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Just dressing

Marie J. Giblin

N THE CONTEXT OF THE 19508, the emphasis of moral theology was

focused on personal sin, and the ethics of clothing was concerned
with modesty. Going beyond personal choice, moral theology in our
post-modern context is much more aware of the reality and contra-
dictions of social sin. Christian ethics was awakened in the early
seventies by liberation theologians in Latin America to the facts of
institutionalized violence against the poor. That led to new conscious-
ness of social sin in the networks of ideologies and institutional
systems that support racism and sexism as well as economic
oppression. Moral theologians ask many more questions today about
prevailing social structures and about ideologies thrust upon us by the
media. Christian ethics in our times requires doing a social analysis that
asks about who has power, who makes decisions, who benefits and who
bears the burdens. Personal choices are understood as often being
skewed by one’s social location as well as (more ideally) springing
from one’s basic beliefs and convictions.

Another recent change in Christian ethics has been its increasing
consciousness of the value of the cosmos — earth, atmosphere and other
creatures. Previously Christian ethics had been very ‘anthropocentric’,
that is, centred on human persons and their relationships. Instead of
viewing the earth as a stage upon which human actors live out their
moral dramas, theology today understands the earth and other creatures
as part of the cosmic drama we share as we move into the future. The
value of creation is not just instrumental to human needs. This shift runs
counter to Christian interpretations of Genesis that set ‘man’ at the top
with all things under his ‘dominion’. Those interpretations subjugated
women and all the rest of creation. Alternative interpretations take not
only an egalitarian view of women and men, but include ethical con-
cern for animals and for pollution of the waters, land and air.

Personal choices are still involved. What role do these choices make
in reducing or contributing to social sin? When we buy clothing, what
values are we endorsing or affirming, what disvalues are we attempting
to avoid? When we wear our clothes or dress our children, what are our
intentions? What are the consequences of our clothing choices? There
are many aspects to the question of ‘Just dressing’. In this brief essay I
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will focus on two of them: the manufacture of clothing in unjust
~conditions and the use of fur for clothing.

Sweatshops

We live in a global society, but a very unevenly developed and
inequitable one. The manufacturing of clothing has, in recent years,
become one of the chief indicators of global inequality. Increasingly
located outside of Europe and North America, clothing production has
become the work of the poor, especially young poor women. Of the
clothing purchased in the US 60 per cent is imported and of the shoes
90 per cent.! This has meant significant losses of jobs in the West.

Although activists had attempted to publicize the exploitative con-
ditions of clothing manufacturing earlier, the issue came to public
attention seriously in the US when media revealed that television
personality Kathie Lee Gifford’s clothing line for the huge chain of
Wal-Mart stores was being made with child-labour at a Honduras
factory.? The publicity caused consumers to wonder about all the other
clothing in stores that comes from developing countries.

The structures of global distance production are quite different from
home-town mills or clothing factories that sometimes were a major
force in the economic life of a local community. An important shift is in
who bears the capital risks. In transnational manufacturing, the one
who holds the brand name takes little risk, contracting out the work, not
needing to build or maintain factories or manage a workforce. As an
example, the Nike company is the most famous ‘manufacturer’ of this
type. The minimal copy on their advertisements, often just the ‘swoosh’
logo, mirrors their business strategy:

The ‘swoosh’ reflects the minimalist stance Nike takes in the global
economy, where it assumes as little risk as possible, borrowing credit
from Japanese shipping companies, obtaining cash in advance for large
orders, called ‘future contracts’, from distributors and retailers, and
subcontracting out all production.’

Independent companies in Asia make 99 per cent of Nike shoes. This
arrangement is called ‘flexible specialization’.* According to
Skoggard, ‘Nike is a corporation built on the historical anomaly of
uneven development’.’

The ‘Two-Thirds World’, hungry for jobs, has become the site for the
low-cost production of the ‘post-industrial’ West. However, sweatshops
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also exist in the United States, and other ‘western’ countries, where
employers exploit the labour of undocumented people (mostly women)
and allow the same conditions of long hours, low wages, threats of
violence and sexual harassment that are common overseas.®

These companies are enormously profitable, while paying extremely
low wages to their workers. The Clean Clothes Campaign, a coalition
of consumer organizations, trade unions, researchers and solidarity
groups in Europe, Great Britain and Australia, point out the wide web
of work that produces the world’s jeans:

The jeans in your closet might be produced in China, Indonesia, the
Philippines, Poland, Romania, or France. Often the factories are not
owned by the jeans companies. They only place orders there. The
factories compete fiercely with one another to get these orders.
Therefore, they sometimes accept orders for a very low price, which
doesn’t even enable them to make a profit. To survive, they subcontract
the order to another factory — usually small workshops — for an even
lower price. This small workshop can subcontract again, for example
to homeworkers — for an ever lower price. Such a ‘subcontracting
chain’ can even stretch across borders into even more countries. The
jeans company that placed the order might not even be aware of who
actually makes their jeans.’

