc.org.hk - cic.org.hk - en.maquilasolidarity.org - hrw.org - itglwf.org - labourstart.org - 
playfair2008.org 

chinalaborwatch.org => 
   aflcio.org - amrc.org.hk - campaignforlaborrights.org - china-labour.org.hk - cic.org.hk - cleanclothes.org - 
globalexchange.org - icftu.org - ilo.org - laborrights.org - maquilasolidarity.org - nlcnet.org - oxfam.org - solidaritycenter.org - 
sweatshopwatch.org - unitehere.org - workersrights.org 

cic.org.hk =>    

citizen.org =>    art-us.org - canadians.org - cepr.net - clrlabor.org - focusweb.org - iatp.org - ifg.org - ourworldisnotforsale.org - 
stopcafta.org - tradewatch.org - usleap.org - wto.org 

citizenstrade.org => 
   art-us.org - citizen.org - clrlabor.org - epinet.org - foe.org - foodfirst.org - hrw.org - iatp.org - igtn.org - ilo.org - jwj.org - 
ourworldisnotforsale.org - sierraclub.org - stopcafta.org - studentsagainstsweatshops.org - sweatshopwatch.org - thailabour.org 
- world-psi.org 

cleanclothes.org => 

   amrc.org.hk - china-labour.org.hk - cic.org.hk - clrlabor.org - en.maquilasolidarity.org - ethicalconsumer.org - fairwear.org.au 
- globalmarch.org - hoovers.com - icftu.org - itglwf.org - laborrights.org - labourbehindthelabel.org - maquilasolidarity.org - 
nlcnet.org - nosweat.org.uk - playfair2008.org - poptel.org.uk - senser.com - solidaritycenter.org - sweatshopwatch.org - 
thailabour.org - tieasia.org - usasnet.org - usleap.org - workersrights.org 

cleanupfashion.co.uk =>    cleanclothes.org - ethicalconsumer.org - homeworkersww.org.uk - labourbehindthelabel.org - nosweat.org.uk - 
waronwant.org 

clrlabor.org =>    art-us.org - stopcafta.org - sweatfree.org 

corpwatch.org => 

   amnesty.org - canadians.org - citizen.org - focusweb.org - foe.org - foodfirst.org - globalexchange.org - hoovers.com - 
iatp.org - ifg.org - imf.org - ips-dc.org - maquilasolidarity.org - nlcnet.org - oxfam.org - sierraclub.org - sweatshopwatch.org - 
tradewatch.org - transfairusa.org - twnside.org.sg - un.org - undp.org - unglobalcompact.org - usasnet.org - who.int - 
workersrights.org - worldbank.org - wto.org 

dfid.gov.uk =>    fairtrade.org.uk - un.org - unicef.org - worldbank.org 
educatingforjustice.org =>    nlcnet.org - playfair2008.org - sweatfree.org - usasnet.org 

en.maquilasolidarity.org => 

   amrc.org.hk - behindthelabel.org - campaignforlaborrights.org - cleanclothes.org - corpwatch.org - ethicaltrade.org - 
fairlabor.org - fairwear.org.au - globalexchange.org - globalmarch.org - hoovers.com - hrw.org - ilo.org - laborrights.org - 
labourbehindthelabel.org - nlcnet.org - nosweat.org.uk - poptel.org.uk - rugmark.org - sa-intl.org - solidaritycenter.org - 
stitchonline.org - sweatfree.org - sweatshopwatch.org - tieasia.org - unitehere.org - usasnet.org - usleap.org - waronwant.org - 
workersrights.org 

epinet.org =>    
ethicalconsumer.org =>    

ethicaltrade.org => 

   amrc.org.hk - antislavery.org - cafod.org.uk - cleanclothes.org - dfid.gov.uk - ethicalconsumer.org - fairlabor.org - 
fairtrade.net - fairtrade.org.uk - global-unions.org - globalmarch.org - homeworkersww.org.uk - icem.org - icftu.org - ilo.org - 
itglwf.org - ituc-csi.org - iuf.org - laborrights.org - labourbehindthelabel.org - maquilasolidarity.org - oxfam.org.uk - sa-intl.org 
- world-psi.org 

