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CARMEN MIRANDA ON
- My MinD:
INTERNATIONAL
PorLiTicS OF THE BANANA

When she appeared on screem, the tempo quickened. Dressed m her
outrageous costumes, topped by hats featuring bananas and other tropical
fruits, Carmen Miranda sang and danced her way to Hollywood stardom.
While she was best known for her feisty comic performances, she also
played a part in a serious political drama: the reslignmeni of American
power in the Western hemisphere. Carmen Miranda’s movies helped
make Latin America safe for American banana companies at a time
when US imperialism was coming under wider regional criticism.

Between 1880 and 1930 the United Siates colonized or invaded Hawaii,
the Philippines, Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, Cuba and Nicara-
gua. Hach was strategically valuable for its plantation crops. The British,
French and Duich had their plantation colonies producing rubber, tea,
coffee, paim oil, coconuts, tobacco, sisal, cotton, jute, rice and, of course,
the moenarch of plantation crops, sugar. Bapnanas, sugar, coffee, pineapples
- each had become an interpational commeodity that Americans, too, were
willing to kil for. But by the time Frankiin Roosevelt came into office,
sending 1n the marines was beginning to lose its political value; 1t was
alienating too many potentiial regional allies. New, less direct means had
to be found to guarantee American control of Latin Amenca.

Carmen Miranda was born in Lisbon in 1909, but emigrated as a chiid
to Brazil, where her father established a wholesale fruit business. Despite
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her parents’ hopes that their convent-educated daughter would grow up
1o be a respectable young woman, she secretly auditioned for and won a
regitiar spot on & Rio de Janeiro radio station. She became a hit and soon
was an aitraction on the local nighiciub circuit. By 1939 Carmen Miranda
had recorded over 300 singles, appeared in four Brazilian films and was
being referred to by her compatriots as a national institution. It was at
this point in her career that Broadway theatrical producer Lee Schubert
saw Carmen Miranda perform and offered her a contract 1o move north.
When she stepped off the boat in New York on May 4 1939, Schubert
had the press corps already primed to greet his new ‘Brazilian bombshell’.
With her outrageous headgear and Hmirted but flamboyant English (she
spoke French and Spanish as well as Portuguese), she was on her way to
being turned into the 1940s American stereotype of the Latin American
woman. Io response 1o reporters’ questions, Miranda replied, *Money,
moeney, money . - . hot dog. 1 say ves, no, and I say money, money
money and [ say turkey sandwich and I say grape juice.”

The world’s fair was attracting throngs to the Sunken Meadow
fairgrounds just outside New York City in the susmumer of 1939, but
Carmen Miranda still managed 10 make Schubert’s show, Streets of Paris,
a commercial success. Life magazine’s reviewer noted:

Partly because their unusual melody and heavy accented rhythms
are unlike anything ever heard in a Manhattan revue before, partly
because there is rot z clue to their meaning except the gay rolling
of Carmen Miranda’s insinuating eves, these songs, and Miranda
herself, are the cutstanding hit of the show.2

In 1940 Hollywood studio directors were boarding the Latin America
bandwagon. Men like Darryl Zanuck, head of Twenteth Century Fox,
had long cultivated friendships with politicians in Washington. It was
one way of overcoming the barriers of anti-Semitism confronting many
of the film industry’s moguls. Thus when Presidemt Franklin Roosevelt
launched his Latin American ‘Good Neighbor® policy, the men who ran
Hollywood were willing to help the government’s campaign to replace a
militaristic, imperial approach to US-Latin America diplomacy with a
more ‘cooperative’ strategy. Roosevelt and his advisers were convinced
that gunboat diplomacy was arousing too much opposition among pre-
cisely those Latin American governments which American businessmen
would have to cultivate if the country was to pull iself out of the
Depression. Tourism and investinent were promoted in glossy brochures.
Pan-American Airways flew holiday-makers to Havana and Managua;
construction of the Pan-American Highway was started. Nicaragua’s
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Anastasio Somoza was iovited to the world’s fair to celebrate regional
democracy and progress. Latin American movie stars replaced the marines
as the guarantors of regional harmony.?

Darryl Zanuck enticed Carmen Miranda away from Broadway to be his
studio’s contribution to the ‘Good Neighbor’ policy. She appeared in the

14 Carmen Miranda. A Hellywood publicity shot, n.d.
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1940 fitm Down Argentine Way, starring Betty Grable and Don Ameche,
singing ‘South American Way’. Her film career soared during Werld War
I, when Washington officials believed that it was diplomatically vital to
keep Latin American regimes friendly to the United States. Propaganda
and censorship agencies urged the entertainment industry to promote
Latin actors and popularize Latin music.

Carmen Miranda was confined to light roles, treated by the studics
as a comic or character actor, never a romantic lead. Perhaps her most
lavish film was Busby Berkeley’s The Gang’s All Here (1943), whose
sei was adorned with giant bananas and strawberries. She mastered
English, but was careful to maintain in her performances a heavily
accented promunciation, which suggested feminine ngiverd. For many
Americans, during the 1940s Carmen Miranda became a guide to Latin
culure. While Hollywood’s Latin American male was stereotvpicaily a
loval but none-too-bright sidekick, like Donald Duck’s parrot pal José
Carioca, Miranda personified a culture full of zest and charm, unclouded
by intense emotion or political ambivalence. Like the bananas she wore
on her head, Miranda was exotic vet mildly amusing.

‘Carmen Miranda is the chief export of Brazil. Next comes coffee.”
So recalls Uruguayan historien Eduardo Galeano ® Brazilians themselves
were proud of Miranda’s Hollywood success. When she died suddenly
of a heart attack in 1935, her body and effects were shipped back 1o Rio
to be memorialized in a Carmen Miranda museum. Brazilian President
Kubitschek declared 2 national day of mourning.

‘I'M CHIQUITA BANANA AND I'VE COME TO SAY’

The bananz has a history, a gendered history. The frui has its origins
in Southeast Asia and was carried westward by traders. By the fifteenth
cenfury it had become a basic food for Africans living on the Guinean
coast, When Portuguese and Spanish slave-traders began raiding the
coast for Africans to serve as forced labor on colonial estates, they chose
bananas as the food to ship with them; it was local and cheap. These
were red bananas, a variety still popular in the West Indies and Africa.
The vellow banapa so familiar today to consumers in Europe, Japan,
the Persian Gulf and North America wasn’t developed as a distinct
variety uniit the nineteenth century. Then it was imagined to be food
fit not for slaves, but for the palates of the wealthy. The first record
of bunches of bananas being brought to New York frorn Havana was
in 1804, Bui it was when the vellow banana was served as an exotic
delicacy in the homes of affluent Bostonians in 1875 that i took off
as an international commodity. In 1876 the banana was featured at the
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United States Centennial Exhibition in Philadeiphia. The yellow banana
symbolized America’s new global reach.’

Notiops of masculinity and femininity have. been used io shape
the international political economy of the banapa. Banama plantations
were developed in Central America, Latin America, the Caribbean,
Africa and the Philippines as a resuit of alliances between men of
different but complementary interests: businessmen and male officials
of the importing countries on the one hand, and male landowners and
government officials of the exporting countries on the other. To clear
the land and harvest the bananas they decided they needed a male
workforce, sustained at a distance by women as prostitutes, mothers
and wives. However company executives’ manly pride was invested not
so much in their extensive plantations as in the sophisticated equipment
and technology they developed to transport the fragile tropical fruit to
far-away markets: railroads, wire services and fleets of refrigerator ships.
Even today company officials take special satisfaction in describing their
giant cold-storage ships circling the globe, directed by a sophisticated
international communications network, all to ensure that bananas that
leave Costa Rica or the Philippines by the green tonnage will arrive in
New York or Liverpool undamaged and unspoiled, ready for the ripening
factory.® The companies envisaged their customers 1o be women: mothers
and housewives concerned about their families’ nutrition and looking for a
relisble product. The most successful way of bonding housewives’ loyalty
to a particular company was to create a fantasized market worman.

The United Fruit Company, the largest grower and marketer of
bananas, made its contribution to America’s ‘Good Neighbor” culture.
In 1943 the company opened a2 Middie American Information Bureau 1o
encourage ‘mutual knowledge and mutual understanding’. The bureau
wrote and distributed materials which emphasized the value of Central
American products such as hardwoods, coffee, spices and fruits to the
US war effort. It targeted school children and housewives: those who
are bananas and those who bought them. Nicaragua in Story and Pictures
was a company-designed school text celebrating the progress brought 1o
Nicaragua by foreign-financed railroads and imported tractors. ‘Fifty
Questions on Middle America for North American Women’ and ‘Mid-
dle America and a Woman’s World' explained to the North American
housewife, United Fruit’s chief customer, how the Japanese invasion of
Malaysia made imported foods from Nicaragua and Costa Rica ali the
more important to her wartime security.”

United Fruit’s biggest contribution to American culture, however, was
‘Chiquita Banana'. In 1944, when Carmen Miranda was packing movie
houses and American troops were landing on Europe’s beaches, United
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Fruit advertising executives created z half-banana, half-woman cartoon
character destined to rival Donald Duck. Dressed as a Miranda-esque
market woman, this feminized banana sang her calypso song from coast
1o coast. Chiquita Banana helped to establish a twentieth-century art
form, the singing commercial. One could hear her singing the praises
of the banzna on the radio 376 times daily.

Americans who are pow in their fifties still can give a rendition of her
memorable song:

I'm Chiguita Banana

And 've come to say

Bananas have to ripen

in a certain way.

When they are fleck’d with broum
And have a golden hue

Bananas taste the best

And are the best for you.

You can put them in a salad

You can put them in a pie-aye
Any way you want to eat them
It’s impaossible to beat them.

Bur bananas Iike the climate

Of the very, very tropical equator.
So vou should never put bananas
In the refrigerator. No no no nol®

United Frudt sales strategists set out to do the bmpossible — to
create in housewives a brand-name lovalty for a generic fruit. They
wanted women to think ‘Chiquita’ when they went to the grocery
store to buy bananas. Roosevelt’s ‘Good Neighbor® policy and Carmen
Miranda’s Hollywood success had set the stape; animated cartoons and
the commercial jingle did the rest. Between the woman consumer and
the fruit there now was only a corporation with the friendly face of
a bouncy Latin American marker woman. Forty years later United
Fruit Company has become United Brands; its principal subsidiary is
Chiguita Brands, bringing us not only bananas, but melons, grapefruits
and tropical juices. _

Today virtually every affluent, industrialized couniry imports bananas
from mainly poor, sl agrarian countries. Each consumer society gets
its bananas from two or three large agribusiness corporations which
either have large plantations of their own or monopolize the marketing
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15 United Brands Company’s recording for children of the ‘Chiguita Bana-
na’ song. (Original music by Len Mackensie, 1945; updated commercial
Iyrics, 1975, © Maxwell-Wirges, 1945)

system through which small growers sell their fruit. Since United Fruit’s
advertising coup in 1944, its competitors have followed suit, designing
stickers for their own bananas. This altows a shopper to go into any
grocery store in Europe, Noith America or Japan and check at a glance
the state of international banana politics: just look for the sticker with
its corporate logo and the country of origin. In London one might peel
off a Geest sticker that says “WINBAN’ {the Windward Island nations
of St Lucia, St Vincent or Dominica) or look for the Fyffes sticker
(Fyffes is United Brands’ European subsidiary) that gives the country
of origin as Surinam. In Detroit or Toronto a shopper would be more
likely 1o find a Chiquita, Del Monte or Dole sticker, with Costa Rica,
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Eeuador or Colombia written below the logo in small print, while in
Tokyo Sumitomo’s Banambo sticker would identify banagas produced
in the Philippines.

After a century of banana big business, Americans remain the largest
consumers of bananas, cating some 2 million tons of the fruit each year.
But with the opening of the Philippines to banana companies, especially
under the debt-ridden Marcos regime, hungry for foreign investment,
consumers in Japan and the Persian Guif have become the latest 1argets
for advertising campaigns.

16 Banana logo stickers from some of the largest international banana
companies
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World Consumption of Bananas

Largest consuming FAajor suppliers Volume (tons)
countries

United States Ecuador, Costa Rica, Honduras 2,325,000
Canada Ecuador, Celumbia, Honduras 269,400
West Germany Panama, Costa Rica, Honduras 503,060
France Martinique, Guadeloupe 466,860
United Kingdom Windward Islands, Colombia, Surinam 322.000
Fraly Colombia, Costa Rica, Somalia 330,000
Spain Canary Isiands 415,600
Japan Philippines, China 757,900
Saudi Arabia Philippines, Guatemala, Ecuader 120,000
Argentina Ecuador, Brazil, Colombia 146,000

Source: Green Gold: Bunanas and Dependency in the Eastern Cartbbear, London, Latin American Bureau,
1987, pp. t4-15. Figures are from the Food and Agniculture COrganization for 1982

Bananas for Bahrain

A giant container ship steams out of the Philippiges bound for the
Middie East. On its cargo manifest . . . are bananas headed for
markets in the region.