Conditions for workers

'

While consumers may notice more clothing labels that indicate foreign
production, they are largely unaware of the problems regarding wages,
working conditions, and lack of freedom with regard to union-
organizing and collective bargaining. During the summer of 1998, the
National Labor Committee in the US made available on the World
Wide Web a list of company profiles that use factories in China for
production. The internationally recognized standard work-week is
forty-eight hours. Nike wages were $0.16 per hour for seventy-seven to
eighty-four hours per week. Ann Taylor, an expensive label for women,
was listed as paying $0.14 per hour with a ninety-six hour work-week.
Six to ten workers were living in each dorm room. Some companies
paid more, but still a very low wage: Sears, $0.28 per hour, with a sixty-
hour week, Adidas Garments $0.22 per hour with a 12.5-hour work-day
six or seven days per week, Structure/The Limited $0.32 per hour with
a seventy-hour work-week.® Critics say that workers need to make at
least $3.00 per day to reach adequate living standards, even with the
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much lower cost of living in countries like Indonesia, China and
Vietnam.’

The workers are most often young women. They are preferred
because they complain less and sexual stereotyping allows companies
to pay them less than male workers. A Jesuit priest had this to say about
the women workers in Honduras:

Young women enter these factories at 14, 15, 16 and 17 years old. They
become a mechanism of production, working 9 hours a day plus two,
three or four hours overtime, performing the exact same piece
operation over and over, day after day. A woman in the pressing
department is required to iron 1,200 shirts a day, standing on her feet,
her hands and fingers swell up from the hot iron [sic]. These young
workers rarely last more than six years in the maquila, when they leave
exhausted. They leave without ever having learned any useful skills or
developed intellectually. These young workers enter the maquila with
a sixth grade education, with no understanding of the maquila, the
companies whose clothing they sew or the forces shaping where they
fit into the global economy. They soon feel impotent, seeing that the
Ministry of Labor does nothing, or almost nothing, to help defend their
rights.

He added that the young women quickly fall into debt while working
because the wages are so low.

Responses to critics

Wal-Mart’s response to the Kathie Lee Gifford debacle was to cancel
contracts with the firm manufacturing the clothing. In the United States,
a White House Apparel Industry Partnership task force has attempted to
change that type of approach by working toward an agreement that
would require American companies to take responsibility for the labour
conditions at the factories where the goods are produced.'! In late 1998
an agreement was signed by apparel makers Liz Claiborne, Nike,
Reebok and Phillips Van Heusen to set up a code of conduct and
monitoring system for factories. A number of other companies have
also accepted the agreement. However, the Union of Needletrades,
Industrial and Textile Employees (UNITE) rejected the accord because
it does not deal with the issue of a living wage, nor does it outlaw
operating factories in countries, like China, that repress unions.'?
The agreement calls for companies to pay the minimum wage
required by local law or the prevailing industry wage, whichever is
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higher. The Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility ICCR), an
association of 275 Protestant, Roman Catholic and Jewish denomina-
tions and institutions in the US, which was also part of the task force,
refused to sign the agreement for two reasons. First, the accord does not
provide for the studies of purchasing power needed to determine
whether wages are sufficient for basic needs and some discretionary
income. Second, the group is concerned that the proposed monitoring
of 10 per cent of supplier factories each year is inadequate. They fear,
too, that large auditing companies will serve as monitors and not the
local human rights, religious and other non-governmental organizations
who know the local context and are more likely to be trusted by
workers."