etuc.org =>    global-unions.org - ilo.org - ituc-csi.org - oecd.org - wto.org 



fairlabor.org => 
   amrc.org.hk - behindthelabel.org - cleanclothes.org - en.maquilasolidarity.org - ethicaltrade.org - hrw.org - ilo.org - 
nlcnet.org - poptel.org.uk - sa-intl.org - solidaritycenter.org - studentsagainstsweatshops.org - tieasia.org - 
unglobalcompact.org - usleap.org - workersrights.org 

fairtrade.net =>    fairtrade.org.uk - transfairusa.org 

fairtrade.org.uk =>    cafod.org.uk - cleanclothes.org - dfid.gov.uk - ethicalconsumer.org - ethicaltrade.org - fairtrade.net - fao.org - ifat.org - 
ilo.org - oxfam.org.uk - wdm.org.uk 

fairwear.org.au =>    amrc.org.hk - cleanclothes.org - globalexchange.org - homeworkersww.org.uk - itglwf.org - laborrights.org - 
labourbehindthelabel.org - maquilasolidarity.org - nlcnet.org - playfair2008.org - sweatshopwatch.org - unitehere.org 

fao.org =>    un.org - worldbank.org 
focusweb.org =>    

foe.org =>    
foodfirst.org =>    amnesty.org - globalexchange.org - hrw.org - iatp.org - ifg.org - oxfamamerica.org - transfairusa.org 

global-unions.org =>    

globalexchange.org => 

   50years.org - art-us.org - behindthelabel.org - campaignforlaborrights.org - cleanclothes.org - corpwatch.org - focusweb.org 
- foe.org - foodfirst.org - iatp.org - icftu.org - ifg.org - igtn.org - ilo.org - ips-dc.org - jwj.org - laborrights.org - 
maquilasolidarity.org - nlcnet.org - ourworldisnotforsale.org - oxfamamerica.org - rugmark.org - sierraclub.org - 
solidaritycenter.org - stitchonline.org - studentsagainstsweatshops.org - sweatfree.org - sweatshopwatch.org - thailabour.org - 
tieasia.org - tradewatch.org - transfairusa.org - twnside.org.sg - unitehere.org - usasnet.org - usleap.org - workersrights.org 

globalmarch.org =>    antislavery.org - ilo.org - un.org 
gurn.info =>    amrc.org.hk - global-unions.org - ituc-csi.org 

homeworkersww.org.uk =>    cleanclothes.org - dfid.gov.uk - ethicalconsumer.org - ethicaltrade.org - fairtrade.net - fairtrade.org.uk - fairwear.org.au - 
ifat.org - ilo.org - labourbehindthelabel.org - maquilasolidarity.org - nosweat.org.uk - oxfam.org - waronwant.org 

hoovers.com =>    
hrw.org =>    

humanrightsfirst.org =>    amnesty.org - fairlabor.org - hrw.org 
iadb.org =>    who.int 
iatp.org =>    art-us.org - globalexchange.org - ips-dc.org - un.org - worldbank.org 

icem.org =>    global-unions.org - imfmetal.org 
icftu.org =>    global-unions.org - globalmarch.org - gurn.info 

ictur.labournet.org =>    ilo.org 
ifat.org =>    

ifg.org => 

   50years.org - amrc.org.hk - art-us.org - campaignforlaborrights.org - canadians.org - cepr.net - cleanclothes.org - 
corpwatch.org - epinet.org - fairlabor.org - fairtrade.net - fao.org - focusweb.org - foe.org - foodfirst.org - globalexchange.org - 
iadb.org - iatp.org - ifat.org - ilo.org - imf.org - ips-dc.org - laborrights.org - oecd.org - ourworldisnotforsale.org - sierraclub.org 
- sweatshopwatch.org - tradewatch.org - transfairusa.org - twnside.org.sg - un.org - unglobalcompact.org - usleap.org - 
wdm.org.uk - who.int - worldbank.org - wto.org 

igtn.org =>    



 

ilo.org =>    dfid.gov.uk 
imf.org =>    un.org - worldbank.org 

imfmetal.org =>    
ips-dc.org =>    art-us.org - globalexchange.org - ifg.org - jwj.org 

