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12 Public accountability within transnational
supply chains: a global agenda
for empowering Southern workers?

Kate Macdonald

In recent vears, one of the central claims promoted by crides of
“globalization” has been that the existing system of global economic
governance 1s being undermined by the ¢mergence of “‘accountability
deficits.” According to this widespread view, the expanding power of
multinational companies to influence the lives of workers in the global
South, in the absence of adequate accountability mechanisms, is leading
1o increasing exploitation of Southern workers. Partly in response to
such perceptions, a range of non-state actors have begun to explore new
strategies that attempt to hold companies within transnational supply
chains directly accountable for their impact on the lives of workers. In
this context, both the sericusness of existing accountability deficits, and
the effectiveness of non-state initatives designed to confront them,
remain the subject of widespread debate.

This chapter presents an analysis of these debates with reference to a
case study of workers in Nicaraguan garment factorics, and the pro-
duction chains that connect them into the global structures of the gar-
ment industry.' It maps current changes to institutions of governance
and accountability within the garment industry, and evaluates the
impact of these changes upon the “empowerment” of Southern garment
workers.” The garment industry offers an ideal case for exploring
transformations of public accountability within transnational cconomic
structures, since it is both extensively globalized and highly politicized.
Irs transnational supply chains connect some of the world’s poorest

This particular case is used here simply for illustrative purposes. For o more detailed
account of the dynamics of change within structures of power and accountability in the
global garment industry, and of the examples referred 1o in the present discussion, sce
Macdonald (2004).

The concept of empowerment is claborated below, T provides the conceprual framework
through which the implications for Southern workers of transformations in global
governance are then analyzed and evaluated.

te
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workers with affluent and powerful consumer markets and corporate
entities in the global North, and it has been prominently politicized in
recent years by coalitions of non-state actors promoting a global agenda of
“core labor standards.” The present analysis draws on field research
conducted at all levels of the supply chain, including the production phase
in Nicaragua, consumer markets in the US, and the actions of investors
and civil socicty advocates spanning the US, Europe, and East Asia.

The chapter begins by reviewing the central concepts deployed in the
subsequent analysis; it then maps the broad patterns of change currently
evolving within institutions of public accountability in the global economy.
The discussion takes as its point of departure the structures of the state-
based governance system and the “binary™ relations of accountability that
underpin it and describes how these structures are being challenged by the
emergence of new agendas, which I characterize as “transformative” and
“external” accountability. The extent to which these different forms of
accountability are serving to empower Southern workers is then evaluated,
drawing on examples from Nicaragua-based garment supply chains. It is
concluded that in order to institutionalize the empowerment of Southern
workers more effectively within transnational production chains, it will be
necessary to develop a more complex “plurilateral” approach to the design
of global institutions of public accountability.

Governance and public accountability

Whar is accountabiliry, and why does it matter?

The central concept underpinning the present discussion is that of
““accountability,” which 1 define as a property of an institutionalized
relationship in which the excrcise of power by one set of actors is
constrained subject to some requirement of responsiveness to those over
whom their power 1s excrcised. This conception of accountability can
be uscfully decomposed into two functional dimensions: mransparency
in the exercise of power (entailing either formal reporting requirements
or some alternative information transmission mechanism), and enfor-
ceabiliry of the principle of responsiveness (generally via provision of
some means by which sanctions can be imposed on powerholders in
cases where their behavior breaches some common understanding of
“acceptable” standards) (Woods, 2000; Keohane and Nye, 2001;
Keohane, 2002; Newell and Bellour, 2002)./5 While accountability

*In the complex institutional environments that are necessary to facilitate global
structures of production, accountability relatonships can involve divisions of labor in
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relationships can exist between the bearers and objects of power within
any institutionalized relationship, debates surrounding “‘accountability
deficits” in institutions of global governance are concerned more
narrowly with accountability for the excrcise of what is considered to
be “‘public” power. The following analysis thercfore focuses specifi-
cally on the concept of “public accountability.” I use this term to refer
to answerability for the cxercise of power over “publicly relevant”
outcomes, understood as that range of outcomes in which shared or
competing interests are significantly implicated.’

Structures of accountability provide those actors who are subject to
the exercise of power with an Institutionalized means of redress through
which they can express dissansfaction with the actions of powcerholders.
Such structures can therefore be understood as comprising an institu-
tionalized form of countervailing power. Considered in this light, the
concept of accountability makes little sense unless it is analvzed with
reference to the structures through which primary sources of public
power are distributed. Publicly relevant power is traditionally con-
ceptualized as being exercised and regulated through state institutions;
however, much of this chapter will focus on structurcs of public power
and accountability that are emerging bevond this state-centered realm.
The concept of “‘governance,” referring to the processes through which
an organization or society steers and coordinates itself, offers a frame-
work through which the distribution of such broader sources of power
can be analyzed (Rosenau, 2000; Scholte, 2002).”

which those who are entitled to demand answers from powerholders are not necessarily
the same actors as those in charge of determining and imposig penatries (Goverz and
Jenkins, 2002). For example, information regarding a firm’s activities which is exposed
by an NGO or provided to @ regulatory agency can, when made public, sumulate the
imposition of a sanction in the form of a consunier boveotr. Some important implications
of these pluralistic divisions of labor within accountability structures are discussed
below.