The consumers’ role

Education is key to dealing with the problem of justice in clothing
manufacture. The Clean Clothes Campaign educates by giving an
example of the price make-up for a pair of jeans. The share for wages in
the total price make-up is usually not higher than 5 per cent and can be
as low as 1 per cent. Material costs, transport, import taxes, marketing,
overhead and profit (for the local factory, the brand and the shop) make
up the rest. In 1998, the organization concluded that it is difficult to find
‘socially responsible jeans’ and that people have to work hard to find
‘truly clean clothes’. They urged consumers to ask questions and to
choose the brands that have relatively good standards rather than those
which have made no improvements. They recommended getting
involved with educating others about this issue.'*

In the US, the National Labor Committee and the People of Faith
Network are carrying on ‘The People’s Right to Know Campaign’
which began with the 1998 holiday season. This campaign is modelled
on the People’s Right to Know Disclosure laws that the environmental
movement was able to bring about in the US which require companies
to report toxic wastes released into the atmosphere. They want to use
that model to push for public information so that consumers can know
something about the wages and conditions behind the production of
their clothing. At present corporations hold that information as pro-
prietary and not something to which consumers have a right.'>
Consumers’ letters to the heads of clothing companies asking for this
information can impress on them the public interest in these matters.

Student groups in the US are successfully carrying on sit-ins at their
universities in order to engage the companies that produce their college
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clothing (sweatshirts, hats, polo shirts, etc. that bear the school logo).
The students are demanding that administrators obtain public disclos-
ure of the names and addresses of factories where the clothing is made,
that companies allow non-profit watchdog groups to monitor working
conditions and adopt a living wage salary standard for workers. ¢

Christian response

The issues of sweatshops and labour exploitation find resonance with
more than one hundred years of Christian social teaching. In the
Catholic Church, especially, the dignity and rights of workers have
been a focus since Pope Leo XIII wrote in 1891. Leo spoke of the
cruelty of those who use human beings as mere instruments and who
grind workers down with excessive labour that stupefies their minds
and exhausts their bodies. He argued that when wages or conditions are
agreed to under coercion (through necessity or fear of a worse evil), and
when those wages and those conditions are all that the employer will
provide, the worker is the victim of force and injustice. The wage is not
made ‘just’ simply because the worker, for lack of alternatives, agrees
to it as better than nothing. Catholic social teaching has upheld these
principles ever since then.'” The conditions in sweatshops today are as
detrimental as those of workers in-the nineteenth century. Yet those
conditions can remain distant and remote from the consumer who is
looking for a bargain in the upmarket shopping mall. This is why we

" have to ask the ethical questions: what values are we endorsing when

. we buy this clothing? What are the consequences of our clothing
choices? Those working with these issues are not calling for a boycott
of the clothing. Rather, they are arguing that the scandalous conditions
of their production must be made public, and changed, and that the
workers’ wages be increased.

Some argue that these manufacturing arrangements are the begin-
nings of industrialization of countries of the South and that they provide
jobs, even if at low wages. But the very structure of the arrangements
(including who bears the risks) ensures that there is very little positive
‘trickle down’, but only ‘suck up’ as the life and energy of the poor are
metamorphosed into clothing for the West.

Exercising an option for the poor in these circumstances is to join the
struggle to make public the conditions of clothing manufacture and to
insist both on agreements that outlaw child labour and exploitation of
workers, and that the agreements are monitored carefully by those who
have the trust of workers. Perhaps for those of us who own these clothes



232 JUST DRESSING

a good practice may be to take up the simple rituals of dressing used in
religious communities in the past. As each item was placed on the body
a prayer was said, usually related to the purpose of that piece of
clothing and the goals of the spiritual life. My prayer for putting on my
winter jacket made in Sti Lanka is: ‘O God of life and all the living, as I
wear this jacket made by the poor of Sri Lanka, may I be united with
them. May I work to shield workers from the harshness of our global
system as this jacket shields me from the winter’s cold. Bless them and
protect them. Enlighten me to find ways to increase justice and equality
in the world. Amen.” As with all justice issues, however, prayer is not
enough. It must be joined to action — such as letter-writing, partici-
pation in campaigns, and informing store-owners and managers that the
quality of working conditions where the clothing is produced is a matter
of importance to consumers.

Fur garments

Fur’s re-emergence in fashion began in 1996. It had gone out of style,
partly because of a reaction to the opulent eighties and partly because of
the anti-fur activities of groups such as People for the Ethical Treatment
of Animals (PETA) and Respect for Animals in Britain. PETA had used
supermodels to pose for their ‘I’d Rather Go Naked Than Wear Fur’
Campaign in 1994. British model Naomi Campbell left the fold in 1997
by wrapping herself in sable for a Milan fashion show. Others have
followed her lead.