irene-network.nl =>    cleanclothes.org - ilo.org - solidar.org 
itf.org.uk =>    

itglwf.org => 

   50years.org - amnesty.org - amrc.org.hk - antislavery.org - behindthelabel.org - cafod.org.uk - china-labour.org.hk - 
cic.org.hk - cleanclothes.org - corpwatch.org - fairlabor.org - global-unions.org - globalexchange.org - hoovers.com - hrw.org - 
icem.org - icftu.org - ifg.org - ilo.org - imf.org - imfmetal.org - ituc-csi.org - iuf.org - laborrights.org - labourstart.org - 
maquilasolidarity.org - nlcnet.org - oxfam.org - rugmark.org - senser.com - solidar.org - sweatshopwatch.org - twnside.org.sg - 
un.org - usleap.org - wdm.org.uk - workersrights.org - world-psi.org - worldbank.org - wto.org 

ituc-csi.org => 

   amnesty.org - cleanclothes.org - etuc.org - fairtrade.net - global-unions.org - globalmarch.org - gurn.info - icem.org - imf.org 
- imfmetal.org - itf.org.uk - itglwf.org - iuf.org - labourstart.org - oecd.org - oxfam.org - playfair2008.org - rugmark.org - 
solidar.org - solidaritycenter.org - survey09.ituc-csi.org - un.org - unglobalcompact.org - unicef.org - world-psi.org - 
worldbank.org - wto.org 

iuf.org =>    global-unions.org - ituc-csi.org 
jo-in.org =>    cleanclothes.org - ethicaltrade.org - fairlabor.org - sa-intl.org - workersrights.org 

jwj.org => 
   50years.org - aflcio.org - art-us.org - citizen.org - corpwatch.org - epinet.org - foe.org - foodfirst.org - hrw.org - iatp.org - 
ips-dc.org - laborrights.org - nlcnet.org - oxfam.org - sierraclub.org - studentsagainstsweatshops.org - unitehere.org - 
usasnet.org - usleap.org - world-psi.org 

laborrights.org =>    itglwf.org - survey09.ituc-csi.org - sweatfree.org 
labourbehindthelabel.org =>    cleanclothes.org - ethicaltrade.org - homeworkersww.org.uk - playfair2008.org 

labourstart.org =>    imfmetal.org 
maquilasolidarity.org =>    

nlcnet.org =>    
nosweat.org.uk =>    behindthelabel.org - cleanclothes.org - labourstart.org - oxfam.org.uk - playfair2008.org 

oecd.org =>    
ourworldisnotforsale.org =>    corpwatch.org - focusweb.org - iatp.org - tradewatch.org - twnside.org.sg - waronwant.org - world-psi.org - wto.org 

oxfam.org =>    imf.org - oxfam.org.uk - oxfamamerica.org - un.org 

oxfam.org.au => 

   50years.org - amnesty.org - amrc.org.hk - behindthelabel.org - campaignforlaborrights.org - china-labour.org.hk - cic.org.hk 
- cleanclothes.org - corpwatch.org - fairwear.org.au - fao.org - focusweb.org - iadb.org - icftu.org - ifat.org - imf.org - 
laborrights.org - labourbehindthelabel.org - labourstart.org - oecd.org - oxfam.org - poptel.org.uk - senser.com - 
studentsagainstsweatshops.org - thailabour.org - tieasia.org - un.org - undp.org - workersrights.org - worldbank.org - wto.org 

oxfam.org.uk =>    antislavery.org - cafod.org.uk - dfid.gov.uk - fairtrade.org.uk - oxfam.org - rugmark.org - unicef.org - waronwant.org - 
worldbank.org 

oxfamamerica.org =>    oxfam.org - oxfam.org.uk 
playfair2008.org =>    antislavery.org - cleanclothes.org - clrlabor.org - en.maquilasolidarity.org - fairwear.org.au - itglwf.org - ituc-csi.org - 



poptel.org.uk - sweatshopwatch.org - thailabour.org - usleap.org 
poptel.org.uk =>    
rugmark.org =>    