This definition of publicly relevant power encompasses both a liberal concern for poser
that constrains other social actors” autonomy (IKeohane, 20025 Held, 20040, and an
understanding of public power as that advancing a general or common mterest. The
sphere of public interest is thus defined according to the extent to which interests are
interdependent - cither common or competing. Of course, what we define as being
publicly refevant is itself politically contested, and dominant relations of power will be
reflected inits constructon (Cutler, 2002, p. 34).

I therefore use the term “governance” to refer o activities backed by shared goals that
do not necessarily derive from legal and formally prescribed responsibilities, or rely on
police powers to attain compliance (Smouts, 1908 Sroker, 1998). Instead, governance
operates through a combinanion of institutions, organizations, and networks in which
publicly relevant power is exercised  not only through formally sunctioned svstenms of
law, but also through the construction of meanings, ideatitics, and norms, and through
diffusc as well as centralized enforcement mechamisms (Rosenau, 19925 Rosenau, 2000,
Deromasi, 2002; Lipschutz and Fogel, 2002 Woods, 20023,

N
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Institutions of governance and accountability can then be understood
as mutually constitutive dimensions of an overarching institutional
complex that I refer to as a “‘governance system.” The structure of
accountability relationships in a governance system is of central impor-
tance in determining the way in which roles, responsibilities, and powers
are distributed between actors, and the mechanisms through which the
excrcise of power is constrained.” Put simply, accountability mechanisms
are designed to eguilibrate power and responsibility within a governance
system. This requires first that power and responsibility are distributed
such that identifiable actors have responsibility for publicly relevant
outcomes, and those with responsibility also have the capacity to steer
and regulate these outcomes. Sccond, it requires that a degree of coun-
tervailing power is placed in the hands of those over whom the primary
power is wiclded, thus enabling the responsibilities of powerholders to be
effectively enforced. By facilitating and constraining the exercise of
power, the operation of accountability mechanisms is often crucial in
determining patterns of “winners” and “‘losers™ that emerge within the
governance system as a whole.

Wy is the existing stare-centered svstem of accountability
and governance being challenged by new agendas
of accountabifiry?

To make sense of how and why new forms of global accountabilities are
emerging, we must first identify the ways in which changes in the global
political economy are challenging the effectiveness and legitimacy of the
preexisting state-based system of governance and accountability, Within
this existing systerm, we tend to take for granted the distribution of
power and accountability through what I refer to as a binary structure, in
which responsibilities for publicly relevant outcomes are assigned pri-
marily to centralized state institutions, and public accountability is then
constructed as a binary relationship between a territorially constituted
state and members of its constituent “public.”’ There is widely shared
understanding and agreement regarding the core principles through

7 A simifar point is made by Newell and Bellour (2002).

© The logic of this binury accountability structure is not incompatible with the fact that
individual companies also wicld direct power over “‘publicly relevant™ outcomes
experienced by workers: clearly, such power has always been a feature of capitalise
ceonomic svstems. Rather, this logic assumes that such forms of corporate power arc
franwed and sustained by the overarching regulatory power of the state, and thus that the
iocarion within the sure of centralized responsibility for protecting working conditions is
muatched by state capacity to steer and regulate outcomes.
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which public power and associated responsibilities are thus distributed, in
which the exercise of countervailing power by constituent members of the
territorial public (both individuals and collective non-state actors) func-
tions to legitimize privileged sources of state power by institutionalizing
their imits, subject to an expression of consent by the governed. Because the
legitimacy of prevailing power distributions are thus conditional upon the
operation of these binary accountability relations, such mechanisms of
“legiimizing accountability” serve to strengthen and reproduce the
existing governance systermn, maintaining its stability over time.

Because these binary relations are constructed between a rerritorially
bounded public and state, the ongoing legitimacy of ¢xisting accountability
structures is contingent upon the premise that power to determine publicly
relevant cutcomes remains subject to territorial control. However, within
the global garment industry the legitimacy of this state-centered govern-
ance system is being undermined by the increasing exercise of direct power
over Southern workers by extraterritorial corporate actors controlling
global supply chains. Within these ‘“buyer-driven” chains, Northern
brands and retailers are able to control marketing and design activities,
which in turn enables them to wield extensive power over decision-making
throughout the global chain (Gereffi, 1999).