The shipment has been arranged by one of Japan’s general trading
companies, or sogo shosha . . .

In the world of the sogo shosha, bananas are just the beginning.”

Bananas have become big business, declares this advertisement placed by
the Japan Foreign Trade Council. The history of Japan’s banana industry,
however, reaches back to the early 1900s. In 1903 smali farmers in Taiwan
were Japan’s sole banana suppliers and remained its major source untii
the 1950s. Philippines bananas entered the Japanese market in 1969. In
the next six vears Philippines bananas grew from just under 3 per cent
of the market to 85 per cent of the market. They had several advantages
for Japanese fruit traders: they were grown near Japan; they were less
vulnerable 1o typhoons; bananas could be introduced on large-scale pian-
tations whose owners were looking for a new crop; they could be grown
by cheap wage-labor readily available to plantation owners. Whereas once
bananas were bought as ‘hospital gifts’ by Japanese consumers, by the
19705 they had become an everyday fruit seen by Japanese housewives
as a good source of family nutrition at a reasonable price.t0
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WOMEN IN BANANA REPUBLICS

It is always worth asking, “Where are the women?® Answering the guestion
reveals the dependence of most pelitical and economic systems not just
on women, but on certain kinds of relations between women and men.
A great deal has been written about countries derisively labeled ‘banana
republics’. They are described as countries whose land and soul are in
the clutches of a foreign company, supported by the might of its own
government. A banana republic’s sovereigmty has been so thoroughly
compromised that it is the butt of jokes, not respect. It has a government,
but it is staffed by people who line their own pockets by doing the
bidding of the overseas corporation and its pelitical ailies. Because it is
impossible for such compromised rulers to win the support of their own
citizens, many of whom are exploited on the corporation’s plantations, the
government depends on guns and jails, not ballots and national pride.

The quintessential banana republics were those Central American
countries which came to be dominated by the United Fruit Company’s
monoculture, the US marnes and their hand-picked dictators, Their
regimes have been backed by American presidents, mocked by Woody
Allen, and overthrown by nationalist guerrillas.

Tet these political systems, and the internationai relationships which
underpin them, have been discussed as if women scarcely existed.
The principal actors on all sides have been portrayed by conventional
commeniators as men, and as i their being male was insignificant.
Thus the ways in which their shared mascolinity allowed agribusiness
entreprenetirs to form ailiances with men in their own diplomatic corps
and with men in Nicaraguan or Honduran society have been left
uanexamined. Enjoying Cuban cigars together after dinner while wives
and mistresses powder their noses has been the stuff of smug cartoons
but not of political curiosity. Stmilarly, a banana republic’s militarized
ethos has been taken for granted, without an investigation of how
militarism feeds on masculinist values o sustain it. Marines, diplomats,
corporate managers and military dictators may mostly be male, but they
tend 1o need the feminine ‘other” 1o maintain their self-assurance.

One of the conditions that has pushed women off the banana republic
stage has been the masculinization of the banana plantation. Banana-
company cxecutives imagined that most of the jobs en their large
plantations could be done only by men. Banana plantations were carved
out of wooded acres. Clearing the brush required workers who could use
a machete, live in rude barracks, and who, once the plantation’s trees
were bearing {ruit, could chop down the heavy bunches and carry them
to central loading areas and from there o the docks, to be loaded by the
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1on on to refrigerator ships. This was men’s work.

Not all plantation work has been masculinized. Generally, crops that
call for the use of machetes — tools that can also be used as weapons -
are produced with large mputs of male labor: bananas, sugsr, paim oil.
Producers of crops that require a lot of weeding, tapping and picking hire
large numbers of women, sometimes comprising a majority of workers:
tea, coffee, rubber. _

Nor is the gendered labor formuia on any plantation fizxed. Planta-
tion managers who once relied heavily on male workers may decide
to bring in more women if the men become too costly; if their
union becomes too threatening; if the international market for the

crop declines necessitating cost-cutting mmeasures such as hiring more -

part-time workers; if new technology allows some physically demanding
tasks to be dope by workers with less strength. Today both sugar
and rubber are being produced by plantation compaiies using more
women workers than they did a generation ago.!! What has remained
constant, however, is the presumption of international corporations
that their position in the world market depends on manipuiations
of masculinity and femininity. Gender is injected mto every Brooke
Bond or Lipton tea leaf, every Unilever or Lonrho palm-oil nut, every
bucket of Dunlop or Michelin latex, every stalk of Tate & Lyle sugar
cane.

Like all plantation managers, banana company executives considered
race as well as gender when employing what they thought would be
the most skilted and compliant workforce. Thus although the majority
of banana workers were imen, race was used to divide them. On
United Brapds’ plantations in Costa Rica and Panama, for instance,
managers recruited Amerindian men from the Guaymi and Kuna
communities, as well as West Indian Black men and hispanicized
Ladino men. They placed them in different, unequally paid iobs,
Ladino men at the top (below white male managers), Amerindian
men at the bottom. Amerindian men were assigned to menial jobs
such as chopping grass and overgrown bush, thus ensuring that
Ladino men’s negative stereotypes of Amerindians — cholos, unskilled,
uncultured natives — would be perpetuated. The stereotypes were
valuable to the company because they forestalled potential ailiances
between Ladino, Black and Amerindian men over COmmOn grievances.1?

Manager: 1f’s easier 1o work with cholos. They're not as smart
and don’t speak good Spamish. They can’t argue pack at you
even when they're right ... Hell, you can make a chole do
anything.
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Lading foreman: My workers are [not] cholos . . . It's different here.
Sure I can grab them [Ladine and Black male workers] and make
them work faster; but the consequences will catch up with me
tomorrow. We're not chelos here . . . you understand?

Guaymi wt')rker: They used to have up to 200 of us crammed into
shacks eating boiled bananas out of empty kerosene cans.’3

To say, therefore, that a banana plantation is masculinized is not
0 say that masculinity, even when combined with social class, is
sgfﬁaent to forge political unity. On the other hand, the presu;np—
tion that 2 bapmana planiation is a man’s world does affect the poli-
tics of any movement attempling 10 mmprove workers’ conditions, or
;;)’transform the power relationships that comprise a ‘banana re;;ub-

.

A banana_ plantation’s politics are deeply affected not just by the fact
that the majority of its workers — and virtually all of its managers and
OWDETS — are men, but by the meaning that has been attached to that
masculinization. Even male banana workers emploved by a foreign
company that, in alliance with local élites, had turned their country
into a pmvex"biai banana republic, could feel some pride. For they
were unguestionably performing men’s work. They knew how to wield
a machete; they knew how to Hft great weights; they worked outside
in clost_a coordination with trains and ships. Whether a smaliholder or a
plantation empioyee, a banana man was a man.

Touris, white man, wipin his

face,

Met me in Golden Grove
market place.

He looked at m'ol clothes brouwm
wid stain,

An soaked ught through wid de
Portlan rain,

He cas his eye, turned up kis
nose,

He savs, ‘You're a beggar man, I
suppose?’

He says, ‘Boy, get some
occupation,

Be of some value to your
nation,’

135



BANANAS, BEACHES AND BASES

1 said, ‘By God and dis big right

han

You mis recognise 4 banana
man . . .

Don't judge a man by his patchy
clothes,

P’'m a strong man, a proud man,
an I'm free

Free as dese mountains, free as
dis sea,

I know myself, an I know my
ways,

An will say wid pride to de end
o my days.

Praise God an m’big right
han

I will live an die a banana mon. 14

In the 1920s when banana workers began to organize and to conduct
strikes that even the US government and local élites had‘ to pay
attention Yo, their demands reached beyond working condm_ons to
political structures. These workers’ protests took om strong nationalist
overtones: the local regime and foreign troops were as much the
target of their protests as the plantation companes. ’But so iong
as banana plantation work was lmagined to be men’s w0r1_<, and
so long as the banana workers’ unions were organized as Jf 'they
were men’s organizations, the nationalist cause would be masculinized.
A banana republic might fall, but patriarchy remained in place.

WOMEN WEED, WOMEN CLEAN

The banana plantation has never been as exciusi\{eiy male as ;‘yopuiar
imagery suggests. It takes women’s paid and unpaid fabor to bring the
golden fruit to the world’s breakfast tables. o

A banana plantation is closest to a male enclave at the begi_nnmg, when
the principal task is bulldozing and clearing the land for pial‘mng. Buteven
at this stage women are depended upon by the companies — and the:ar
male employees — to play their roles. As in ﬂze)maie-donn_nated mining
industry from Chile to South Africa and Indonesia, companies can recruit
men to live away from home only if someone back home {akes‘ care of
their families and maintains their land. The ‘feminization of agncul.ru_re’
_ that is, leaving small-scale farming to women, typically without giving
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them training, equipment or extra finance — has always been part and
parcel of the masculinization of mining and banana plantations.’® The
male labor force has to make private arrangements with wives, mothers
of sisters to assure them of a place to return to when their contracts expire,
when they get fed up with supervisors’ contemptuous treatment or when
they are laid off because world prices have plummeted. Behind every
all-maie banana plantation stand scores of women performing unpaid
domestic and productive labor. Company executives, union spokesmen
and export-driven government officials have all preferred not to take this
into account when workiog out their bargaining positions. International
agencies such as the Internationai Monetary Fund scarcely give a thought
to women as wives and subsistence farmers when they press indebted
governments o open up mere land to plantation companies in order 1o
correct their trade imbalances and pay off foreign bankerss.

Once the banana trees have been planted, women are Iikely to become
residents and workers on the plantations. Plantation managers, lke their
diplomatic and military counterparts, have found marriage both a political
asset and a Habikity. On the one hand, having young male workers without
wives and children has advaniages: the men are jn their physical prime,
they are likely to view life as an adventuge and be willing to tolerate harsh
working and living conditions. On the other hand, young unattached men
are more volatile and are willing 10 1ake risks if angered precisely because
they will not jeopardize amyone’s security aside from their own. This
makes the married male worker seem more stable to a calcular-
ing plantation manager. He may demand more from the company
in the form of rudimentary amenities for his wife and children,
but he is more likely to toe the company line for their sake.i6

Women are most Lkely 1o be employed by the bansna companies
if the plantation cannot recruit men from a iow-status ethnic group,
like Amerindians in Central America, to do the least prestigious and
lowest-paid jobs. In all sorts of agribusiness, women tend 1o be given
the most tedious, least “skilled® jobs, those that are most seasonal,
the least hikely to offer year-round employment and those company
benefits awarded to full-time employees. Weeding and clezning are
the gquintessential ‘women’s’ jobs in agriculture, both in socialist and
capitalist countries.i”

Bananas today are washed, weighed and packed in factories on the
plattations before being transported to the docks for shipment overseas.
Inside these packing houses one finds the women on the modern banana
plantation. They remove the bunches of fruit from the thick stems, an
operation that has to be done carefuily (one might say skilifuily) so that
the bapanas are not damaged. They wash the bananas in a chemical
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solution, a hazardous job. They select the rejects, which can amount
to up to half the bananas picked in the fields. Companies often dump
rejected bananas in nearby streams, causing pollution which kills local
fish. Women weigh the fruit and finally attach the company’s tell-tale

sticker on each bunch. They are paid piece-rates and foremen expect .

them to work at high speed. In between harvests they may have listle
work to do and not receive any pay. At harvest time they are expected
to be available for fong stretches, sometimes around the clock, to meet
the company’s tight shipping schedule. 12

Tess is a Filipino woman who works for TADECO, a subsidiary of

Usited Brands, Philippines. She works on a plantation on the country’s’

southern island, Mindanao. A decade-long war has been fought in the area
between governmeni troops and indigenous Musiim groups protesting
against the leasing of large tracts of land either to muitinational pineapple
and banana companies or to wealthy Filipino landowners, who then work
out hucrative contracts with those corporations. Tess herself is a Christian
Filipina. She, like thousands of other women and men, migrated, with
government encouragement, to Mindanao from other islands in search
of work once the bottom fell out of the once-dominant sugar indusiry.
She works with other young women in the plantation’s packing plant,
preparing bananas to be shipped to Japan by Japanese and American
import companies. She is paid approximately $1 2 day. With an additienal
living allowance, Tess can make about $45 a month; she sends a third of
this home to her family in the Visayas.