The new look in fur goes beyond coats to the trim on suits, hats and
scarves, lined boots, muffs, and even sportswear — such as a new fur-
lined denim jacket. As the magazine Fashion Almanac put it in their
holiday issue of 1998, ‘The theme of the season (shall we say it once
more?) is luxury . . . Fur is back in a big way. Think: Tibetan lamb,
chinchilla, dyed fox, and shearling’. Their pictures also show mink and
sable.'® In 1985, forty-two designers were using fur, but in 1998 the
figure was more than two hundred.” All is not well for the industry,
however. Fur sales are only inching up. One trade commentator noted:
‘While more designers are indeed dealing with fur, most of the new-
comers are involved with fur trims and are not immersed in creating
newzsotyles for all-fur garments that would make old fur styles obsol-
efe’.

Animal protection groups are the most vocal in their objection to the
fur industry. They raise matters which are moral in nature because they
deal with animal suffering. Their argument is that the methods of
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obtaining the furs are cruel. One method is trapping, which causes
many painful and prolonged injuries and which puts other animals at
risk as well. In the United States trapping is still legal and local groups
are working for bans at the grass-roots lével. The leghold trap has been
banned in eighty-eight countries. This type of trap has two metal jaws
that high-strength springs slam shut around the animal’s paw. The trap
itself causes injury, but even more damage is inflicted as the animal
attempts to break free. The result is broken bones, ripped tendons,
knocked out teeth. Some animals have been known to bite off their
trapped paw or leg in order to escape. Attempts to construct ‘humane’
leghold traps have been unsuccessful even though the definition of
‘humane’ was quite weak. The animal caught in such a trap has to wait
for the hunter to come to kill it. In some states there are no time limits
on when traps should be checked; other states have from seventy-two to
twenty-four-hour limits. Some leghold traps (for beaver, muskrat and
mink) are set in water and devised to drown the animal. While the fur
industry claims these are humane, drowning can take as long as twenty
minutes of struggle, with over nine minutes being the average. There
are also body-grip traps, which are intended to break the animal’s neck
or back. Only 15 per cent die quickly. A snare trap is a cable set like a
noose which may catch the animal in the neck and be tightened as the
animal struggles to escape.”!

In 1991 the European Community voted on a regulation that would
ban the use of leghold traps and the import of pelt or manufactured
goods of thirteen wild species coming from countries that had not
prohibited leghold traps or which used other trapping methods that did
not meet humane standards. The committee working on the issue of
humane standards could not agree so the ban which was to have come
into effect in 1995 is not yet in force (except in the Netherlands where
the Dutch government has enforced it unilaterally). The main trapping
countries (and fur-exporting countries) — Russia, Canada and the USA —
objected that the ban would interfere with free trade. A compromise
agreement was made with Canada that will ban all kinds of leghold
traps by 2000. Russia is prohibiting them in 1999. The US refused to
join the Agreement.”” This is why US animal protection groups are
urging state-level action.

Fur-farming

The alternative to trapping is fur-farming with its confinement of wild
animals within extremely small spaces. These animals have multiple
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needs for a normal life which are denied them. For example minks need
access to water for swimming, about three square kilometres to range
in, and solitude. Without these, cramped into small cages about ten
inches by twenty-four inches (recommended size in Britain is 38 cm
wide by 30.5 cm high, but many are considerably smaller — about the
size of two shoe boxes), with hundreds of other minks in the same shed,
they show signs of extreme stress, take up self-mutilating behaviour
and even cannibalism.?

The US fur industry insists that there is humane care for the animals
on farms, and approves of trapping for the sake of population control.
They excoriate PETA and CAFT for their extremism and champion
women'’s right to choose their own clothing. But they fail to reply to
complaints about sizes of cages and they admit to ‘trade-offs’ (surely a
euphemism) in terms of habitat.**

In 1988 there were over one thousand mink farms in the US. In 1997
there were fewer than half that number, but some of the change was due
to consolidation. In Britain, activists for animal protection have been
successful in turning public opinion against fur, but they are still
fighting to end fur-farming. According to the Coalition to Abolish the
Fur Trade (CAFT-UK), there are only sixteen remaining fur-farms in
Britain (mink and chinchilla). The Labour Government seems to
endorse ending the farms, but has not yet acted to do so. CAFT-UK
argues that fur farming violates the 1911 Protection of Animals Act
because it can be seen as producing ‘unnecessary suffering’ in the
animals which is not required by human needs.*