According to the principles of the state-centered governance system,
the direct power exerted by Northern brands and retailers over Southern
workers should be regulated by each state within which affected workers
are located. In fact, the high degree of territorial mobility of these buyer-
driven production chains undermines the cffectiveness of such state-
based regulatory structures, resulting in misalignment between systemic
distributions of responsibility and outcome-producing power that has
increasingly undermined the capacity of national governments to dis-
charge effectively the regulatory responsibilities that continue to be
vested in them.

The weakened capacity of the state to discharge its assigned respon-
sibilities as a result of these changes in the global economy is clearly
cxemplified by the case of Nicaragua. While Nicaragua’s constitution
and labor laws codify extensive safeguards of working conditions and
other entitlements of workers (CENIDH, 2003, p. 16), the Nicaraguan
government’s performance in monitoring and cnforcement of these
rules has demonstrated significant weaknesses. Ineffective state enfor-
cement can be attributed primarily to a lack of resources and penalties
available to inspectors within the Ministry of Labor. According to the
Ministry’s own records, they have carried out only seventv-five inspec-
tions in the country’s sixty-two free-trade-zone factories over a period of
four years, despite rules requiring periodic visits (CENIDH, 2003,



A global agenda for empowering Southern workers? 257

p. 62).% The penalties themselves are also very weak, with the maximum
fine pavable by companies that violate the labor laws being only 10,000
cordobas (approximately US$630). This absence of strong coercive
mechanisms dilutes the impact of the enforcement regime, even in those
cases in which penalties arc imposed.”

This failure to effectively enforce state-based labor standards, in
particular the absence of adequate penalties, can to a large extent be
attributed to a lack of political will at the highest level of Nicaraguan
government, as illustrated by the National Assembly’s failure to pass a
bill initiated in 1999 by the women’s organization Maria Elena Cuadra;
this organization had sought to have tax exemptions made conditional
upon compliance with labor standards - a change that would have
provided a more strongly coercive mechanism to enforce labor laws
(CENIDH, 2003, p. 15). Such lack of political will 1s in turn attributable
at least partly to the direct pressure placed on governments by investors,
who enjoy considerable mobility with respect 1o production locations
due to the labor-intensive nature of assembly production, and who
openly express their preference for investing in countries where labor
legislation will not cause them “problems.”’” Such pressure from
investors is exerted upon host governments not only in relation to the
overall legislative framework of the labor law, but also in the context of
specific labor disputes.

This increasing misalignment between regulatory power and dis-
tributions of responsibility is often characterized as reflecting a shift in
power from “‘states’ to “‘markets” or ‘‘corporations,’”” each concetved as
a generic category. However, analysis of the garment industry suggests
that in fact much of the shift in regulatory power is not away from the
state-based system as a whole, but rather from states in which produc-
tion and workers are based, and towards consumer states (and 1o a lesser
extent, mvestor states) located higher up the chain of buyer-driven
production. At a structural level, this reflects a redistribution of power
towards the governments of countries in which are located those stages
of economic activity that are characterized by greater barriers to the exit
of capital.'! Shifts of power between individual states that are positioned

® These inspection requirements are outlined in Article 14 of the Ministry’s Reglamento de
Dspeciores ded Trabajo, 20 February 1907,

" Source: Interview by the author at MITRAB, Managua, 13 November 2003,

f“ Source: Interview by the author ar Nien Hsing head office, Taipel, 10 March 2004.

"' This is consistent with the idea that deregulation of capital movements has “altered the
power of capital by creating a greater number of ‘exit’ options in relation o both labor
and the state™ (Held, 2000, p. 396; Strange, 2000; Koenig-Archibugi, 20043, However,
it gous further in that it lnghlights the direct correlation between the magnitude of this
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differently within global production chains are less commonly identified
as a source of emerging accountability deficits than are shifts in power
between “states” and ““corporations.”' ? However, such an analvsis draws
attention to the important fact that when we speak of “powertful actors™
being unaccountable to the workers whose lives they affect, this should be
understood as referring not only to extraterritorial corporate actors, but
also to extraterritorial szaies.