sa-intl.org =>    
saigon.com =>    corpwatch.org - workersrights.org 

senser.com => 

   aflcio.org - amrc.org.hk - behindthelabel.org - canadians.org - china-labour.org.hk - cic.org.hk - corpwatch.org - epinet.org - 
etuc.org - fairlabor.org - focusweb.org - foodfirst.org - global-unions.org - globalexchange.org - globalmarch.org - hrw.org - 
icem.org - icftu.org - ilo.org - imf.org - imfmetal.org - itf.org.uk - itglwf.org - ituc-csi.org - laborrights.org - nlcnet.org - 
oecd.org - playfair2008.org - poptel.org.uk - rugmark.org - solidaritycenter.org - sweatshopwatch.org - thailabour.org - 
undp.org - unglobalcompact.org - unicef.org - usasnet.org - workersrights.org - world-psi.org - worldbank.org - wto.org 

sierraclub.org =>    transfairusa.org 
solidar.org =>    etuc.org - imf.org - ituc-csi.org - waronwant.org - worldbank.org - wto.org 

solidaritycenter.org => 
   aflcio.org - campaignforlaborrights.org - etuc.org - global-unions.org - gurn.info - iadb.org - icem.org - icftu.org - ilo.org - 
ituc-csi.org - studentsagainstsweatshops.org - survey09.ituc-csi.org - unitehere.org - usleap.org - workersrights.org - world-
psi.org - worldbank.org 

stitchonline.org => 

   aflcio.org - campaignforlaborrights.org - cleanclothes.org - clrlabor.org - en.maquilasolidarity.org - epinet.org - 
globalexchange.org - hrw.org - icftu.org - igtn.org - itglwf.org - iuf.org - laborrights.org - labourbehindthelabel.org - 
maquilasolidarity.org - stopcafta.org - studentsagainstsweatshops.org - sweatfree.org - sweatshopwatch.org - unitehere.org - 
usasnet.org - usleap.org - workersrights.org 

stopcafta.org =>    

storyofstuff.com =>    50years.org - canadians.org - cepr.net - citizen.org - corpwatch.org - epinet.org - globalexchange.org - iatp.org - ifg.org - 
oxfamamerica.org - sierraclub.org - studentsagainstsweatshops.org - transfairusa.org 

studentsagainstsweatshops.org 
=> 

   campaignforlaborrights.org - jwj.org - laborrights.org - maquilasolidarity.org - nlcnet.org - stitchonline.org - sweatfree.org - 
sweatshopwatch.org - usleap.org - workersrights.org 

survey09.ituc-csi.org =>    ituc-csi.org 

sweatfree.org => 

   amrc.org.hk - behindthelabel.org - campaignforlaborrights.org - china-labour.org.hk - cic.org.hk - citizen.org - 
cleanclothes.org - clrlabor.org - focusweb.org - globalexchange.org - iatp.org - igtn.org - ilo.org - laborrights.org - 
maquilasolidarity.org - nlcnet.org - ourworldisnotforsale.org - playfair2008.org - rugmark.org - solidaritycenter.org - 
stitchonline.org - studentsagainstsweatshops.org - sweatshopwatch.org - thailabour.org - tieasia.org - twnside.org.sg - 
unitehere.org - usasnet.org - usleap.org - workersrights.org - wto.org 

sweatshopwatch.org =>    
thailabour.org =>    

tieasia.org =>    
tradewatch.org =>    citizen.org 

traidcraft.co.uk =>    cafod.org.uk - dfid.gov.uk - ethicaltrade.org - fairtrade.net - fairtrade.org.uk - ifat.org - imf.org - oxfam.org.uk - un.org - 
waronwant.org - wdm.org.uk - worldbank.org - wto.org 

transfairusa.org =>    fairtrade.net - globalexchange.org - iatp.org - ifat.org - oxfamamerica.org 