Tess uses a chemical solution to wash the company’s bananas. There
is a large, reddish spiotch on her leg where some of the chemicai spilied
accidentally. At the end of a day spent standing for hours at a ume,
Tess goes ‘home’ to a bunkhouse she shares with 100 other women,
twenty-four to a room, sleeping in eight sets of three-tiered bunks.!®

Many women working on banana planiations are young and single,
and, in the Philippines, often have secondary-school or even college
educations. They may be the daughters of male employees, or they may
be recruited from outside. They are subjected to sexual harassment in
the packing plants and can be fired if found to be pregnant. The life of
a banana washer is dull and isolated: ‘We have no choice than to stay
here. First, the company is quite far from the highway and if we . ..
spend our fare what else would be left for our food??¢

Large banana companies — Geest in Britain, United Brands, Del Monte
and Dole in the United States and Japan’s Sumitomo — also require
workers at the other end of the food chain, in the countries where they
market their bananas. The docks, the trucks and the ripening plants reveal
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17 Women using chemicals o clean bananas in a Hondur: i
an kin
plaut. {photo: Jenny Manthews, 1983) packine

how company managers shape the sexual division of labor. Stevedors in
every country are thought of as doing a classic ‘man’s’ job, though again
ethie politics may determine which men will unload the bananas from
Fhe co:.npany’s ships. Today in Japan, where immigrant labor is being
increasingly relied upon to do the jow-status, low-paid jobs, Filipino
men do the heavy work of transferring bananas from ships to trucks
The job has become so closely associated with the fruit that to be :;
longshoreman in Japag is to be a “banana’, Women are hired in all the
consumer countries to weigh and sort at the ripening plant before the
fruir heads for the supermarket. Food processing is as feminized - as
depf:ndent on ideas abous femininity — as pursing, secretarial work and
sewing.

Womep are hired by the banana companies to do low-paid, often
seasonal jobs that offer hitle chance of training and promeotion; some in-
volve the hazards of chemical pollution and sexual harassment. But many
women still seek these jobs because they seem better than the alterna-
tives: dependence on fathers or husbands (if they are emploved), life on the
dole‘ (1f work is not available}, work in the entertainment industry around
a military base, subsistence farming with few resources, emigration.

Many women are heads of households and take exploitative jobs in
order to support their children; other women see their employment as
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part of being dutiful daughters, sending part of {ht_:ir meager earx}:pgs
back 1o parents, who may be losing farm land to agribusinesses. Neither
women nor men working on any plantation — banana, t€a, mbbf:r, sugar,
pineapple, palm oil, coffee — are simply ‘workers’. They are wives, hus-
bands, daughters, soas, mothers, fathers, iovers; and each r’oie has its own
politics. The politics of being a daughter, a mo-{ht?r ora vfxfe allows Fi_rst
World and Third World governments to rely on international plantacion
companies, which in turn are able to recruit and control women workex;s
and win the consumer loyalty of women buyers. ‘Daughter’, ‘mother’,
and ‘wife’ are ideas on which the international political system today

depends.

BROTHELS AND BANANAS

Bananas have long been the objects of sexual jokes and prafzks. Cne fqod
company recently complained when an AIDS education campaign
used a banapa to demonstrate how a map should put on a coqdom.
But the banana industry — not the banapa itself ~ is far more ser_musly
sexualized. Sexual harassment helps to controf women workiog in the
plantation factories; prostitution has been permitted in order to control
the still fargely male plantation workforce.

They were no more than Jost villages on the Colombian coast, a
strip of dust between river and cemetery, a yawn berween two
siestas, when the yellow train of the United Fruit Company pulied
in ... The age of the banana had come. _ _

The region awoke to find itself an immense plantation. Cienaga,
Aracataca, and Fundacion got telegraph and post offices ax}ci new
streets with poolrooms and brothels. Campesinos, who arrived by
the thousands, left their mules at the hitching posts and went to

work.21

Plantations are seif-contained worlds. Workers, managezs_and. the crops
they cultivate live togethier side by side, but regulated by strict hierarchies,
the more biatant because they are carved into the landscape. Male manag-
ers and their wives live in comfortable houses with garfiens and k;tchejns
maintained by local employees and have access to their own clubs wu;ra
well-stocked bars and refreshing swimming pools. Foremen and their
families have their own more modest housing compound and pnvﬂe:ges.
Workers live in spartan accommodation that often lacks minimal sanitary
facilities. Some plantations are better equipped than others. Head offices
like to talk about the clinics and schools they provide. They rarely talk
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about the isolaticn, or the paralyzing debts accumulated by émployees at
the company store. Some companies have had to provide basic necessities
for workers in order to obtain land rights and tax concessions from local
governments, Caribbean critics of their countries’ past dependency on
moneculture have coined the term ‘plamtation economy’; foreign agri-
business giants have so dominated an entire society that it is reduced
to a community permeated by dependency and paternalistic control 22

Plantations that depend on a predominately male workforce operate
much like military bases, Women's sexual availability just outside the
gates {1hus supposedly beyond the plantation manager’s control} has been
offered as one of the rewards for enduring the isolated, harsh conditions
of plantation life.

Few commentators on ‘plantation ecenomies’ have thought 1o ask
sbout the ways that sexuality has been used to control male workers.
One who has is historian Ann Laura Stoler. When investigating life
on Dutch-owned sisal, tea, rubber and palm-oil plantations in colomial
Indonesia she asked about sexual politics.2? Stoler found that prestitution
was integral 1o the way managers recruited and controiled male workers
from several different ethnic groups. There were many more men than
women on these estates. Women were hired at half the rates paid to men,
not enough to meet daily necessities. Most were single Javanese women,
hired on contract and living far away from home. To make ends meet
many of these women provided sexual services 10 Chinese male workers
Hving in the plantation barracks. Some young women were pushed into
prostitution by being sexually harassed by foremen in the packing plants.
White planiation supervisors enjoved the privilege of selecting their sexuai
partners from rhe most recent female arrivals.

Prostitution became the norm on many plantations by design, not
simply by chance. There are records revealing that managers debated
the advantages and disadvantages of prosttution for their company.
The debates have a familiar ring; they echo debates abouwt military
prosttution. Some Duich commentators were alarmed at the high
incidence of venereal disease among plantation workers and blamed
the prostitutes. Others noted that white supervisors were assaulted
by male Javanese workers who believed their daughters were being
lured inwe prostitution. Bur the prevailing view was that it would
be oo difficult 1o recruit male workers for plantation work if they
were not provided with female sexual services. Furthermore, in the
eves of many plantation managers, prostitittion was a lesser evil than
homosexual reiations between male workers deprived of female com-
panionship. Finally, devoting a sizeable portion of their wages 10
prostitution left many male workers further in debt and thus made it
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harder for them to abandon estate work when their current contracts
expired. _

Around some United Brands plantations in Central America brothels
are commonplace. They are situated just outside the company ga‘tes.'
While the men on banana plantations are Amerindian, Black and Ladine,
the women working in the brothels are overwhelmingly Ladino. Informa-
tion is limited, but most women servicing banana workers seem to have
done other sorts of work before becoming prostitutes, and many are the
sole supporters of their children. Racism and sexism are woven together
in Central America’s banana plantation brothels, as is so often the case
in prostitution politics. Ladino prostitutes told one researcher that the}_'
preferred Amerindian customers because, they said, thf;:se men were 100
shy to fully undress and got their intercourse over with quickly. '_fi}xs
was not pecessarily meant as a compliment to Amerindian masculiniry
and may have reinforced negative stereotypes among Ladino and Black
male workers.2%

PATRIARCHAL LAND REFORM

Not all bananas are grown on plantations owned or leased by large corpor-
ations. Many people in Africa, Asia, the Caribbean and La{in.Amcnca eat
bananas that are grown in their own yards or by small-scale independent
farmers, a large proportion of them women, and sold by market women
— Carmen Miranda’s and Chiquita’s inspiration — in provincial towns.
Even some of the bananas reaching the supermarkets of industrialized
countries — for instance, many Philippines bananas shipped to Japan ~ are
cuhtivated by smaltholders. Geest, one of Britain's largest food companics,
buys its bananas from smallholders in the Windward Islands: St Lucia,
Dominica, Grenada and St Vincent.?

In 1985 Britons consumed nearly 2 billion bananas; over half of them
were Windward Island bananas imported and marketed by Geest. Charles
Geest, one of two Dutch brothers who founded the company, was listed in
1989 as one of 200 Britons personally worth over £30 million.?6 But Geest
operates quite differently to Dole, United Brands or other large-scale
plantation companies. Its suppliers may have as much as twelve acres
of land or as little as half an acre of land. These smallholders sell
their bananas to the local Banana Growers Association, which in turn
sells them to Geest. As the sole purchaser of Windward bananas and
as the operator of the shipping company, the ripening plants and the
wholesale network, Geest is able to impose quality standards, .rules and
a pricing formula that determine how its Caribbean suppliers must
operate. Critics in the Caribbean and Britain charge that Geest makes
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unfair profits and controls local farmers withour having to assume direct
responsibility.

It is all too easy to carry out an analysis of Geest without asking where
the women are. The question seems unnecessary if one assumes that once
the plantation system is removed and a crop is grown by smaltholders on
their ewn land, women and men within a household will work together
as equals. The only political question then worth pursuing is whether the
smalholders are dealt with fairly by the international marketing firm and
the governments which link the farmers and the uitimate consumers.

But scratch the surface of small-scale farming and 2 more complex
reality appears. In Dominica a survey of 120 banana farms ranging from
one to five acres in size revealed that 82 per cent were owned by men;
oniy I8 per cent were owned by women. This, despite the fact that on
virtually every farm it took both women’s and men’s labor 1o nurture
and harvest bananas that met Geest’s high standards. In neighboring
St Lucia 95 per cent of the small farms surveyed were owned by the
men of the household, only 5 per cent by the women. In St Vincent
the same pattern was repeated: men owned 70 per cent, women owned
30 per cent.??

The Banasna Growers Assoctation and Geest’s managers are overwhelm-
ingly male. They deal with small-scale owners who are mostly male. “The
smallholder and his wife’ is the phrase commonly heard in international
development circles. The phrase is not just sloppy semantics. It permits
development agencies and local agriceltural minisiries to imagine that
the person in the rural household 10 whom technical training, new seeds
or agricuitural credit should be given is the adult man. The unspoken
corollary is that what is progress for a husband will turn into progress
for his wife.

Women grow more food than men.

Women buy more food than men.

Women cock more food than men.

Bu: women omn less land on which food is grown.

And women eat less food than men.

‘The farmer and his wife’ disguises the reality of the world’s food
production. Most technical agencies agree that women produce at least
half of the world’s food. In Africa they produce between 60 per cent
and 80 per cent. It is the politics of land owmership that obscures this
reality. If one is talking about food production, not land ownership, it
might be more accurate to refer 1o ‘the farmer and her hushand’.

More seriously, “the farmer and his wife’ not oaly obscures the
gendered politics of land ownership; it also makes invisible the ways
in which women orgauize their daily lives to sustain families and still

43



BANANAS, BEACHES AND BASES

produce bananas on their smaliholdings. The use of ‘the household” as
the unit for measuring the success or failure of any project or policy
is radically flawed. It presumes — without testing that presumption
against reality — that the relationships within any house are equal,
that emotional, sexual and economic relationships between men and
women and sons and daughters are naturaily harmonious, without
tesion, without intimidation or coercion. This was the presumption
used in Britain, France, Canada and the United States to deny women
the right to vote: why would a woman need a vote of her own when her
father, husband or brother would ‘naturaily’ cast his ballot with her best
interest in mind? What was a naive assumption in the suffrage debate is
an unfounded argument in the politics of the banana.? :

Feminists in Third World countries who have made iand reform a
political cause have insisted that dismantling large plantations — whether
Jocally or foreign-owned — must not be seen as sufficient to ensure
that women gain the power and resources they need to shape rural
development so that women as well as men benefit. If land reform
is implemented without a critical examination of which small farmers
will receive the precious land title, land reform can serve 0 perpetuate
patriarchal inequities in the countryside.

In several countries where plantation agriculture has been dominant,
women’s groups are challenging relations between men and women that
shape the way food is produced. In Kenya, where both high-ranking
government officials and foreign agribusinesses have profited from the
opening of more land 10 large-scale plantations, Kikuyu women work-
ing in a Del Monte pineapple packing plant went on strike in 1987
to protest at working conditions.?? Honduran peasant organizations
with strong women leaders have created auUtonomous women peas-
ants’ groups to permil women 1o develop potitical skills. Honduras
depends on bananas for over 30 per ceni of its export earnings, and
the government is closely allied militarily to the United States; the
organized peasant women take part m land seizures and call on the
government to revise its modest land distribution law so that women
other than widows can gain direct title to land.?0 A small group of
Honduran women, who have to support their children on $2 a day
earned by picking melons and cantaloupes for a muttinational, joined the
Honduran Federation of Peasant Women (FEHMUC) and began
thinking about ways to generale income for themselves. They learned
carpentry skills and made the broomsticks and bookshelves. With the
money she earned one woman bought the village’s first sewing machine,
while another woman saved enough to send ber daughter to secondary
school. 31
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On rubber plantations in Malaysia, the world’s largest exporter of
rubber, most workers are Indian Malaysians, descendants of workers
brt?ugh{ from India at the turn of the century to supply cheap labor for
Britain’s colonial estates. Women started to work on rubber plantations
decades ago, but with the decline in world rubber prices, plantation
owners have been turning more and more 1o women to tap their trees
They are hired as casual labor and thus are less costly than fuﬂ%im:;
mai'e erflployecs. Britain’s legacy of ethaic divide-and-rule and Malaysia’s
anti-union faws have made bridge-building between Malay, Chinese and
Indian women difficult. In addition, the rubber workers’ union has been
ram by_ Indian Malaysian men. Despite the formidable obstacles, one
Malaysian working-women’s organization has begun performing dramas
on rubber plantations to highlight the dangers for women 1appers of the
widely u§ed pesticide paraguat. Some plantation women have gone blind
from accader'nai spraying of paraquat, but with rubber prices falling and
tappers earping as littie as $35 per month, women workers have little time
or energy 1o read, and newspapers cost money that must be spent on food
and clot}ﬁng. So the combination of dramatic performances and sending
press ch;vpings to be shared is the Malaysian women activists’ strategy
for making a small dent in the gender structure on which the rubber
mdust;y depends.?? In using drama to give rural women a new sense
of their worth and their political capabilities, the Malaysian women are
paratleling Sistren, 2 Jamaican feminist theater group, whose members
are tgckiing the complex problems flowing from the decline of Jamaica’s
one-time sugar-dependent economy.??