This point 1s illustrated by the processes through which the wages and
working conditions experienced by Nicaraguan garment workers are
directly influenced by the priorities and decisions of investor and con-
sumer states.'’ Investor states retain some ability to excrt leverage over
outgoing garment investors, often by placing conditions on the provision
of assistance. For example, the Taiwanese government channcls assis-
tance to garment investors through its ““Plan to Subsidize Industries
Investing in Diplomatically Ticd Countries,” which supports garment
companies investing in countries that recognize Taiwan’s sovereign
status, such as Nicaragua; similarly, the US government provides
assistance to foreign investors via the Overseas Private Investment
Corporation (OPIC). Both US and Taiwanese decision-makers con-
sistently choose to deploy such support to promote nationally defined
interests, rather than to defend the labor standards of workers outside
their own territories. The Taiwanese subsidics take no account of
a company’s record on labor standard compliance (Nee, 2002), and
while assistance through OPIC is nominally conditional upon the host
country being in compliance with internationally recognized worker
rights,'* in reality this condition is applied with considerable discre-
tionary bias shaped by prevailing US economic and foreign policy
considerations {(Méndez and Koepke, 2001).

Because consumer markets represent the only component of the
global commeodity chain that cannot be territorially relocated, sover-
eignty over territory in which final consumer markets are located
bestows regulatory power that is not eroded by the mobility of global

effect and the position of a given state and force within the globally disaggregated
production process.
'2 A notable exception is Keohane (2002), who places great emphasis on the Jack of
accountability of “powerful™ stares.
Acknowledgment of the importance of decisions taken by stares other than the one
which the affected workers are located reflects the idea thar “dedsions tken by
representatives of nations and nation-states profoundly atfect ainzens of other navon-
states — who in all probability have had no opportunity to signal consent or lack of 1™
{Held, 1965, p. 1309,
See www.opic.gov.
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capiral. Accordingly, the greatest regulatory power is structurally located
at the level of consumer states, which in the case of Nicaraguan garment
production means the US government, since almost all garments pro-
duced in Nicaragua's free-trade zones are destined for US consumer
markets. Although the US has a range of unilateral policies linking
mports to labor standards,'” such regulations, as with labor provisions
within OPIC, ar¢ administered through political processes in which
protectionist or broader foreign policy objectives are generally accorded
higher priority than the protection of foreign workers. Thus, although
the position of consumer and (to a lesser extent) mnvestor states gives
them some capacity to regulate wages and working conditions of
Southern workers within transnational supply chains, responsibilities to
defend labor standards arc exclusively constructed at the level of states
in which workers are territorially located. This gencrates a disjuncture
within the global political system, which conrtributes to the increasing
meffectiveness of state-based structures of governance and account-
ability in discharging the responsibilities they have been assigned for the
protection of working conditions in the global South.

Challenges and transformation to the state-based
system of governance and public accountability

Accornrability directed to actors beyond the state

These structural weaknesses within the traditional state-based governance
system have contributed to the increasingly widespread view that the
current system 1s failing effectively 1o regulate the impact of transnational
corporate actors upon the lives of Southern workers. Accordingly, public
accountability claims are being directed towards powerful actors bevond
the centralized apparatus of the state: in particular, towards powerful
“corporate’” actors. Goetz and Jenkins (2002) identify this shift away from
a narrow conceptualization of accountability as relating exclusively to the
accountability of public sector institutions, and argue that a broader
accountability agenda has been building momentum in recent years:

The failure of democraue institutions and the decline of nadonal sovereignty
have combined to generate pressure for new ways of making powerful actors,

" The most netable among these are the Generalized System of Preferences, the
Caribbean Basin Initiative, bans on imports of goods produced using prison labor or
forced chuld Tabor (sogas, 2001}, as well us broader forms of “*diplomacy” conducted
through the International Tabor Affairs Office and the Special Representative on Labor
Aftanrs,
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within and beyond the state, accountable for the impact of their actions on poor
people ... The result has been the emergence of “The New Accountability
Agenda”. Existing mainly in fragments of conceptual innovation and practical
experiment, the basic features of this agenda are nevertheless increasingly visible.
{Gocetz and Jenkins, 2002, pp. 3-4)

Such new agendas of accountability represent a broad challenge to
deeply established ways of conceptualizing and institutionalizing power,
responsibility, and accountability. As new agendas develop, they are
contributing to the creation of more lavered and composite structures of
accountability that incorporate not only the binary structures of legit-
imizing accountability discussed above, but also what | refer to as
“transformative” and “‘external” accountability, both of which are
elaborated in greater detail below.

Transformative accountability

T use the term “transformative accountability” to describe those practices
that have emerged, as actors secking to transform the existing system
reject the core principles through which power is distributed and legit-
imized within the existing governance system, demanding instead that
institutions of power and accountability be structured in accordance with
a redefined set of principles. In contrast to practices of “legitimizing
accountability™ described above, transformative accountability demands
function o delegitimize the existing governance system, and thus to
contest the authoritative basis of existing structures of power. Transfor-
mative accountability claims thercfore signal the denial of consent, not
just to particular acts of power but to the fundamental structure of
institutions through which power is distributed and legitinnized.