  

twnside.org.sg =>    oxfam.org.uk - tradewatch.org - undp.org - wto.org 
un.org =>    fao.org - ilo.org - imf.org - undp.org - unglobalcompact.org - unicef.org - who.int - worldbank.org - wto.org 

undp.org =>    dfid.gov.uk - fao.org - iadb.org - ilo.org - imf.org - un.org - unglobalcompact.org - who.int - worldbank.org 
unglobalcompact.org =>    amnesty.org - hrw.org - icem.org - icftu.org - ilo.org - imfmetal.org - ituc-csi.org - iuf.org - un.org - undp.org - world-psi.org 

unicef.org =>    fao.org - ilo.org - imf.org - un.org - undp.org - worldbank.org - wto.org 
unitehere.org =>    aflcio.org - behindthelabel.org - icftu.org - ilo.org - itf.org.uk - iuf.org 

usasnet.org =>    
uslaboragainstwar.org =>    aflcio.org - cepr.net - clrlabor.org - epinet.org - ips-dc.org - jwj.org - labourstart.org - solidaritycenter.org 

usleap.org => 

   aflcio.org - citizen.org - cleanclothes.org - clrlabor.org - en.maquilasolidarity.org - ethicaltrade.org - fairlabor.org - 
globalexchange.org - iatp.org - icftu.org - ilo.org - itglwf.org - iuf.org - laborrights.org - nlcnet.org - poptel.org.uk - sa-intl.org - 
solidaritycenter.org - stitchonline.org - stopcafta.org - studentsagainstsweatshops.org - survey09.ituc-csi.org - sweatfree.org - 
sweatshopwatch.org - transfairusa.org - unitehere.org - waronwant.org - workersrights.org 

waronwant.org =>    amrc.org.hk - dfid.gov.uk - solidar.org - tieasia.org 
wdm.org.uk =>    

who.int =>    

wiego.org => 
   antislavery.org - cafod.org.uk - dfid.gov.uk - epinet.org - ethicaltrade.org - fairtrade.org.uk - homeworkersww.org.uk - 
hrw.org - iadb.org - icftu.org - ilo.org - ituc-csi.org - iuf.org - labourstart.org - maquilasolidarity.org - oxfam.org - oxfam.org.uk 
- oxfamamerica.org - poptel.org.uk - sweatshopwatch.org - un.org - undp.org - unicef.org - waronwant.org - worldbank.org 

women-ww.org =>    cleanclothes.org - ethicaltrade.org - homeworkersww.org.uk - labourbehindthelabel.org - nosweat.org.uk - 
sweatshopwatch.org 

workersrights.org =>    

world-psi.org => 
   focusweb.org - global-unions.org - gurn.info - icftu.org - ilo.org - imf.org - ituc-csi.org - iuf.org - labourstart.org - oecd.org - 
ourworldisnotforsale.org - survey09.ituc-csi.org - twnside.org.sg - un.org - undp.org - wdm.org.uk - who.int - worldbank.org - 
wto.org 

worldbank.org =>    dfid.gov.uk - fao.org - iadb.org - imf.org 
wto.org =>    fao.org - ilo.org - imf.org - oecd.org - un.org - undp.org - who.int - worldbank.org 
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Appendix M. List of crawled websites 
 
The nodes/websites are ranked in order of most connected to least connected.  The 
numbers to the right indicate the linkages to other nodes/websites in the network. 
 
Issue Crawler 
Anti-sweatshop TAN (snowball2) 4/8/09 
Author name: Shae Garwood 
Date: 4 Aug 2009 
 