In Nicaragua coffee and banana plantations that have been collectivized
have not radically altered the sexual division of labor — there is still ‘“men’s
work’ and ‘women's work’ outside and especially inside the rural home.
But more Nicaraguan women are beginning to do field jobs, not just
Packagmg, on the hanana estates. In coffee cultivation, where women
in the past were expected to plant and wransplant seedlings, women
are starting to use flame throwers in the clearing of hillsides. Later
in the coffee-growing cycle women are beginning 1o join men in
what used to be 2 ‘men’s job’, the pruning of coffee trees. These
small steps toward redefining the division of labor have led to an
unexpected change in sexual politics. When only men worked together
Lh_f:y forged friendships that spilled over into their after-work suciaiizing?
Nicaraguan women on one coffee estate describe how men used to go off
together to town 1o drisk and visit brothels. Working buddies became
brothel buddies. But, according to these women, now that men are
more likely 1o work alongside women when they clear the land or

prune the trees, they form friendships with those women and are less
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inclined to see drinking and going to prostitutes as the only after-work
recreation, 34

Developing 2 politics of land reform and agricultural jabor that does
not reproduce patriarchal relationships between rural women and men is
not something that happens automatically. It does not derive necessarily
from either a class-conscious or a nationalist politics of food. Where
unequal and unfair relations berween rural women and men have been
seriously challenged, it has usually required women’s own analysis and
autonomous organizing. Both have been seen by some male land-reform
activists either as a waste of time or as a threat to peasanl unity.
In 1985, as rural Filipinos were mobilizing to overthrow the Marcos
regime, some activist peasant women decided that i land reform, a
principal demand of the anti-Marcos movement, was 0 benefit women
as well as men, women would have to organize autonomously. They
created RICE (not an acronym). Eighteen months later, with Marcos
replaced by Corazon Aguino, RICE had grown to 100 members and had
affiliated with Gabriela, the umbrella women’s group. RICE members
also affiliated with the National Peasant Movement, popularly known as
the KMP. Although the KMP is perhaps the most visible advocate of
genuine land reform, the women in RICE saw it as 2 male-dominated
organization. In villages where KMP was formed before RICE became
active, KM P has remained dominated by male peasants. But where a
hranch of RICE brought together local women for discussions before
KMP organized villagers, KMP’s local councils have had more women
participants and have accorded serious atfention 10 mastters of concern to
women. One such issue is husbands’ refusal to acknowledge the £CONOMIC
contributions made by their wives.

In my experience before, my husband didn’t care about my fnanciai
coniribution to the family. T worked in the fields like my husband.
I did planting and weeding, eic., but he did not recognize this. If
1 was sick, my husband did not care, he just got mad ar me. And
I had no say over money matters.

Before, I used to take these things silently; I didn’t answer back
to my husband. But after being invoived in RICE, I got up the
courage to reason out why I was being treated like that and answer
back to him.33

RICE was not the name these women peasants gave themselves. But
they soon adopted this English name in the hope that it would sound
less threatening to local military commanders, it has been difficubt for
RICE to criticize the KMP’s male domination in part because the
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army and military-supported vigilante groups have continued to torture
and murder KMP activists.

Eananas, like anything else, can be militarized. In the Philippines,
as in Honduras and Colombia; banana-plantation union activists have
been assassinated by troops loyal to a government that sees multinationai
agr.ibusiness as good for the economy. The current land system has been
maintained in part by intimidation and force.3 But militarization not
only bolsters the plantation system and undermines land-reform move-
ments in general; it also makes any woman’s criticism of a progressive
movement’s male leaders and masculinized agenda appear illegitimate,
even dangerons. How can a woman dare to criticize a feilow peasant
activist when he is the target of military harassment? An army which
uses coercion to maintain the rural status quo makes it hard to shake
a nationalist land-reform movement free from its patriarchal base,

Women peasant activists in Honduras and the Philippines have them-
selves become the objects of an American counter-insurgency docirine
calied ‘Low-Intensity Conflict’. LIC employs a sprawling definition
c;‘f ‘insurgency’ to justify harassment, intimidation and local disrup-
tion, and relies on vigilante groups as well as uniformed troops. Its
implementation in the Philippines and Central America has made it
politically hazardous for rural women to challenge rural men. Jt has also
undermined rural women's independent efforts. To a national-security
official who views ‘development’ through the prism of low-intensity
conflict, day-care centers and food cooperatives — projects rural women
be!.?ev& are integral to real land reform — are subversive; they are thus
legitimate targets for counter-insurgency -operations. In 1987 RICE
h?dedt;eivc groups on Mindanao; a year later only five had sur-
yived.

CONCLUSION

Today’s affluent consumers are increasingly conscious of the nutritional
content of their daily food. Walk into any supermarket and you see
the aisles crowded with customers reading the fine print on labels. As
affiluent consumers’ 1astes change, the international agribusinesses prick
up their ears. So do the bankers, foreign advisors and politicians who
work with them to shape international food policies. If the banana was
the ‘new food” of 1880s America and 1920s Japan, broccoli, raddicchio
and winter strawberries are the ‘new foods’ of the 1990s. This affects
not only what women buy and cook in Saucilito and in Hampstead;
it affects what women and men produce for plantation companies in
Kenya, Malavsia, Guatemala and Jarnaica.
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It may be tempting to imagine plantations as part of an ‘old-
fashioned’ way of life. They seem to symbolize the bad old days of
slavery and colonialism. They conjure up the American ante-belium
South or the British empire according to Somerset Maugham. In
reality plantations are as modern {or ‘post-modern’) as the home com-
puter or toxic waste. Large plantation compantes such as Castle and
Cook (owner of Dole and Standard Fruit), Unilever (owner of both
Lipions and Brooke Bond), Del Monte {recently purchased by R. J.
Reynolds as part of its buyout of RJR Nabisco) and United Brands,
are some of the largest multinational companies in the world today,
wielding influence over their own as well as foreign governments.

Furthermore, plantation company executives don’t stand still. When
the political climate where they are operating becomes chilly — with the
passage of land-reform laws or the successful unionization of agricultural
workers — they iry to persuade new governmentis to open up lands
for plantation crops. When Honduran banana workers used strikes to
compel their government to deny recognition to a company-controled
union, their employer, United Brands, began to look more favorably
on the Philippines. Similarly, as 1992 looms in Europe, Del Monte
has taken steps to persuade the government of Camercon to open
its lands to banana cultivation. Del Monte’s Cameroon bananas will
be marketed in Europe with the benefit of EEC trade concessions
given to former European colonies. Other compaties switch to new
crops when the market begins o decline in once-prefitable products.
Thus nowadays the Chiquita label is turning up on melons. Britain’s
Brooke Bond, once synonymous with tea and still known by the
woman tea-picker on its label, has moved into the Hower business,
Brooke Bond has convinced senior Kenyan government officials that
it is in their interest 1o open extensive fower plantations. Carnations-
for-export have become part of the international political economy .38

Similarly, Coca Cola, world-famous for its soft drinks, has become
one of the world’s largest growers of citrus fruiss. Its executives have
persuaded the government of Belize, stii hosting British troops but
increasingly pressed to further American interests, to allow it to develop
thousands of acres for exported oranges. Palm oil was seen in the 1970s
and early 1980s by many ¢xport-sensitive governments and their foreign
hankers as an attractive substitute for less stable plantation crops such
as rubber; now oil-palm plantations are being threatened by Americans’
aversion to cholesterol. Companies such as Unilever may rethink thewr
investments in Zaire, Malaysia and Ecuador if Europeans follow the
Americans in insisting that food-processing companies eliminate saturated
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fats from their cereals, cockie batter and other foods. In Guatemala and
Chile, nervous governments and their military commanders are looking
to grape and broccoli farming to pacify their rural populations and stabilize
their currencies. General Pinochet has given governmental assistance to
large-scale fruit estates owned by supporters of his regime so that they
anc% frinit exports have become a principal prop for his government at
a tdme when popular opposition has become alarmingly bold. Military
counter-insurgency strategists in Guaternala are pinning their hopes on
the opening of large broccoli, cauliflower and cabbage estates to pacify
alienated highland Indians.?

These plantation companies and the importing and exporting govern-
ments that rely on them for 1ax revenues and political support each make
gendered calculations. They appeal 1o women as food purchasers and as
food preparers. If Carmen Miranda helped smooth the way for a more
subtle form of American regional influence, ‘Chiguita Banana’ helped
create consumer lovalty for a product that vielded hupge profits for an
American corporation; the real market women of Latin America were
marginalized by a potent combination of "“Good Neighbor® diplomacy and
agribusiness advertising.® On the other hand, while women consumers
often have a difficult time acquiring accurate nwiritional information,
acting together they have helped open up the files of food corporations.
Women who today buy more fresh broceoli than canned peas are not
merely passive creatures in an advertsing agency’s scenario.

As wornen constuners — in Third World as well as First World countries
— try to reorganize the politics of food, women food-industry workers —
in the First World as well as the Third World - try to reorganize the
politics of land and labor. Plantation companies and the governments
who need them have depended on the control of women in order 10
profitably produce every ome of their agricultural products. This has
been espectally obvious in those sectors where plantation managers have
defined most of the tasks as ‘women’s work’: tea, coffee and to a lesser
extent rubber. The dependence on women has been harder to recognize
in sectors where work has been masculinized: bananas, palm oil, and 10
a lesser extent sugar. But in both masculinized and feminized plantation
agricuiture women have been crucial to the success of the company
and its governmental allies. For even where women do not supply the
butk of the paid labor, they perform certain crucial jobs — as seasonal
weeders, as processing-piant workers - and they supply cheap, part-time
iabor, to be called on when the world price drops for the company’s
product. Women also provide 2 plantation’s male workers with unpaid
food cultivation, child care and sexual satisfaction. Women plantation
workers and women farmers share a politics of mvisibility. A woman

148



BANANAS, BEACHES AND BASES

agriculturalist is transformed by writers, policy-makers and economist_s
into ‘the farmer’s wife’. This transformation is a political process tha_t is
being challenged by women farmers not only in Third World countries,
but also in West Germany, France, Spain and the United States.*!

Al toc often the international politics of bananas (and sugar, rubber
and broccoli) are discussed as if they were formulated only in bank‘ers’
board rooms or union leaders’ meetings. Because both of these setuings
have been so male-dominated, the dependence of food politics on women
and on ideas about masculinity and femininity has been ignored. This
in tarn has meant that even genuine non-feminist attempis to reform
agrarian politics — in the name of nationalism or _development - have
failed to change patriarchal relationships. The politics of bananas and
broceoli cannot be fully transformed until both women and men are
made visible, as consumers, producers, managers and policy-makers.
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BLUE JEANS
AND BANKERS

Polyester. The very word comjures up an entire era. Shopping malls.
Drip-dry. Consciousness-raising groups. Ho, ho, ho, we won’t go. Hard
hats for Nixon.

Polyester caused a major shift in American fashion in the late 1960s that
lasted until the mid-1970s. Although it was invented during World War
11, polyester, a plastics-based cloth, didn’t become a household word until
twenty-five years later, when chemical companies, textile manufacturers,
machinery producers, fashion designers and garment manufacturers got
together to create polyester double-knit clothing for women. At about the
same time British consumers were switching from fish and chips 10 Indian
take-aways and from Indian cotton to chemicai-based brushed nylon.

Paris Knitting Mills is a clothing company in Ozone Park, across the
river from Manhattan in Queens, an industrial neighborhood and home
of generations of new American immigrants. Paris joined other garment
companies in targeting 2 particidar class of women for the pew 1extile.
Polyester double-knit suits were 10 be a godsend for ‘the working mother’.
Joseph Lombardo, formerly a presser for Paris and now a union organizer
working for Queens’ steadily shrinking membership, was clear about this
targeted consumer.

Paris did not sell 1o the designer group . . . Paris made double-kait
suits for your mother or my mother — three-piece suits, with a blouse,
a Chanel-type jacket, and a skirt or a pair of pants. They sold for
thirty-five or forty dollars . . .
For a forty-year-old woman who was going back to work afier
raising her kids it was ideal, because she could have three suits for
~ a hundred dollar investment, She could mix and match.!