Those issuing transformative accountability demands do more than
challenge the legitimacy of the prevailing system. They also attempt to
hold powerful actors accountable to the rules of a transformed gov-
ernance system that does not yet formally exist. Under such circum-
stances, it is usual for powerholders 1o be unwilling - at least inigally -
to participate in these new accountability relations by voluntarily pro-
viding information or accepting sanctions. Development of functional
accountability mechanisms in the absence of the consent of power-
holders therefore requires the construction of independent networks to
facilitate the transmission of information regarding the activities of
powerful actors, as well as independent mechanisms through which
sanctions can be imposed unilaterally upon those powerholders who
violate specified transformative principles. The imposition of these new
accountability mechanisms thus contributes to the construction of
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a transformed system — both by directly forcing changes in the activities of
targeted actors, and by reshaping constitutive discourses in ways that
characterize prevailing power structures as illegitimate. These processes
thereby contribute to developing a broader “public” in which norms,
identities, and beliefs adapt to a transformed set of principles.'® In this
way, the continued imposition of transiormative accountability demands
gradually opens new political spaces in which transformed institutions of
governance can be imagined, constructed, and legitimized.

The ‘“‘anu-sweatshop”™ campaigns that emerged within the global
garment industry during the 1990s provide a clear illustration of the
mechanisms through which agendas of transformative accountability
have been advanced. Through such campaigns, networks of human rights
and labor advocates have attempted to improve working conditions and
raise wages for workers in developing countries via a series of publicity
campaigns directed towards “powerful’ clothing brands and retailers in
the United States and Europe.'” One commonly employed strategy has
been the exposure of abuses within specific factories (a tactic somerimmes
referred to as “naming and shaming’), drawing on individual cases to
support broader campaigns. In Nicaragua, for instance, the Narional
Labor Commuittee in late 1997 launched a consumer campaign directed
against Walmart, Kmart, and JC Penny via a documented “exposé” of
conditions within Nicaraguan factories, screened on the US Hard Copy
television program (Elliott and Freeman, 2000).'® Anti-sweatshop
campaigns are also commonly based on the “international solidarity
campaign’ model, in which international “solidarity” networks com-
prised of non-state actors such as labor unions and NGOs are formed to
support the demands of local unions in specific factories. A clear example
of this is the campaign launched in 2001 in support of workers at the
Taiwanese-owned Chentex factory in Nicaragua’s Las Mercedes Free
Trade Zone (Macdonald, 2004).

In launching such campaigns, non-state actors reject the traditional
claim that regulation of labor standards 1s the exclusive responsibility of
the governments of producing countries, pointing to the erosion of the
regulatory capacity of such governments in the face of internationally
mobile capital. Instead, they demand that companics be held directly
accountable for the impact of their activities upon Southern workers,

'

1 use the term “principle™ in the sense defined by Braithwaite and Drahos (20003,

' Of the forty-three US-based groups identified by Ellott und Freeman (2000) as working on
sweatshop issues, just over half were formed in the [1990s, and nearly 80 percent have existed
only since 1980, Harnson and Scorse (2003} sinufarly document a 400 percent increase in

_ the number of newspaper articles focusing on sweatshop activities during the 90s.

T See www.swearshopwatch, org/swatch/headlines/ 1997/nica_dec97. heml.


www.swcarshopwmch.org/swarchlheadlines/1997/nica_dec.l7.htm
http:2000).18

262 Kare Macdonald

framing their demands within principles of “‘core labor standards,”
“universal human rights,” and “opposition to corporate power.”” Trans-
formative demands thereby scek to reconstruct fundamental roles and
responsibilities in ways that delegitimize existing arrangements in which a
range of private sector actors wicld important forms of publicly relevant
power without accepting associated public responsibilities. They then
demand that “private’” actors should accept increased responsibility for
the well-being of Southern workers within the transnational supply chains
that they control."”

Imposition of these new accountability demands has required the

groups that issue them to construct mechanisms via which information
can be transmitted and sanctions imposed without the consent of the
comparnies concerned. In the short term, increased consumer awareness
and concern regarding working conditions in offshore factories facil-
itates the strategic mobilization of consumer action, and its deployment
as an independent coercive weapon able to be wielded in support of
campaigners’ demands.” Such sanctioning mechanisms operate both
through direct consumer boycotts, and through decper processes of
socialization manifested as broader reputational damage to company
brands.”! The significant sanctioning power generated by such strategies
is illustrated by the fact that many companies participating in Nicaragua-
based production chains reported that damage to their reputation
represented a greater threatr than the primary state-based sanctioning
mechanism — that is, government-imposcd fines.
The fines arc very small and aren’t really a big issuce - the much bigger concern is
the bad image of the company that being given a fine produces, and the
impression of not complying with the law of the country. This 1s the real thyeat.
For us Nien Hsing is a big company, and our reputation is very umportant. The
fine doesn’t worry us; rather it is being colored with the label of being a \*ig)}at(wr
of rights. It is the prestige and not the money that we are worried about. ™

