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In Making Sweatshops: The Globalization of the U.S. Apparel Industry, Ellen Rosen explores the development of the textiles and apparel industry, focusing on American companies, in the period from post-World War II to the present.  She argues that neoliberal ideas about free markets and free trade which have removed protectionist barriers from the U.S. market have failed to benefit American workers, American consumers, or even the foreign workers who have taken their place.  

Rosen begins by tracing the development of the textiles and apparel industry.  In the aftermath of such disasters as the Triangle Shirtwaist fire, industry and labor formed the New Deal compromise.  In return for more wages and benefits, as well as safety protections, manufacturers received stable labor forces and eased competition, since labor costs were then relatively stable across the industry.  After World War II, however, the United States began to try to boost the economies of nations damaged by the war, as bulwarks of American influence.  The European nations benefiting from the Marshall Plan, and particularly Japan, were to guard against the spread of communism, act as trading partners for the United States, and assist in opening regional markets to U.S. goods.  To achieve these goals, the U.S. government took steps to promote the development of industry for export consumption in these nations.  Japan and other Asian nations began to undercut American textile and apparel producers.  As a result, the manufacturers used their lobby power to push for protectionist measures such as the Multifibre Arrangement which placed limiting quotas on the amount of cloth and/or finished garments which could be imported into the United States.  

Ever since the Multifibre Arrangement came into effect, retail stores and larger multinational apparel and textile firms have opposed it.  Retailers wanted to buy clothing at lower costs to increase their profits and multinational firms wanted to take advantage of lower wage structures abroad.  Over time, the efforts of these groups slowly weakened the protectionist measures which the apparel and textile manufacturers had wanted to use to keep the New Deal social contract in place.  The labor intensive nature of these industries meant that improved technology could only lower costs so much if rates for labor remained the same.  During the years of struggle, apparel and textile firms began moving to the American South, where unions were weaker or nonexistent, in an attempt to reduce their labor costs to a more competitive rate.  Northern unions struggled against this displacement, but ultimately accepted the change.  As ideological freemarketeers like Reagan took over and what protectionism remained was stripped away, textile and garment assembly plants began to shift even further south, into Mexico and Central America.  Although abuses had existed before, laxer labor laws and poorer populations allowed plants to become even more exploitative of the still largely female workforce, while lowering their labor costs still further.  The result of this shift, Rosen argues, is a race to the bottom with producers looking for ever cheaper sources of labor to increase their profits and competitiveness.   

The race to the bottom which results from the lack of trade barriers on a labor intensive industry also produces endemic abuse of workers.  Sweatshops in the United States as well as abroad pay less than the mandated legal minimum and force their employees to work for long hours in unsafe conditions.  These abusive practices are widespread and dangerous, Rosen argues.  In addition to the damage they do to the actual workers, the gendered nature of apparel industry workers when combined with the abusive practices common to the garment industry form a problematic cultural ideal about what is “women’s work” and what sort of pay and working conditions it is acceptable to provide them.  Rosen provides examples of employers at various times and places using gender stereotypes to justify both their use of female workers and the poor compensation these workers have traditionally received.  


Rosen’s book is not very argumentative, presenting instead more of a narrative of trade policy as it relates to the textile and apparel industries.  The gendered aspects of her analysis are the most interesting parts of the book, and expanding those aspects would have improved it.  The stories about justifications for hiring women in certain industries were particularly interesting.  It would also be interesting to see how modern manufacturers explain their largely female workforce.  Making Sweatshops is well and clearly written, but suffers from a lack of argumentative focus.  The history of an industry, after all, lacks a human story to empathize with, so a more analytical presentation would have kept the reader’s attention better focused on the story Rosen wanted to tell.  