151



BANANAS, BEACHES AND BASES

Polyester and the working mother. This was America in the early 1970s.
Whereas in 1950 only 11.9 per cent of American married women with
children under six had paid jobs, by 1970 the proportion had risen
t0 30.3 per cent. Two decades later it would reach 56 per cent.?

The polyester formula was inspired by anxiety over global competition.
While the peace movement and Henry Kissinger had their eyes on
Vietnam, Al Paris of Paris Knitting Mills fixed his attention on Heng
Kong and Taiwan. In the US and Europe managers of textile and
garment companies were beginning to worry about the rising tide of
Asian-made goods that were attracting their custoraers. ‘Buy American.’
‘Buy British.” These were the cails made t0 post-empire women., When
they shopped for clothes at Sears or Marks and Spencer women were 10 be
patriotic. This was off-the-rack nationalism. Manufacturers hoped women
in polyester and brushed-nylon suits would stave off foreign competition.
They counted on the working-class working woman to be atiracted 1o its
wash-and-wear convenience, its low cost, its indestructibility. She could
balance her family’s check book and meet the demands of femininity by
purchasing a locally produced, chemical-based wardrobe.

Polyester permitted Western manufacturers to play their strong cards:
capital and technology. Their new Asian rivals had cheap female labor,
but that wasn’t the only asset in the international garments competition.
The new fabric and new knitting machines required large investments and
engineering know-how that Taiwan and Hong Kong companies couldn’t
vet afford. Looking back at the polyester era, Art Ortenberg, one of the
founders of Liz Claiborne clothing, saw a ‘natural marriage between the
international knitting-machinery manufacturers and the large chemical
companies in the United States — mainly DuPont’.?

At the same time, European and Norsth American working mothers’
fashion sense was presumed to be unsophisticated. Thus the clothes
marketed to them could be kept simple. Paris Knitting Mills could grow
only if its women sewing-machinists didn’t have to be paid a lot te acquire
complicated new skills: “The beauty of Paris was that the jackets were all
so much alike that the girls could sew them with their eyes closed.™

But polyester turned shiny after several washings. And the colors that
worked best were biand—pastel biue, pink, yellow, aqua. Chemicalengineers
may have liked polyester, but the designers didn’t. Moreover, Asian
manufacturers began to learn how to produce their own double-knit
suits. By the mid-1970s Asian-produced polyester clothes were murning
up in the ladies-wear department of J. C. Penney's in Ozone Park., The
final straw was biue jeans. Women began to wear jeans — ‘designer

jeans’ — where before they would have felt they had 1o wear the more
formal double-knit suits to be publicly preseniable: the dress code was
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shifting, f not crumbiing. As feminine respectability was redefined, the
international political economy lurched in a new direction.

Al Paris, who in his heyday had opened up plants in Montreal and
_Dubﬁn, began to lay off workers. Pressers like Joseph Lombardo lost their
jobs. But most of the laid-off workers were women, since they comprised
the majority of the garment factories” workers. Unemployment soared in
the working-ctass neighborhoods of GQueens and in scattered rural rowns
where many American garment companies now had their plants. Between
1970 and 1986 the Internatiopal Ladies Garment Workers Union, one
of the two major unions in the US garment industry, lost more than
200,000 members. The cause was easv 10 spot: production of women’s
and children’s clothes in the nited States had dropped by more than
36 per cent. Stll, the New York metropolitan area remained home for
thousands of women and men working in garment factories. In 1986 the
ILGWU, with its mainly male leadership and overwhelmingly female
rank and file, had 75,400 New York members.5 ‘Deindustrialization’ has
become a political catchword since industrial decline meant the lay-off of
mait_i: factory workers in stee! and automobile towns. Garment workers'
earlier economic hardships and the iterpational transformations they
reflected had been easier to overlook because the workers were women
many of them immigrant or poor rural women. ’

THE BENETTON MODEL

Seme Western manufacturers and design houses tried to beat the overseas
competition by seeking out lower-paid workers in their own countries.
British cornpanies looked to Black and Asian British women, many of them
recent arrivals and thus valnerable to isolation in seasonal employment
at Jow pay with mininum benefits and maximum heaith hazards. Large
retatlers such as Marks and Spencer, which selis one fifth of all garments
bough{ in Britain, decided to become ‘manufacturers without factories’.
T'heu' managers began farming out coniracts to smaller producers, who
hired workers or employed another layer of subcontractors. Teday seime
600 different suppliers feed Marks and Spencer alone. Each tries to cope
with the constant adjustments as giant retailers refine their strategies
ta compete with Benetton, Next and other up-market entrepreneurs.
Subcontractors prop up their profits yet satsfy their large clients by
keeping costs low while offering garments with ever more fashionable
stitching .6

_ T_his has meant finding a way to pass on the costs and the work pressures.
British contractors and subcontractors have passed them op to women,
especialty Asian and Black British women. Some were hired to work in
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factories. Others were hired by subcontractors to work in their own homes,
These arrangements often appealed to women with small children. Despite
Jower wages and the lack of benefits and health protection, many women
believed that at least they could look after their children while earping an
income for their families, thus not having to choose between motherhood
and paid work. Home work also appealed to many of the women’s fathers
or husbands. They believed that the women of their communities should
be protecied from the harsh realities - and perhaps immoral temptations
-. of white-dominated British society. The sexual and racial politcs of
post-imperial British immigration were woven into blouses destined for
Marks and Spencer.

When you live in Newham [in the East End of London], you have
hittle choice, sister. Burning down of an Asian home does not even
make news any longer . . . How can I look for jobs outside my
home in such a situatien? I want to remain invisible, Literaily.
Also, sister, I am a widow and I really do not know what my
legal status is ... At the moment, my uncle brings machining
work to my home. It works oul to be 50 pence per hour, not
great! But I earn and I feed my children somehow. Most of al,
I do not have to deal with the fear of racist abuse inn this whiie

world.”

In the United States, manufacturers, encouraged by regional governors,
moved their factories south in search of cheaper, non-unionized workers,
who would enable them to compete with the Asian and Latin American
imports. Biack, Latina and rural white women became America’s secret
weapon against Mexican, Haitian and Korean goods. American compa-
sies also moved off the mainland to Puerto Rico, which fell under
US customs protection and thus provided the best of all workds: a Third
World labor force inside the American trade sphere.® At the same time,
smaller firms in the US and Canada adopted the home-work strategy.
As in Britain, the majority of home workers were women of color, again
recent immigrants, often fearful of deportation. I Monitreal, Toronto,
Winnipeg, New York, Miami and Los Angeles, it was Filipino, Viet-
namese, Chinese, Greek, Dominican, Cuban, Salvadorean, Haitian and
Jamaican women who became essential to garment companies’ global
strategies.?

Femninized patterns of racial and regional inequality — interwoven with
ideas about motherhood and feminine respectability — helped those Euro-
pean and North American garment companies who feli threatened by
the restructured world economy but who did not possess the resources
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necessary to move their factories overseas. Garment-com ' i
_ : ; . . pany executives
in aﬁlan_ce with lm?ai officials came up with a formula that has suited
eicctronfcs companics, toy manufacturers and food processors as well: if
you can’t move to the Third World, create 2 {eminized Third World in
your own back yard,!®

The re-emergence of sweatshops and home working mighs

' ] t seem to be

? tgnu;gj bacig Otfh the modernist clock. But just as plantations are being
ashioned to fit the 1990s, so sweatshops and home i i
given a contemporary look. P working are being

B-ege{ton is the successful garment company based in northern kaly
a region of farms and small towns whose newly prosperous industriai
companies have 'ea_rned it the nickname of ‘the Third Iraly’. With its
revolutionary knitting .techfmiogy and its scores of computer-coordinated
small shops, Benetton is being heralded by business-school professors and

ﬁnancia‘l Teporters as a model of the way to do business in the era of global
competition.

[Luciaf;o} Benetton, whose leonine curling gray-brown hair and
horn-rimmed glasses are famniliar to millions of Italians from endless
photographs in the press, was dressed in his usual assortment of
casual clothes: voluminous khaki pants, brown L. L. Bean-style
oxfords, a tweed jacket, and 2 shirt with a button-down collar .
{He was on h.'fs way 1o do something that] excited him more th.ax;
anything else in life: the opening of a Benetton store in a ‘remote
almost unbelievable’ part of the world. We were going that maming’
to attend a Benetton opening in Prague . . 1!

Bt?netton is admired for its stylish designs and its ability to change
fa:shlt?ns as rapidly as consumers change their fickle tastes. This com-
bination depends on flexibility, In practice, this means that Benetton
has to be able to employ advanced computer technology to redesign
patterns at a mm'nent’-s notice. That is the high-tech side. Simultaneously
maximizing fexibility means Benetton’s executives being able 10 call 01;
smali-si:ale local sewing workshops to change their products faster than
most big companies can. However, prices must be low enough to enable
Ben‘etton to keep ahead of Marks and Spencer. The solution: Italian
family-based wbcontractors hiring women to work in their homes or in
_smali ncgn—umonized workshops. Although Benetion has eight plants of
its own in northern Italy, these operations employ only 2,000 of its 8,000
garment ‘af-x.:sr}f-:t-:z-;r-s-a. Moest of the Dalian women who depend on Bene,tton
for thewr hivelihood don't work directly for the company. This is one of
the secrets of a corporate model that maximizes flexibility. When the
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company gives tours to visiling reporiers it doesn’t include the small,
non-unionized shops clustered around Renetton’s impressive new plants,
even though those subcontractors perform about 40 per cent of Benetton’s
knitting and 60 per cent of the garment assembly. 12

Girls, now a prime consumer market, began to adopt the ‘Benetton
look’ in the mid-1980s. With their ‘colors of the world’ advertising
carnpaign, Benetton executives set out fo create 2 style that could
dissolve national borders. Benetton was preparing Europe’s adoles-
cents for 1992. Economic planners were iaking notice. Benetton’s
flexibility formula, relying on subconiracting and using women workers
in small workshops, has atiracted foreign imitators as this advertise-
ment by the government of the Republic of Cyprus makes clear.

The Benetton Approach: A Turning Point for Cyprus

We are thinking in terms of the Italian model rather than the Korean
and the Taiwanese. That means flexible socialization where you cre-
ate for a high quality market like Europe: the Benetton approach.1?

The cult of flexibility has also taken hold in Cyprus's competitor,
Ireland, as well as in countries past their industrial prime. Government
policy-makers and company officials both see new methods of controi-
ling women’s work as ammunition in current international politics.
But those methods require that women — in ltaly, Cyprus, Ireland,
Britain, Canada — find flexibility attractive for their own reasons,
appeals which off-set the lack of promotion, training, benefits or
bargaining power. ‘Mother’s hours’ are being joined (o communica-
tions satellites as international politics enter the twenty-first century.!4

THE BANKER AND THE SEAMSTRESS

Despite the ‘Benetton model’ and the attractions of emploving low-paid
women of color at home, during the 1980s American and Eurcpean
fashion designers and their clothing marketers increasingly contracted
directly with garment firms abroad, especially in Asia, North Africa,
Latin America and the Caribbean. American industry analysts predict
that by the mid-1990s over half of afl clothes sold in the United States
will be manufactured in foreign factories.'> The US execitfives who are
moving their orders overseas — either under contract with a foreign firm or
investing in plants of their own — claim that the more AmErican consuiners
demand styles with complicated stitching, the more they must search out
the lowest-priced seamstresses: ‘A polyester-wool blazer costs $65 to make
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domestically . . . We can produce i ' tlort
domestiealy - - $47'50.,§>ﬁ the same garment with hand tailoring
Over§cas tmports may have been hurting garment factory owners like
Al Paris, but they were proving very profitable for other American
and Eurogcan clothing cempanies. Liz Claiborne, Jean Pierre and The
Gap, for instance, all contract with the same Hong Kong compan
Fang Brothers. Thanks to their business, the Fang Brothers therzi
selves have built up a multinational operation. By the late 1980s these
Hong Kong entreprencurs had factories employing women in Papnama
Irei‘apd, Thailand and San Francisco. Such is the current in{ernationai
pohm;ai system that Hong Kong Chinese businessmen &l orders for
Amerzca:n clothing companies by hiring Panamanian women; Panama is
the Caribbean’s largest Export Processing Zone and dzrives,despite the
US government’s cfforts to bring down the Panamanian government.7
_ A corsumer in Boston, Rome or Osaka can trace the compiexities. of
international garmeni-trade politics by reading the labels on her jeans
br;s_ or sweaters. Just as Chiguita and Geest stickers are clues to thé
origins ef bananas, so clothing labels tell where a garment was made. Two
def:‘ades apo the labels were likely 1o read: USA, Britain, Canada Iréland
Taiwan, Portugal, Hong Kong. Today, those labels are still on t,he ra\c:ks3
gfn t!;eg have beejn joined lf:y labels that say: Panama, Indonesia, China:
ang 3;5}11;:::;;;{':0, Jamaica, Morocco, the United Arab Emirates, Sri
Garment factories have become part of the local landscape i i
wiuc‘h otherwise are radically different. White South Africgg ;:;?x;gi
officials ha‘ve encouraged foreign companies to set up shop in bantustans
a scheme intended to bolster apartheid and the fiction of seiﬂsustaining,
Black ‘homelands’. Companies from Hong Kong, Taiwan and Israel
ha}ve been among those to accept Pretoria’s invitation.1® For their part
Vietnamese government officials have introduced policies o encouragé
garment factories to produce clothing for sale on the international market
In 1986 6,000 Vietnamese shirts were exported to Canada via Hungary'
Under 2 joint-venture agreement with the Vietnamese government a;
Hunganan firm sends cloth 10 Vietnam; Vietnamese workers sew ;hc
§h1rts;'th<_: shirts then are sent back to Hungary for sale or export to buyers
in countries such as Canada.1® In Fiji the government has been nervously
courting foreign garment manufacturers. The government has been trying
io compensate for a long-term slump in world sugar prices and 2 more
recent sharp fall in tourism revenues following Fiji’s military coup in
1988, Its Trade and Invesuments Board has tried to entice Australian and
New Zeaiand companies to set up factories with a special offer intended to
undercut Fiji’s Asian neighbors. In so doing, it is hoped, Fijian women’s
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sewing will bandaid over the problems caused by 2 plantation economy,
ethnic strife and militarization.?