Actor Rankings (crawled population) 
1 - ilo.org - 1734 
2 - ituc-csi.org - 1303 
3 - oxfam.org - 1136 
4 - global-unions.org - 976 
5 - un.org - 906 
6 - cleanclothes.org - 586 
7 - oxfam.org.uk - 558 
8 - oxfamamerica.org - 535 
9 - solidaritycenter.org - 417 
10 - undp.org - 413 
11 - sweatfree.org - 397 
12 - unitehere.org - 366 
13 - workersrights.org - 307 
14 - citizen.org - 305 
15 - survey09.ituc-csi.org - 279 
16 - icftu.org - 199 
17 - itglwf.org - 186 
18 - who.int - 180 
19 - aflcio.org - 172 
20 - playfair2008.org - 157 
21 - icem.org - 156 
22 - unglobalcompact.org - 154 
23 - hrw.org - 149 
24 - worldbank.org - 144 
25 - unicef.org - 142 
26 - ethicaltrade.org - 141 
27 - fairlabor.org - 132 
28 - globalexchange.org - 130 
29 - imf.org - 107 
30 - labourbehindthelabel.org - 102 
31 - china-labour.org.hk - 99 
32 - sweatshopwatch.org - 99 
33 - wto.org - 96 
34 - nlcnet.org - 96 
35 - waronwant.org - 94 
36 - labourstart.org - 90 
37 - fao.org - 89 
38 - amrc.org.hk - 86 
39 - en.maquilasolidarity.org - 83 
40 - laborrights.org - 82 
41 - twnside.org.sg - 80 
42 - oecd.org - 77 
43 - cic.org.hk - 75 
44 - focusweb.org - 74 
45 - iuf.org - 71 
46 - iatp.org - 68 
47 - behindthelabel.org - 65 
48 - maquilasolidarity.org - 65 
49 - nosweat.org.uk - 64 

50 - homeworkersww.org.uk - 63 
51 - world-psi.org - 61 
52 - imfmetal.org - 59 
53 - fairtrade.org.uk - 58 
54 - studentsagainstsweatshops.org - 58 
55 - epinet.org - 56 
56 - fairtrade.net - 56 
57 - ethicalconsumer.org - 54 
58 - sa-intl.org - 53 
59 - corpwatch.org - 47 
60 - transfairusa.org - 47 
61 - sierraclub.org - 44 
62 - amnesty.org - 41 
63 - cepr.net - 40 
64 - usleap.org - 39 
65 - ips-dc.org - 38 
66 - tradewatch.org - 36 
67 - clrlabor.org - 31 
68 - foodfirst.org - 28 
69 - canadians.org - 27 
70 - iadb.org - 27 
71 - foe.org - 27 
72 - thailabour.org - 27 
73 - art-us.org - 27 
74 - etuc.org - 26 
75 - antislavery.org - 25 
76 - dfid.gov.uk - 25 
77 - usasnet.org - 21 
78 - ourworldisnotforsale.org - 21 
79 - ifg.org - 21 
80 - poptel.org.uk - 20 
81 - cafod.org.uk - 20 
82 - campaignforlaborrights.org - 19 
83 - wdm.org.uk - 19 
84 - gurn.info - 18 
85 - globalmarch.org - 16 
86 - jwj.org - 15 
87 - rugmark.org - 15 
88 - fairwear.org.au - 15 
89 - itf.org.uk - 15 
90 - stopcafta.org - 13 
91 - igtn.org - 13 
92 - 50years.org - 11 
93 - solidar.org - 10 
94 - tieasia.org - 10 
95 - stitchonline.org - 10 
96 - senser.com - 8 
97 - ifat.org - 7 
98 - hoovers.com - 5
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Appendix N. STITCH mission and vision 
 
Mission 
 
STITCH is a network of women unionists, organizers, and activists that builds 
connections between Central American and US women organizing for economic justice. 
 
Vision 
 
STITCH seeks to create a world where women workers are able to improve their lives 
through organizing and exercising their rights. We envision skilled women workers 
leading organizations to further their rights in the workplace and in society. 
 
STITCH strives to be accountable to a diverse group of women, in both Central 
America and the United States , which is reflected in our own leadership and staff. Our 
programs are developed in collaboration with the women they aim to support. 
 
As women leaders and activists in the US and Central America , we face many of the 
same challenges, and what we have in common is greater than our differences. By 
connecting the struggles of diverse women across the US and Central America, we 
believe that all of our organizations become stronger and women leaders grow and learn 
from each other. 
 
Source: STITCH (2009b) 
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Appendix O. FairWear statement of aims 
 

• To eliminate the exploitation of home-based outworkers. 
• To encourage retailers and manufacturers to support and adopt a code of practice 

for the Textile, Clothing and Footwear industry, that will guarantee the 
production of such goods free of exploitation in Australia. 

• To lobby the Australian Government to ratify the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO) Convention and recommendations on home-based workers. 

• To urge the Australian government to develop initiatives which encourage 
home-based workers to move into the formal economy. 