In many cascs, however, their discourses are constructed in opposition to any shift in the
focation of public power, with many arguing that both respoensibility and power should
ideally remain with the state. Po this extent, these challenges to identinies and
responsibilitics associated with the categorics of public and privare are regarded by
some as a second-best solution,

T'he importance of reputational effects i retlected in the statement in 1994 by the then
CLEO of Levi Strauss, Bob Haas, that “In teday’s world a TV expose on working
conditions can undo years of cffort to build brand lovaley™ ( Jenking, 2001, p. 7).
Reputation is important not only with respect o concerned consumers, but alse
regarding a range of business relations on the production side, including relations with
current and potential employees, business partners, and government (Haufler, 20015
Ruggie, 2001).

Interview by the author at Chib Hsing, Managua, 4 November 2003,

20
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Senior government othicials appeared very conscious of this reality,

secking to harness non-state sanctioning mechanisms in support of their
own laws in cases where firms were repeatedly failing to comply with
state regulations.
In reality, swhat swe have to do 18 have someone sentor ring them up and threaten
them with what will happen if they don’t comply: we say that we're going 1o pass
the information about what is going on in their firms on to the media. They are
very scared of this, much more than ot the fines, so then they can be made 1o
comply.~’

In these ways, anu-sweatshop campaigns have constructed indepen-
dent information transmission and sanctioning mechanisms through
which powerful corporate actors can be pressured to accept increased
responsibility for their impact upon the well-being of Southern workers.
The transnational solidarity networks formed to support factory-based
campaigns have provided further direct mechanisms through which
information can be deploved and sanctions imposed in support of these
transformative demands. The solidarity campaign based around the
Chentex factory was able to exercise countervailing power by deploying
the communicative and coordinating capabilities of their transnational
networks to construct complex webs of influence that exerted pressure at
strategic nodes of decision-making power. Within the private sector
sphere, network participants in each country excerted pressure on the
companies based in their territory, utilizing the mass media wherce pos-
sible. In Taiwan, the participating coalition of labor activists (the Taiwan
Solidaritv for Nicaraguan Workers) exerted pressure on the Taiwanese
owner of the Chentex factory (the Nien Hsing consortium} by protesting
outside the stockmarket and at the company’s annual meeting. In
Nicaragua, the Sandinista-based Chentex union placed direct pressure
on local management via widespread protests and strikes. In the US, labor
campaigners organized consumer boycotts and protests at retail outlets
across the country, directed against major clients of the Chentex factory.
Pressure was thereby exerted directly at each major point of decision-
making within the global production chain, in the hope that pressure at
the higher levels would be passed down to the factory level via the chains
of command internal to the supply chain. There is evidence that this
strategy functioned unevenly, but with considerable effectiveness.

The unmions called CEOs of our customers at 2 in the morning to bother them
and so then they called us and said setile it down ... The brands were under lots

S Interview by the awthor with representative of Corporacion de Zonas Francas and
MITRAB. Managua, 4 November 2003,
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of pressure and were very concerned about their reputation - thev said o us that
we had to settle down the problem or they would give our orders to others ..
Some other brands were more supportive though, and said just ignore it. Different
brands responded differenty. !

While the vast majority of anti-sweatshop campaigns have directed
their delegitimizing campaigns primarily towards corporate power-
holders, in some cases, such as that of Chentex, solidarity campaigns
have also placed coordinated pressure on the powerful, extraterritorial,
investor, and consuming states, demanding that they also must accept
responsibility for the conditions of Southern workers. In the case of
Chentex, pressure was placed on individual members of the US Con-
gress, who in turn signed letters of protest addressed to both President
Clinton and the Taiwanese President.”’ Labor groups also pressured the
US Trade Representative to write to the Nicaraguan Minister of Foreign
Affairs, warning that Nicaragua’s Caribbean Basin Initiative preferences
might be threatened if the dispute was not resolved.” In addition, a
legal action was launched in the US against Nien Hsing under the Alien
Tort Law, alleging violations of the human rights of Chentex workers.”’
Various forms of pressure were brought to bear in Taiwan: labor groups
placed pressure on the state-owned Labor Insurance Fund, which owns
about 5 percent of the shares in Nien Hsing; they also placed pressure
on the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, suggesting that assistance provided
through the “Plan to Subsidize Industries Investing in Diplomatically
Tied Countries” should be denied to companies violating labor stan-
dards in offshore factories (Nee, 2002); further, a parliamentary hearing
on the conflict was held in the Legislative Yuan.”™ Nicaraguan unions
attempted to place pressure on the Nicaraguan Ministry of Labor, and
utilized judicial proceedings to challenge the union-busting activities of

Y

vy
R

Interview by the author at Nien Hsing head office, Taipel, 10 March 2004,

Letters signed by sixty-four members of Congress were sent to both President Clinton
and the Taiwanese President Chen Shui-bian on 21 July 2000, following a deleganion to
Nicaragua led by Congressman Sherrod Brown.