The international politics of garments stretches from the women at their
sewing machines stitching polyester sleeves 10 the men in board rooms
and ministerial offices drafting memos on investments. It is impossible
10 make sense of the actions and beliefs of one without being curious
about the actions and assumptions of the others. And, increasingly, the
board rooms and ministerial offices have resonated with bankers’ vaices.
Rankers need to make loans. Bankers need to assess risks. Bankers need
to collect on their loans. In the last two decades American, European and
Japanese bankers have made high-risk, high-interest loans to Third Werld
governments. For risk-taking has been at the core of the masculinized
conception of banking. Just as travel to exotic regions was once imagined
to be a risky and therefore peculiarly masculine form of adventure, so
today risk-taking is thought by many financiers to be integral to doing
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competitive international business. The value assigned to risk-taking

furthermore, has become even greater since the ‘Big Bang’ in 1987 Z
g‘ovcmmenis’ deregulation of banking. ‘Big Bang’ reforms made a dis-
unctly American, masculinized style of banking more popular in Britain

Fram_:e, West G_ermaay and Japan. This masculinized style has helpeci
sustain cooperative relations berween otherwise fiercely competitive male
bankers. It has also helped keep women on the margins of the fnancial
world, providjng crucial support services but only occasionaily gaining
promotions that give them the chance to make policy decisions. By 1982

gfter a decade of rapid expansion and computer revolution in the ﬁnancé
mc‘lus‘u*y, women comprised 57 per cent of all banking employees in
Britain. Yet at the managerial level, %0 per cent of all posts were filled by
men. Only 3 per cent of the thousands of British women working for focal
and multinational banks hold policy-making posts.2! Likewise, women
are barely visible when the major banking countries, the Group of Ten

gathef to resolve problems of trade imbalances and international debt. '

This sort of masculinized international banking has been politically
cosdy: It has destabilized more governmental regimes than all the world’s
terrorists combined. Most Third Werld countries scarcely have the cur-
rency to ketj:p up with the astronomical interest payments due to their
forezg‘n creditors, much less to repay the principal. But Japanese, British
American and other large lenders and their governments fear that gioba;
default wtouid topple the international political economy so carefully con-
struc_ted in the vears following World War IZ. So lenders and their allies
vfrho m.clude their own governments and the International Monetary Fun(;
{in whfch the US and Japanese governments now wield the most votes)
are trying 1o make the debtor countries make good theilr mammoth debtsf
The most popular formula pressed on debtor governments combines cuts
in government expenditure on ‘non-productive’ public services with an
expansion of exports.

The f:enterpiece of the bankers’ export strategy has been the ‘Export
Procegmg Zone’. Indebied governments set aside territory specifically for
factories producing goods for the international market. Governments hure
overseas com;fapies to move their plants to these EPZs by offering them
sewers, electricity, ports, runways, taxX holidays and police protection.
Most attractive of all is the governments® offer of cheap labor. Women’s
%abor has been the easiest to cheapen, so it shouldn’t be surprising that
in most Expori Processing Zones at least 70 per cent of the workers are
wommen, espef:ia}iy young women. The eighteen-year-old woman at the
sewing machine — or electronics assembly line or food-processing plant
— in Panama’s Colon Export Processing Zone has become the essential
though unequal partner of the banker in his glass and chrome office
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in London or Chicago. The risk-taking banker needs the conscientious
seamstress to hotd his world together. The politician and his technocratic
advisor need the seamstress to keep the banker and his home goverament
pacified. If the seamstress rebels, if she rethinks what it means to be a
worman who sews for a living, her country may turn up on the list of
‘unstable regimes’ now kept by politically sensitive bankers.

MAKING WOMEN’S LABOR CHEAP

It has become commonplace to speak of ‘cheap women’s labor’. The phrase
is used in public policy discussions as if cheapness were somehow intherent
in women’s work. In reality women’s work is only as unrewarded or as
low-paid as it is made to be.

The international political economy works the way it does, and has
done for the last two centuries, in part because of the decisions which
have cheapened the value of women’s work. These decisions have first
feminized certain home and workplace tasks — turning them into ‘women’s
work’ — and then rationalized the devaluation of that work. Without
faws and cultural presumptions about sexuality, marriage and feminine
respectability these transformations wotuldn’t have been possible.

Organizing factory jobs, designing machinery and factory rules to
keep women productive and feminine — these were crucial strategies
in Europe’s industrial growth. Industrialized textile production and
garmeni-making were central to Britain’s global power. Both industries
ferminized labor in order to make it profitable and internationally
competitive. Other countries learned the British lesson in order to
compete in the emerging global political economy and to stave off foreign
comtrol. The making of the ‘mill girl’ proved crucial. American textile
investors travelled from Boston to England to learn the formula in the
early decades of the nineteenth century. Japanese entrepreneurs, backed
by their government’s Meiji reforms to resist Western colonization,
also chose young rursl women as their first industrial workers. In
industrializing Tsarist Russia, owners of new textile factories steadily
increased the proportion of women workers, with government approval.
In the pre-World War I period gendered formulas for factory-fueled
capitalism seemed to be traded as energetically as railroad stocks.??
Neither war nor revolution has done much to transform the feminizing
strategies used by both capitalist and socialist garment-factory managers.
In the Soviet Unpion, which has undergone a radical reordering of
its political system as well as Draconian industrialization, women in

1970 still comprised 93 per cent of all sewing-machine operators. 2
Feminization, however, has never been as €asy as fater historians,
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through their own lack of curiosity, make it seem ik
wo}rkers frequently shrugged off, even laughed derisiftfl;f: t;nefr mem
ers’ efforts to lecture to them on Victorian propriety.?* Sometimes w o
went on strike. ?t took threats, coercion and revised legal strucm::: ?;
Prmg them back‘ into line. Occasionally the very technology factory owners
nsialled to ferninize labor threw feminine respectability into questio

In June 1833 an advertisement appeared in the American [l n-d
News celebrating Singer’s newly patented sewing machine; R

The sewing machine has within the last two years acquired a wid
celebrity a‘nd established its character as one of the most effici .
labour-saving instruments ever intreduced o public notice .
. We must not forget to call attention to the fact that this instz:u;n.e t
is pec*tharly calculated for female operatives. They should .
allow its use to be monopolized by men.2s o

‘ The sewing machine was praised by feminists. It drew crowds wh
it was_qxem(?nstrated at the 1851 Exposition in London and at the 15;5:151
Exposition in Paris.?6 Thomas Cook’s guided tourists were among th
throngs who }}eard the sewing machine being heralded as woman’s li%: :
tor. It symbohzed progress: technoelogy was a liberator of womnen and n;;»
Countries whose women had access to sewing machines could congratul :
{:;}}}iemscivci:s on their vffomen’s freedom from the sort of physical toil ﬂi::
o ;;f:fenzed the benighted societies crowded at the bottom of the global
\V‘hﬂe women were encouraged 1o see the sewing machine as a hom
appliance, entrepreneurs were being urged to purchase the machines be
%ﬁ: doze:n for women who would work outside the home in factoriesy
n € sek\:fnmg machine allowgd company owners to break down the process'
of making a‘dres§ or & pair of pants into discrete operations and thus
impose a rationalized factory system on the seamstresses: each wo |
would sew only a small part of the garment — a sicc;re 3 mcllzl 5
b‘aCk pocket. it also allowed owners to pay their emplﬁ)’fees b ;ha
piece, rathc?r than by the hour or by an entire finished prcductyThe
plece-rates increased competitiveniess between wormen workers as \;ell ac
extending & factory manager’s control over the entire production pmcesss

2 None the less, the sewing machine had its detractors. In French towns
iarg:: numbers of women were employed to work sewing machines by the
860s, and many complained of fatigue and il health. Eugéne Guibout, a

Parisian physician, reported 1o the Société Médi
2 1 < .
that he believed that ciété Médicale des Hospitaux in 1866
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the extended use of the machine produced extensive vaginal dis-
charges, sometimes haemorrhages, and extreme genital excitement,
due to rubbing of the thighs during operation of the double pedal
mechanism that then powered the machines used in industrial pro-
duction.

The debate spilled over to Germany and Ttaly. Some male scientists were
less alarmed than Dr Guibout, but they, 100, raised their eyebrows at the
potentially masturbatory effects of the bi-pedal sewing machine. There
was palpable relief in international medical circles when a single-pedal
machine was introduced. Stil, it wasn’t until the advent of the electrically
powered sewing machine in the next century rthat the controversy over the
sewing machine’s sexual CONSEQUENCES Was taid to rest.?

Garment-company managers have drawn on various patriarchal assump-
tions to help them keep wages and benefits low in their factories. First,
they have defined sewing as something that girls and women do ‘naturally’
or ‘traditionally’. An operation that a person does ‘naturally’ is not a ‘skill’,
for a skill is something one has to be trained to do, for which one should
then be rewarded. Such thinking may be convenient and save money, but
is it accurate? Many a schoolgir] has struggled through a home ECOROIIICS
class trying to make the required skirt or apros without much success.
One garment-factory manager explained that he preferred to hire young
Filipino women who didn’t know how to sew, so that ‘we don’t have
to undo the bad habits they've learned’.?® But the myth of women as
natural sewers persists and is used to deflate women garment workers'
actual skiils.

Second, a women’s labor can be kept cheap if those jobs which even
the factory managers acknowledge are ‘skilled’ can be reserved for
men. Levis Jeans in Manila is remarkably like garment factories in
New York, Manchester, Toronto, Moscow or Colombo: women are the
sewing-machigists; men are the cutters and the pressers. Men also are
selected to run specialized machines, like the zipper inserters. Cutting,
pressing and zippering all are paid more than sewing. The managerial
rationale for this sexual division of labor is that cutting, pressing and
running specialized machinery require physical strength that only men
have. This argument ignores the options available when technology is
designed, the physical demands made on women by housework and
farming, and the fact that some men are weaker than some woInen.

Third, managers justify paying women workers less by imagining that
women are merely secondary wage €arners in their families. They assume
that men — as fathers and husbands — are the *breadwinners’. This
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19 A Levis factory in the

Philippines: women s
pocket design. (photo: Cynthia Enjscf:: ?;esoﬁilsuncnve back

presumption prevails not just in inki
: : popular thinking but in th isti
;%oa[s oif bodies such as the national census bureau, the Wi} ?:ia tgﬂcai
¢ ge;e o%?lmt ag;;(nczes. 2% Such reports are 2 boon )to garme;t f: jﬂk,
managers. They make the practice of payvi i kers or
; / paying their wome
;{} {i;y{ were being supported at home by a man seem ugt‘::irkers d
gvgie icated, 'Eh:;s t}f:e international garment industry, on which s?:te -
riments rely for foreign curre i : i bont
{h%famﬁy ot e o0 ncy, s deeply dependent on ideas about
ven those managers who ire si man
: prefer to hire single women
) -~ as
. 1;?;; rf::) man'{ag'e factor Fo suppress wages. They can presume thaty tﬁo
- m anfls&:ust earning ‘pin money’ for herself because she has .
ning tather who supports her and her mother. Or they can clair::
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- . a . - - bs.
same factory, men are assigned the higher-paid cutting 1o
20 Acthe {r;hato: Cynthia Enloe, 1980;

that the single woman is not 2 ‘serious’ member of the I_ab(irfer;:e b;caus,e
she intends 1o work only until she finds a husband and. sett ;sSh ownré
supported by him. Therefore, she does not need to be paid as s e we ¢
a career worker; when she is sewing sleeves for fhe Fang, Brothers or

back pocket for Levis she is just going‘t%u'ough a phase’. e 1o

I their own parents, teachers and rehgm.us leaders encourage the

think of their ‘real’ vocation — what wili bring t_hem COmMmURIty Rspﬂia’
personal gratification and moral reward — as being a wife anccil a E?ﬁ :a;;
then it is not surprising that the young women Lhemselvt,:s find it be;;e;
to question their employers’ contention T.hat they don’ t deserve r
pay because they are ‘only working until they marry .’Locai co_mm;:
nity expectations thus combine with World Bank statistical practices to
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strengthen the garment-factory manager’s cost-cutting hand. Take away
or transform either and it might prove far more difficult for managers in
garment manufacturing and other light industries to use ‘cheap women’s
labor’ to ensure international competitiveness,

At the narn of the century many Jewish and Italian women working in
New York City’s then thriving garment factories endured the low pay,
lint dust, eye strain and six-day working week dreaming of marriage
and of becoming housewives. It was a dream that made their parents
and their employers comfortable, It was a dream that frustrated their
cowerkers who wanted them to organize, o protest, to sirike. Even
today, marriage is not just about heterosexuai conformity. It is an escape.
A husband, many women workers hope, will be a way out of patriarchal
factory toil.