• To coordinate and resource supporting organisations in a way which fosters 
decentralised and autonomous activities. 

• This campaign is to be a low-bureaucracy campaign coalition. 
• To educate consumers about ethical shopping, to enable them to support 

industry initiatives which guarantee goods produced free of exploitation. 
• To acknowledge the unique role of unions to be the main negotiators with 

retailers and manufacturers. 
• To support the role of the union in involving workers in the campaign and in 

disseminating information to these home-based workers of their right to organise 
and to receive award wages and conditions. 

• To urge the Australian government to implement industrial and social clauses in 
all economic and trade agreements. 

• To work cooperatively with the International Clean Clothes Campaign and other 
international home-worker groups. 

• To encourage Australian companies to incorporate a fair practice code of 
conduct in their production overseas. 

 
Source: FairWear (2003) 
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Appendix P. The principles of the Clean Clothes Campaign 
 
The Clean Clothes Campaign aims to improve working conditions and support the 
empowerment of workers in the global garment and sports shoe industries. 
 
The Clean Clothes Campaign's work is founded upon the following principles: 
 
• All workers-regardless of sex, age, country of origin, legal status, employment 

status or location, or any other basis-have a right to good and safe working 
conditions, where they can exercise their fundamental rights to associate freely and 
bargain collectively, and earn a living wage, which allows them to live in dignity. 

 
• Minimum standards related to these rights are derived from the ILO conventions, 

the ILO Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work adopted in 
1998, as well as on the Article 23 of the Universal Declaration on Human Rights 
and have been listed in the CCC model code of labour practices for the garment and 
sportswear industry. These rights apply to all workers, even if they or their 
workplaces are not formally recognised as such. 

 
• Workers have a right to know about their rights (under national and international 

law and agreements, as well as under voluntary initiatives and agreements). They 
are entitled to education and training in relation to these rights. 

 
• The public has a right to know where and how their garments and sports shoes are 

produced. 
 
• Workers themselves can and should take the lead in their own organising and 

empowerment. 
 
• Workers can best assess their needs and the risks they take when asserting their 

rights. Public campaigns and other initiatives to take action in cases of rights 
violations and the development of strategies to address these issues must be done in 
consultation with workers or their representatives. 

 
• The public can and should take action to see that workers' rights are respected. 

However, the CCC does not generally endorse or promote boycotts as a tool for 
action. 

 
• In order to achieve and maintain workers' rights, the gender issues underlying or 

facilitating rights violations must be addressed. 
 
• National governments and international authorities have an obligation to implement 

legislation and sanction any failure to do so. Binding legislation should exist that 
meets the standards set out in ILO conventions;. They also should implement ethical 
procurement policies. 

 
• The garment and sports shoe industries (including factory owners, agents, 

manufacturing companies, brand name garment corporations, retailers, and others) 
have a responsibility to ensure that good labour practices are the norm at all levels 
of the industry. Given the current structure of the industry, brand name garment 
companies and retailers must use their position of power to ensure good labour 
standards are met. 
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• Brand name garment companies and retailers should adopt a code of labour practice 

that follows the standards outlined in the CCC model code, commit to implement 
these standards throughout the garment production subcontracting chain, and 
participate in credible, transparent and participatory multi-stakeholder verification 
initiatives in order to develop, guide and oversee code implementation activities. 

 
• Brand name garment companies and retailers should actively pursue social dialogue 

with trade union organizations, and sign international framework agreements to 
facilitate such dialogue. 

 
• Companies must be transparent about conditions in, and the structure of, their 

supply networks and regarding actions undertaken to uphold good labour standards. 
 
• Trade unions and NGOs should cooperate nationally, regionally and globally to 

improve conditions in the garment and sports shoe industries and facilitate worker 
empowerment, without resorting to protectionism. Such cooperation should be 
based on mutual respect for each others different roles and methods, open and active 
communication, participatory consensus building and constructive criticism. 