US Trade Representative Charlene Barshefsky wrote o the Nicaraguan Mmister of
Foreign Affairs Eduardo Moniealegre on 3 October 2000 expressing concern regarding
rights violations in the Chentex and Mil Colores factories, and stating that “fatlure to
achieve an improvement in this situation could place part or all of Nicaragua’s CRTPA
trade preferences in jeopardy™.

© US District Court, Central District of California, Gladvs Manzanares Tercoro, Zenavda
Tores Avdes, Harling Bobadifla, and Feliv Rosales Sanchies, Plaintiffs, v, C&EY Sportscecar
Inc., Nien Hsing Textile Co. Lid, aud Chentex Garmoas, S, Defendents, Case No CV
00-12715 KM (CT'x).

E-mail from Professor Hsin-Hsing Chen to US members of the solidarity network,
1 April 2000, “Report on Taiwan Legislative Yuan Hearing on the Chentex Case.™
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Chentex management. They also appealed to the 1.0, attempting to
deploy its formal complaints mechanisms to place additional pressure on
the Nicaraguan government. By coordinating action at these multiple,
state-based pressure points, in addition to targeting multiple decision-
making nodes within transnational production chains, anti-sweatshop
campaigners attempted to mobilize their independent information
transmission and sanctioning capabilities to demand that not only pow-
erful companies but also cxtraterritorial states must accept greater
responsibility for the well-being of Nicaraguan workers.

External accountability

Over time, as transtormative accountability claims have continued to
be directed towards new categories of powerful actors, some of these
powcerholders have begun to respond, at least superficially, to the
transformative challenge. As they have begun to acknowledge increased
responsibilities for their impact on an expanded set of “external” stake-
holders, such actors have established a range of insututional
mechanisms through which limited forms of answerability 1o certain
categorics of such stakeholders can be facilitated. These institutions,
which 1 refer to as institutions of external accountability, therefore
represent the partial institutionalization of transformative demands in
which previously unacknowledged responsibilitics and accountabilities
are constructed. ™

The emergence of external accountability mechanisms is often char-
acterized as offering a potential solution to the emergence of account-
ability deficits within the existing system of global governance, However,
the concept of external accountability ~ defined by Keohane (2002,
p- 14) as “‘accountability to people outside the acting entity, whose lives
are affected by it” — remains underspecified in two crucial ways.’' First,
the attempt to present a coherent definition of external accountability
relations based on membership of an “‘acting entity” serves to circum-
vent rather than resolve the key source of the accountability deficit: that
is, the contestation of social and political boundaries, and thus the

N

“Complaints against the Government of Nicaragua presented by the Jose Benito Escobar
Trade Union Confederation of Workers and the Internatonal Textile, Garment and
Leather Workers” Federation,” Report No 324, Cases Nos 2092 and 2101,

The conecept of “external accountability”™ is very close to the more commonly used
“stakeholder accountability.”

This does not retlect o weakness speeitic to Keohane's definition; rather, it reflects deeper
limitations of the concept of external accountability, and of the set of institutional
practices with which the coneept has been associated.

(Y
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underlying disagreement regarding who or what constitutes the “acting
entity” in the first place. Discourses of external accountability have
emerged precisely because the boundaries between multiple and over-
lapping social and political “entities” are not clear or agreed, so incor-
porating this term into the definiton as though its mcaning were
self-evident serves not to clarify but simply to obscure the underlyving
systemic conflict from which the concept of ““external accountability’™ has
emerged.

Second, this definition in itsclf tells us nothing about appropriate
normative criteria of “‘affectedness,” on the basis of which we might
scek to define the boundaries of new forms of external accountability.
While more extensive responsibilitics to external stakcholders are
acknowledged, there is no agreed definition of who new relationships of
responsibility and accountability should be constructed between, or
precisely what these responsibilities should centail, In practice, the var-
ious corporate practices that are subject to constraint via mechanisms of
“external’ or stakeholder accountability therefore emerge as a product
of pragmatic political compromise, and remain largely discretionary in
scope and substance. The concept of external accountability is useful
insofar as it implies some acknowledgment of the problem of contested
legitimacy of prevailing power relations. However, without resolution of
the underlying sources of normative contestation, external account-
ability cannot in itself constitute a solution,