It's not easy to teach us union.
Garment girls shift like sand, start
too voung in the trade, wait for

Prince Charming to take em away . . .30

Feminist researchers in Sri Lanka interviewed women working for
garment and electronics companies in the government-supported Export
Processing Zone outside Celombo. Workers 1old them that they saw their
jobs as lasting only a few years; they hoped they wouid be ‘phase jobs’,
not careers. They also realized that their employers preferred single
women. Because so many women in the Export Processing Zone didn’t
see themselves as ‘workers’, but as daughters, prospective wives and
members of their community, feminists trying to build support around
work issues had to radically rethink what a ‘work issue’ was. They
discovered that women working in the factories felt intimidated by men
who harassed them as they traveled to and from the Export Processing
Zone. This wasn’t the sort of issue that an orthodox union would take
seriously, but it was significant for these young women workers. Working
together, the activists outside the factories and the women employees built
a coalition of village elders, religious groups and the women themselves to
reduce the harassment. Had they confined their organizing o the factory
floor, they would have been subject to distnissal, failed 1o engage many
of the women workers and lost the chance to mobilize the groups with
whom the women workers still chiefly identified.3!

To make women's labor cheap garment-factory managers also find it
useful to imagine marriage an inevitable and lasting state for adult women.
If factory managers do have to hire married women, and if governments
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have to acknowledge that balance of trade depends on women OVer TWenty
being part of the laborforce, then both are most comfortable assuming
that, as a wife, a woman will be economically dependent on a man and
put her wifely and motherly roles before any other,

This hardly maiches contemporary reality. Today one third of the
world’s households are headed by women. The single mother — the
woman responsible for supporting herself and at least one child — is
not simply a phenomenon of affluent societies. In Kenya as well as in
Denmark over 30 per cent of households are headed by women. The
same is true in Barbados, Vietnam, 7Zimbabwe, Nicaragua, Jamaica and
Lesotho.?2

Finally, women’s labor is made cheap by preveniing women from
organizing. This tactic rarely succeeds unless managers have assistance
from government officials and women workers’ male relatives. Fathers,
brothers and husbands of women workers sometimes try 1o keep them
{rom becoming politically involved because it might jeopardize the income
they bring into the family. They also often object because political activity
seems to violate codes of feminine respectability by involving women in
public conflict, conflict with men of authority. Male workmates are pot
always supportive, seeing some of the women's demands (for protection
against sexual harassment, for maternity leave) as irrelevant to ‘serious’
trade-union activity. Government officials have done their part to Keep
women’s labor cheap by passing {aws banning unions or authorizing only
unions friendly to management. On occasion also they have called out
their police 1o SUpport nanagers. ‘This can create a hostile confrontation
that seriously jeopardizes a worman's reputation.

Thus keeping women’s labor cheap requires vigilance and daily effort.
That effort is an integral part of what is called ‘international political
economy’. Factory managers alone cannot keep women's labor cheap: it
takes a combination of allies and ideas — about skills, marriage, feminine
respectability, fashion. The politics of the international garment industry
are sustained by relationships inside the home, in the copumunity, in and
between governmenis, as well as on the factory floor.

“THE LIGHT INDUSTRY GIRLY

Those most eager to pay as little as possible for human labor are those
who run firms that are most dependent on human labor to produce their
product. The more a firm can design its production system o minimize
that dependence, the less preoccupied its MANagers will be about cutting

tabor costs. Nowadays the kinds of industries that are most labor-intensive
are ‘light industries’. Light industries and heavy industries differ in the
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gl‘: Hri; capitgii;quipme;n — furnaces, turbines, computers, robots, looms
machines — and h . , ’
e umpan labor each needs to turn out a saleable
iarB:c‘jzu;e ‘hght indusg‘ies are more labor-intensive and less reliant on
& g{h in h:zzgns of capital, they are also less likely 10 be concentrated
it e . s of a few OWDErS. There are many more players in an
t-industry maj;ket. This makes light industries more dec hzez
and more competitive, e
This sounds reassuringi i i
: ringly demecratic and efficient. But fi
;; sewing peij_rester‘ sutts for Al Paris or Liz Clatborne jean:rf(tf:et}j?g(em
bra?hers — light mdus.try’s decentralized competitiveness may notanbi
dz::f;m Fgr the very intensity of the competition only heightens the
fermn agon‘cf owners and ‘managers 1o keep labor costs as low as
g:& :m e, !’.imfng labor COSts is seen as one of the chief strategies for
beat g one’s rivals. And the industry’s decentralization makes it hard for
ever :; fl{:;mh mea:;t:rd iwhidmmiii to implement worker safety laws effectively
€ an i '
e e, egal dress factory than 10 conceal an illegat
‘Laght industries’ have been m ini i
ve ost feminized, while ‘heavy industries’
il:ve b;:en {anst m;_:ls.culmized. Thus how light and heavy iz:t;istrics reii:tSe
eac ; er politically may depend in part on the relative influence
pos:hesse by womer and men in 2 country. i women are seen mainly as
:;(; tr::};-s, pa:ttgnme famployaes and unskilied workers, if they do not iiave
o over the unions thﬁ:}' are members of or have no unions at all, if
€y are not cnns.xc'iered Serious allies or opponents by men in govcmm;nt
munsindus?yest:rhpcigngai parties, then it will be especially difficult for light
old its own in politics in a way that ben .
! efits not onl
izﬁ mwanagl:lrs ?mt aiso the workers. Put another way, the power m;
orking 18 mining, aerospace, automobile, steel or petrochemical

LIGHT INDUSTRIES HEAVY INDUSTRIES

Textiles

S
Garmens .

Automobiles {including tanks
and armored vehicies)

food processin i
e Chemicals and petrochemicals

Ciga i
T{g/ sret!es Airgraft and aerospace
oy Shipbuilding
Electronics Machinery
f.!_a't_a emry {insurance data,
aifline reservations, etc.)
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industries can bring to bear on their country’s political system not only
privileges heavy industry, it serves to undercut Women bunched together
in light indusiry.

This sexual division of labor has had the effect of further masculinizing
national and international politics, For government officials In most coun-
tries have come to think of ‘heavy industries’ as the very stuff of national
power. Having its own steel industry is held as proof that a country has
‘graduated’, arrived.

While officials in South Korea, Brazil, and other countries that
have developed masculinized heavy industries express pride in thewr
elevated international status, their counterparts in ‘mature’ countries
such as the United States, Brain and France feel as though they
are losing their grip on world politics because of the decline of their
stee] and sutomobile compaies. When political commentators accord
the fortunes of their conntries’ steel, aircraft or automobile compa-
nies the seriousness reserved for issues of ‘patiopal security’, they
are further entrenching the masculinization of international politics.

First the Japanese and more recently the South Korean ecopomies have
‘graduated’ from garments to steel.33 That is, they have moved up from
fermninized industries to masculimized industries. Hosting the Olympics
has become the world’s graduation present. :

As South Korean government officials were bidding to have their
country chosen as the site of the 1988 Olympics, some COMmMEntators
were talking about the ‘rwo Koreas’. They didn’t mean North and

South. They were referring to the South Korea of large, capitalized heavy
industries and the South Korea of the back-alley garment workshop. In
1988 women made up an estimnated two thirds of workers in South
Korea’s world-famous export-oriented factories. They were working
more hours per week than their male counterparts and being paid
on average one third less, producing clothes, electronics, shoes and
data services — industries that enabled South Korean businessmen
to accumulate epough capital t© taunch their own companies. Those
Korean women factory workers who went on strike in the 1980s to
bring down the authoritarian (military government were prolesting against
both the myth of the successful South Korea and the price that South
Korean factory women were expected to pay to sustain that myth.

Past the rows of charred sewing machines, amid the smoke-blackened
piles of timber and cinder, lie the keepsakes of the women who worked
and died here. T hoirwaieat CEeS s the Green Hill Textle
Company: a snapshot of 2 young girl szuiiing in a licld of red flowers, &
magazine clipping of a singer, a fetter from 2 young man in the army .34
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In March 1988 a fire tore through the Green Hill Textile Company’s
smatll fa’ctory, squeezed between a billiard parlor, a2 restaurant andya
church in a dormitory community outside Seoul. Lee Pung Won, the
44-yea:-o‘ld owner, was considered 3 good employer, whe treatac,l his
workers ‘more like a family’. Most of his emplovees were young single
women v&*ho had come from the countryside to the city in hope of findin
a waged job. They were paid approximately $1.75 per hour by Lee Pung
Wcs‘n, 'who expected them to work fifty-seven hours a week, In thig
their lives were similar to those of other Korean women w;)rking :{;
nearby fact{?nes producing shoes and televisions for export. When the
factory rec‘bewed a big order, as often happened in the seaSU;IaI garment
trade, their employer expected the women to work even longer hours:

The fire broke out m jate Maich as twentv-gight young textile
?vorkt':rs lay sleeping in the factory that doubled as their dormitory
in this suburb of Seoul. With the stairways locked and heaped

with sweaters the women had knit that da
» onl
Twenty-two workers died.35 ¥ y a few escaped.

Making it as a ‘world class’ player has come with a gendered price tag.

AN EARTHQUAKE IS ONLY THE BEGINNING

At 7:19 on the morning of September 19 1985, Mexico Ci i

one of North America’s worst earthquakes. It left thm?si:::}:desxﬂefr;:nocelg
hom'eies's, mfydern office buildings cracked and useless and Mexico’s ruif:ag
Institutionalized Revolutionary Party (the PRI) badly shaken. For the
seamstresses who worked in the factories clustered in the neig‘hborhmd
of Sfm An_mm'o Abad_, the earthquake marked a political and personal
turning peint. An estimated 800 small garment factories in Mexice City
were destroyed that morning, killing over 1,000 garment workers and

leaving another 40,000 without jobs.36

Women who were just arriving at work as the quake shook Mexico City

stood looking at the rubble that an hour before had been their source of
hvehhot_)d. It was a Thursday, payday. Many of them were single mothers
and their families depended on their wages. But their first thought was of
those women, already at work at 7: a.m., who were trapped inside the flat-
tened buildings. Managers usually kept windows closed and doors locked
to stop women from taking work breaks or stealing materials, so few of
the{r mwur_k_ers mside had bad any chance of escapigg. Somé buildin
beld up to fidty different garment companies, several per floor, The ﬂooi
and cement pillars on which they rested could bardly have been expected
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to hold the weight of heavy industrial sewing machines and tons of fabric,
though no government mspector had complained. Most companies were
small subcontractors, usually backed by foreign money. Though not as
well-known as the more visible ‘magquiladoras’ strung along the US -~
Mexican border, these firms were part of the Mexican government's
policy of using tourism and light-industry exports o pay off its spiraling
debt. By 1986 foreign-owned and joint-venture factories such as those in
San Antonio Abad had displaced tourism as the country’s second largest
source of foreign exchange.¥

Women outside the coliapsed building tried to climb over the debris
to rescue their coworkers trapped inside, Hastily mobilized government
soldiers told them to get back and cordoned off the building. Within a day
the company owners arrived, accompanied by the army. Equipped with
cranes, soldiers began to pull away piles of faflen cement so that OWNeErs'
could retrieve their machinery. Employees still standing in the sun on the
other side of the ropes watched with mounting horror and indignation
as their bosses and the soldiers chose to rescue sewing machines before
‘WOIREN.

At this point something new began 0 happen. Mexican women who
worked in garment factories had tried 10 organize and strike before. But
cach time they had been defeated. Employess fired the ‘troublemakers’,
while adopting a fatherly atdtude toward those women who accepted the
terms of wosk. Many women needed their meager paychecks 1o support
their children especially as the indebted Mexican government, which had
counted on oil to solve the country’s problems, was now cutting food
subsidies and devaluing the peso to meet foreign bankers’ demands. Even
those women who were willing to risk being fired had to face male partners
who resented their staying out after work to attend meetings. On top of
these obstacles, left-wing opposition parties paid scant attention {0 women
working in small sweatshops, preferring to court the more politicaily
influential male oil workers. Small groups of Mexican feminists were
active, but they weie mostly middle-class and scarcely understood the
needs of poor women with only primary-school education. Previously
these obstacles had prevented independent women workers organizing.
But the earthquake made blatantly clear what hesitant women workers had
once been able to overlook: behind a facade of paternalism, employers and
their government allied in vahiing machines over the women who worked
and voted for them.