Keeping fur animals in cages has been banned since 1981 in
Switzerland. In 1995 the Dutch Government prohibited fox-fur farm-
ing. Austria has now become fur-farm free by banning it in some states
and through restrictive regulation in others. The Scandinavian countries
produce 80 per cent of fox fur in the world, and 54 per cent of the mink.
Finland and Sweden have growing anti-fur movements. Nevertheless,
even if the ‘fur-fling’ of western fashion ceases, China, Russia and
Eastern Europe are ready markets for fur that so far have not been
touched by anti-fur activists.*®

Ethical viewpoints

The anti-fur activists are supported by a number of philosophers as well
as Christian ethicists. The philosopher Peter Singer wrote an intro-
duction to the topic of ethics and animals in 1975 27 Singer argued that
though we may not be obliged to treat all creatures equally, we do have
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obligations to those higher animals that experience pain. Because they
often suffer, we ought not inflict on them more pain than we would on
creatures of our own kind.

Christian ethicists and theologians have entered the discussion as
well. Some ecological theologians rarely mention animals except as
endangered species. Other theologians are wrestling with the rights of
animals as they move away from an anthropocentric theology.*® The
well-being of animals can be considered under the rubric of ecological
sustainability, but a report of the World Council of Churches in 1988
went further than this. The report, ‘Liberating life’, was composed by
theologian-participants of a consultation sponsored by the WCC to
deliberate about the integrity of creation, a theme that was added to the
WCC'’s call for peace and justice.

This is not a simple question of kindness, however laudable that virtue
is. It is an issue of strict justice. In all our dealing with animals,
whether direct or indirect, the ethic for the liberation of life requires
that we render unto animals what they are due, as creatures with an
independent integrity and value. Precisely because they cannot speak
for themselves or act purposively to free themselves from the shackles
of their enslavement, the Christian duty to speak and act for them is the
greater, not the lesser.*

Here the link is made with liberation theologies and their interpretation
of sin as domination and exploitation. The report rejects fur farming
and trapping as exploitative and cruel:

Fur-bearing animals trapped in the wild inevitably suffer slow,
agonizing deaths, while those raised on ‘modern’ fur farms live in
unnatural conditions that severely limit their ability to move, groom,
form social units, and engage in other patterns of behaviour that are
natural to their kind. When we purchase the products of commercial
furriers, we support massive animal pain and death — all of which is
unnecessary. For there are alternatives.

The case against the wearing of fur is very strong, since it is a luxury
product and other fabrics can keep people as warm.

Fashion and consumption

Even in early capitalist periods, it is the desire to distinguish oneself
from, and to set oneself above, the lower orders that encourages
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fashionable change. Nicholas Barbon, a trader from the late seven-
teenth century, approved whole-heartedly of fashion. Fashion, he says,
‘is the spirit and life of trade’, thanks to fashion, trade remains in
movement and man lives in a perpetual springtime, ‘without ever

seeing the autumn of his clothes’.>!

One never saw the autumn of his or her clothes because they went out
of style and were replaced before they grew old. This conspicuous
waste and conspicuous consumption are still what the marketing of
clothing is all about. They play into western desires always to look
young and fresh and ‘classy’. Shops surround us by newness that makes
that older outfit look a bit drab.

Meanwhile, in rural Africa, many people are wearing used clothing
brought from Europe and North America and sold in local markets.
Tanzanians call the clothing nguo za wakfu — the clothes of the dead —
believing that such clothes would only be discarded if they belonged to
the dead. There is a shocking sense of injustice one feels on entering a
shopping mall (whether in New York, London or even Nairobi) after
living in rural Africa.

Clothing, especially now that so much of it originates in the ‘South’,
ought to provoke thinking about our habits of consumption. How much
do I spend on clothing? Perhaps just as important, how much of what I
spend goes to those who do the labour of making the clothes?
Economic arrangements, remote from our sight, are ruthless to the poor
and to animals that have no voice. It is possible, nevertheless, to ensure
that my personal choices play a constructive role.

Marie J. Giblin teaches Christian Ethics at Xavier University in Cincinnati,
Ohio. She formerly taught at the Maryknoll School of Theology in Maryknoll,
New York and worked for nine years in Tanzania.
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