 
Source: CCC (2006c) 
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Appendix Q. United Students Against Sweatshops principles of unity 
 
The principles of unity below have been drafted as an assessment of the spirit and of the 
issues which bring students on campuses across North America together to create a 
united youth front against sweatshops. Hopefully, these principles touch on the 
underlying consciousness we are all developing, within ourselves as individuals and 
within our collectives, whether they be local, regional, national, or international. The 
abuse of sweatshop labor is among the most blatant examples of the excesses and 
exploitation of the global economy. We recognize, however, that the term “sweatshop” 
is not limited to the apparel industry as traditionally conceived; sweatshop conditions 
exist in the fields, in the prisons, on our campuses, in the power relations of a flawed 
system. Thus, we consider all struggles against the systemic problems of the global 
economy to be directly or by analogy a struggle against sweatshops. Whether a campus 
group focuses its energies on the apparel industry or on another form of sweatshop, 
agreement with the principles below will be used as the sole requisite for working under 
the name of United Students Against Sweatshops. 
 
The Principles: 
• We work in solidarity with working people’s struggles. In order to best 
accomplish this and in recognition of the interconnections between local and global 
struggles, we strive to build relationships with other progressive movements and 
cooperate in coalition with other groups struggling for justice within all communities 
campus, local, regional, and international. 
• We struggle against racism, sexism, homophobia, classism, and other forms of 
oppression within our society, within our organizations, and within ourselves. Not only 
are we collectively confronting these prejudices as inherent defects of the global 
economy which creates sweatshops, but we also recognize the need for individuals to 
confront the prejudices they have internalized as the result of living and learning in a 
flawed and oppressive society. 
• We are working in coalition to build a grassroots student movement that 
challenges corporate power and that fights for economic justice. This coalition is 
loosely defined, thus we strive to act in coordination with one another to mobilize 
resources and build a national network while reserving the autonomy of individuals and 
campuses. We do not impose a single ideological position, practice, or approach; rather, 
we aim to support one another in a spirit of respect for difference, shared purpose and 
hope. 
• We strive to act democratically. With the understanding that we live and learn in 
a state of imperfect government, we attempt to achieve truer democracy in making 
decisions which affect our collective work. Furthermore, we strive to empower one 
another as individuals and as a collective through trust, patience, and an open spirit. 
• The power of these principles to unify us as United Students Against 
Sweatshops ultimately rests with the individual. Self-evaluation and personal 
responsibility are critical to the effectiveness of our work we all must continue to 
struggle as individuals in order to struggle in concert, thus we strive for compassion and 
support for one another as we continue this endeavor together. 
 
Source: USAS (2007b) 



  

Appendix R. Garment industry multi-stakeholder initiatives 
(As of 10 July 2009) 
 

 

Name 

 
Website 

 
Scope 

 
Composition 

Ethical Trading Initiative  www.ethicaltrade.org  Monitors producers for UK markets, 
not limited to clothing 

50 companies, 11 international unions 
and 15 NGOs 

Fair Labor Association www.fairlabor.org Monitors producers for US clothing 
markets, esp. collegiate apparel 

30 companies, 12 suppliers, dozens of 
licensees, 209 colleges and 
universities, and civil society 
organisations 

Fair Wear Foundation http://en.fairwear.nl Monitors producers for European 
clothing market 

Companies, unions and NGOs 

Joint Initiative on Corporate 
Accountability and Workers’ 
Rights (Jo-In)  

www.jo-in.org Coordinate existing MSIs/NGOs’ 
codes of conduct 

Collaboration of FLA, ETI, the Clean 
Clothes Campaign, the Fair Wear 
Foundation, WRC, and SAI 

MFA Forum www.mfa-forum.net Coalition of worldwide clothing 
retailers, working groups in 
Bangladesh, Lesotho, Morocco and 
the Americas 

67 participants includes companies, 
NGOs, unions and international 
institutions 

Social Accountability 
International (SAI) 

www.sa-int.org Provides certification of meeting 
certain standards, not limited to 
garment industry 

21 member companies, consults with 
NGOs, unions, and international 
institutions 

Worker Rights Consortium www.workersrights.org Monitors US companies producing 
for US collegiate market 

Members: 
186 colleges and universities 
5 high schools 

Worldwide Responsible Apparel 
Production (WRAP) 

www.wrapapparel.org Certifies individual factories 
worldwide 

Manufacturing associations 
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