Becoming more and more angry at what they saw, women at the scene
of the disaster began to talk to each other about what this meant. Some
women spontaneously moved to block the trucks that were about to
carry off the owners’ precious machines. Other women confronted the
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owners. They wanted their paychecks. They wanted to be compensated
for Lhe_ days of lost work. When the owners shrugged their shoulders
and clmmec_i they had no money, women began to shout: ‘Compensation!
Compeflsation.’ Several dozen women decided that they would have to sta :
at the site over night in order to prevent the army trucks from moving anz
thus !fhe owners from Jeaving the scene of death and destruction without
fulfifiing their legal responsibilities. Staying over night meant having t
stay away frorp male partners and children who expected them at hemge ’
_A{ abeut this time, middle-class women from feminist groups in Mexig:o

City — some affiliated with political parties and some independent — be

to hear of the garment workers’ distress and came to several buiidginan
sites 1o offer assistance. It wasn't immediately clear io the seams{ressesg
however, just what their priorities should be. Looking back afterward3
SO rcmembcrefi that the feminists seemed to be urging the womexi
workers to organize a union; political concerns were at the top of their
agenda. I‘Sut.shouid this be the seamstresses’ most{ pressing demand?
I they did immediately form a union, especially one not affiliated l{;
the ?RI federa"tion, maybe they would risk government reprisal and
so alienate their bosses that they would never receive the cash the
so desperately needed. Women workers also had to figure out hmz
10 rfespond to the offers of support from suddenly attentive left-win
parties. And what about their compafieros, their male partners: would theg
fee? threatened if women began to take their working conditions sg
§er10usiy? I_ri()w could they be persuaded that a woman who stayed owt
in the evening was heing political not unfaithful?

In the months that followed the earthquake garment
made a number of decisions that matche?d iheirg?)wn neefizr:rfcrisrisr{a)i:fsy
They kept up their road-block and vigil outside the factories until tht;
government pushed the owners o pay compensation for lost wages. The
did this in part by embarrassing the president and then leader of tt;e PR}Ir
by pL}thizmg the army’s role in removing the sewing machines before
rescuing trapped women workers. In their public-relations campai
@ddle-ciass feminists proved valuable allies; they had more coi?agc::;
with the press and helped to raise funds to buy typewriters. Feminists
also knew '}awy‘ers who couid help the seamstresses find their “;'ay through
the b}lreaucratxc labyrinths of the Ministry of Labor. But women workegrs
rematned ‘skepticai of the middle-class women. Teo often in the past
weii~mefanmg feminists had tried to speak on their behalf, to run meet;ass
and sallies. So they took steps to ensure that whatever o’rganizatian re%v
out of the earthquake’s aftermath was rup by seamsiresses on tfrm
that seamsiresses themselves found most comfortable and practical. i
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The union that they created in the auturon of 1985 is the September
19th Garment Workers Union. By 1987 &t had gained workers’ support
ang official recognition in twelve factories. Xt has been difficult, however,
to give assistance o women in factories as far away as Juarez or the
Yucatan. Bus fares are expensive. The union has remained independent
of all political parties and of the PRI federation. Debate over exactly
what this independence meant during Mexico’s first ever competitive
presidential election campaign in 1988 strained bonds of unity inside the
union. But such unity was essential given the continuing pressures from
outside. The union had managed to gain Ministry of Labor certification
.in its early days largely because the PRI was running to catch up with the
grassroots organizing that spread like wildfire through the neighberhoods
in the wake of the earthquake. But once the foreign reporters went home
and public attention flagged, the government joined with the garment
companies to withdraw official certification. Teenage male thugs were
sent to the factories to throw stones at women activists. Some compaiieros
prohibited their wives and companions from taking part in activities that
carried such physical risks.

In reaction to this damger women active in the September (%9th
Union have worked with middle-class feminists to create links with
garment workers, union activists and feminists in the United Suates. If
they could mount letter writing campaigns to the Mexican government,
officials might stop their efforts to discredit thern to avoid international
embarrassment. Making a fiim and organizing speaking tours to Los
Angeles, New York, Chicago and Boston helped the Mexican women
trade experiences and lessons with Latina and Chinese-American wormnen
garment workers. These irips also enabled September 19th union activists

. 1o wrack down those who were making the decisions in their factories. For
' instance, the Roberts company, a maker of men’s suits, had taken the jead
. among factory owners in Mexico City in trying to persuade the Ministry of
Labor that the union was not operating legaily. But who owned Roberts?
¥t is difficult to sit at a machine on the shop floor in San Aptonio Abad
and figure out whe your boss reports to across the border. Women in
the United States were abie to help union organizers locate the Roberts
Company’s headquarters in Maine. American women were also able to
put pressure on the company’s US outlets.

The September 19th women spent heurs at their newly acquired head-
quarters in a cement-covered vacant lot across from the ruined factories.
They discussed ways 1o lessen their partners’ and their families’ resistance
to their spending so much time away from home. The union became an
ali-women organization precisely so that garment workers could bring
these questions to their meetings without anyone charging them with
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being trivial or divisive. There are men in Mexico’s garment factprics -
pressers and cutters ~ but from the start the scamstresses saw theirs as a
women’s organization addressing women's needs and remaining accessible
t0 women. At first women felt as though they had o choose efther o end
their participation in the new union of 10 feave theif' male partiers. A
pumber of women now serving on the union’s execulive committee have
lefi their compasieros. The need for such a choice had to be chaiiengﬁc'i,
or it would have severely restricted the union’s potential nier:}bershlp
and made it hard to gain an audience in factories not yet orgam?qd. So
members chose to try to make children and partners feel like participants
in union activities. Setting up a child-care center at their headquarters was
intended to relieve some of the tensions that were motnting betweez_l union
work, factory work and family responsibilities. More» recently, chﬁq care
has falfilled another purpose. Union women have invited women active i
neighborhood organizations 1o use the child-care center 100, (‘looperamm
berween Mexico City’s unions and its neighborh'ood organizers — the
majority of them women — is & new phenomenon in Mexican grassroots
politics.

CONCLUSION

A leaper, more competitive world is what leading politicians are
prescribing for the 1990s. The prescription goes by gtverai pames:
restructuring, perestrotka, the four modernizations. h is prov:d}ng a
new common language for George Bush, Margaret Thatcher, Mikhail
Gorbachev, Brian Mulroney, Deng Xiaoping and Sosuke Uno. T'hey
and their aides discuss these restructuring policies m terms of i.u.gh-
technology research, managerial flexibility, decentraiged producnvzfy.
Their discourse has a futuristic ring: rraditional national bounc!anes
will mean less as data and capital goods are transferred el‘ectromcally
around the globe; teenagers in their Benetion sweaters w%li row up
with a global consciousness. But to tum this vision into reality
government officials are relying on old-fashioned ideas about women.
This seductive 1990s formula needs women from Leningrad 1o Tf?kyo
to continue to see themselves as mothers, wives and daughters. It_ is as
mothers that Canadian or Italian women will be grateful for the intro-
duction of more and more home-based jobs, jobs that al{ow managers
and government planners to reduce costly overhead expe_m_hmres. Itis as
wives that American and Panamanian women will be willing to tak_e Fhe
lower-paid assembly jobs in high- and low-tech iigk}t indus.try, ?ﬁfﬁllttﬂi‘g
managers and government officials to compete 'Wlth foreign ’nvals. _It is
as daughters that Soviet and Japanese women will accept the increasingly
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common part-time jobs which enable officials to fine-tune the economy.

Yet this Brave New Old-Fashioned World is being planned withous tak-
g account of many women's mounting ambivalence about the meaning
of marriage, motherhood and famiiial responsibility. It ignores the signifi-
cance of single mothers and women as family breadwinners throughout
the world. It dismisses many women’s sophisticated organizational skills.
its proponents are remarkably uncurious about the changing dynamics
within househoids.

To say this is not to suggest that all women everywhere are willing to
see other women as allies rather than as competitors or strangers. Nor is
it 10 imply that many women’s relationships to male supervisors, husbands
and fathers are not problematic. But as we enter the next decade, women
as consumers and producers are not simply modern versions of Victorian
domestic angels and obedient mill girls. And even those mythologized
pioneers of the Industrial Revolution were not as passive as they are often
made out to be.

The Mexican garmment workers’ experience suggests several things.
First, despite their striking similarities, garment and other light-industry
factories use the women who make up the majority of their workers in
different ways. There is no Universal Garment Faciory. Some factories
are in capital cities, while others are far from the seats of power. Being
in the capital does not guarantee influence for the women workers, since
they may be empioved by the smallest, most marginalized subcontracting
factories, neglected by political activists, academnics and reporters. But the
location did help the Mexico City seamstresses to gain the resources to
chalienge the government directly when other conditions were on their
side. Working for a company in an Export Processing Zone also has mixed
implications. L.ocal governments courting investmnent have designed the
EPZs so that workers can be easily controlled. But those conditions
can give women a sense of their shared interests. And, as women in the
Philippines and Sri Lanka have shown, once they begin to organize, the
very intensity of the EPZ experience can generate activism.?® Then
there are the thousands of women who don’t do their industrial sewing
in a factory at all. In the name of post-modern managerial fexibiiity,
they are hired by subcontractors 10 work in their own homes. For home
workers, recognizing unfair practices and organizing to challenge them
may be especially difficult,

The Septernber 19th Union’s story also warns us not 1o collapse all
women in Third World countries into a single homogeneous category.
There is no such thing as ‘the Third World woman®. Third World peasant
women may feel they have little in common with women working in
foreign-owned urban factories. Middle-class women, even if they are
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feminists and want to support factory women in Third World societies, @

often speak a political language that is unfamifiar, even alienating to

the very women they wish t© help. And of course, as in industrialized 8
couniries, there are those Third Werld women, admittedly a minority,

who are so comfortable with their class and racial privileges that they

feel quite threatened when garment workers challenge established ideas (4 _
about respectable feminine behavior and their government’s scheme 0 U S T L IKE 0 NE
pay off foreign bankers.

Feminization is being publicly rationalized in terms that appeal 0 2 ¢ 0
wornan's desire to contribute o her nation, and that appear sympathetic F T H E F AM I L Y Y.
to the double-burdened worker-mother. In the process, the poiitics of | *
micro-chips and information are becoming as dependent on a particular D '
politics of marriage and femininity as the politics of blouses and jeans O ME S T I C S E Rv A N T S
were before them.? For women assembling micro~chips for state-of-the- | _
art computers and lethal weaponry or entering data for publishers and I W '
hospitals, the technology has changed, but the ideology on which it rests @ N 0 RL D PO L IT I C S
has not. So, as the Mexican garment workers have demonstrated, any |
success in altering managerial and political policies will require taking
up sensitive questions about home life, issues that male union leaders
and nationalist inteliectuals bave dismissed as divisive or trivial.

What if . . . What if women continue 10 change their ideas about
husbands as breadwinners? What if increasing pumbers of women change | British/Irish/Scottish/Welsh nanny/gover i i
. . . . ) = -
their ideas about what a good mother does with her evenings? What | perienced with impeccable refaczcgc:. W{Lé;e‘_:ig;ﬂg::;eﬂa;{md&x
if women in more and more countries change their ideas about what ¢ Nannies Internatiopal, 50 Hans Crescent, London SWI' cgency
constitutes a ‘skill’? If any of these ideas could be changed permanently, Harrods). GB licenced.! ’ (opposite
men in their board rooms, goveramenl ministries and union halls would
have to revise their own ways of confronting the challenges of the next |  Every day the Intemational Herald Tribune, The Times, the Toronio S
. . > s tar
decade. ~ and other cosmopolitan newspapers run such advertisements. Agencies are

eager to place nannies and domestic servants; families i
houschold help. The women seeking work are Briﬁsh?r?r:hgaﬁg:r?ir
?ertcugues_e, Mexican, Colombian, jamaican, Moroccan §ri Lan.kan’
Indial.z, Filipino and Ethiopian. Their potential emplcyers’ are Canadian’
Amenca.t}, British, French, German, lwalian, Australian, Japanese, Hon .
Kong these, Singaporean, Saudi and Kuwaiti. The govermments ::f bﬂtfi
domestic workers and their employers have a stake in those relationships
§0 does the International Monetary Fund. Domestic work has-becomeij:-t
international business with political implications.

th':n middle-class women with families began returbing to waged
work in the' 1970s, they needed more than polyester suits. The double
burden, which f:m::tory and farming women had known for generations
was now becoming part of middle-class women’s daily lives. Since thc:
1920s they had been told by conservatives and reformers alike that
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