The implications of such ongoing normative contestation for the kinds
of institutions and practices thar have emerged are reflected in the most
prominent example of external accountability structures within the gar-
ment industry: codes of conduct. These codes have emerged as a key
means by which firms have responded to the sustained pressure exerted
on them by the transformative accountability demands of the anti-
sweatshop movement. A diverse range of models have been developed,
including “corporate™ codes of conduct {the most common variety in
Nicaraguan garment factorics), industry association codes such as
Worldwide Responsible Apparel Production (WRAP), multi-stakcholder
codes such as that of the Fair Labor Association (FLA) and NGO-driven
codes such as SA8000. A range of monitoring systems have also been
developed to enhance the effectiveness and credibility of these codes,
including private sector monitoring systems conducted by companies such
as PricewaterhouseCoopers, monitoring systems operated in-house by
retailers, brands, or their contracted trading companics, and independent
monitoring procedures conducted by local NGOs.

By implementing a code of conduct, firms institutionalize within this
formal structure some acknowledgment of the power that they alrcady
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wield within transnational supply chains and, at least nominally, they
accept increased responsibility for the conditions of workers partci-
pating within these structures. Because the codes have emerged at least
partially in response to anti-sweatshop campaigns, they institutionalize
to some extent the transformative demands of external stakeholders.
However, the primary motivation of the firms establishing such codes is
to respond to the specific demands that they perceive as most strongly
delegitimizing their activities in the eyes of the Northern consuming
public. They therefore tend to respond only to those elements of the
demands that they consider most vital to protecting their reputation
among consumers,” and continue to contest the legitimacy of more
extensive demands. Such codes therefore represent only a parral insti-
tutionalization of transformative accountability demands, and the
principles embodied within the codes then continue to compete for
legitimacy with the more radically transformative principles advocated
by anti-sweatshop campaigners.

Within this fundamentally contested structure of governance and
accountability, labor organizations are faced with two choices. They
can support external accountability structures by conducting mon-
itoring of compliance with the codes, thereby strengthening and
legitimizing the code-based structures. Or they can continue to work
outside the code-based governance system, secking to delegitimize and
further transform it through the ongoing application of transformative
accountability claims. This strategic dilemma has generated significant
divisions among labor campaigners, with different groups making
different judgments regarding which strategies are capable of most
effectively empowering workers. Some NGOs and unions have been
deeply involved in developing codes (Jenkins, 2001), while others have
opposed them vehemently, regarding such schemes as co-optive public
relations cxercises that threaten to ¢rowd out union and other grass-
roots participation. In this context of ongoing contestation, in which
neither the scope nor the substance of legitimate relationships of power
and responsibility have been agreed, external accountability mechan-
isms remain incapable of offering more than a parual and contested
institutionalization of emerging demands for new and transformative
forms of public accountability.

= Such demands commonly refer to measures such as bans on the use of child labor, and
health and safery measures o prevent publicly conspicuous accidents such as mass
poisonings and factory tires. These demands tor responsibility tend to be those based on
clear demonstration of a direcr imposition of harm (commonly considered to be the
strongest nornmative basts tor a claim of responsibility).
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The empowering capacity of new agendas
of public accountability

Our interest in these new forms of public accountability extends beyond
the desire to understand the dynamics through which they have emerged;
it also encompasses a concern for their diszributional implications. While
practices of public accountability are most commonly evaluated in terms
of their role in advancing the agenda of democratic governance,’’ the goal
of this chapter is to evaluate the implications of changing institutions and
practices for the well-being of a specific group of disadvantaged actors:
workers in the global South. An evaluative framework focusing on the
“empowerment’’ of this particular group of actors enables us to shift our
focus away from the conventional concern with empowering a ““public,”
imagined as some kind of coherent or unitary entity, and towards concern
for the empowerment of specific disadvantaged individuals and groups
within the wider society or public.*!

The concept of empowerment is widely used, but rarely defined rig-
orously. I define empowerment as an advance in the well-being of a
disadvantaged or vulnerable individual or group with respect to their
material welfare and/or their agencv, where “welfare” refers to the ful-
fillment of basic material needs, and ‘“‘agency” is defined as both an
individual and a collective concept referring to freedom and capacity to
act in pursuit of self-perceived interest. The concept of agency has been
employed variously to denote the ability to exercise choice, to participate
in social and political processes, and to effect social transformation.
While at times it is helpful to distinguish between different dimensions
of “agency,” often the achievement of these varving dimensions requires
essentially the same sets of capacities: choice, freedom, deliberative, and

-

I'his is particularly the case where accountability s examined within discussions of

global governance. See for example Keohane and Nye (2001), Newell and Bellour
(2002), Keohane (20033, and the special issuc of Govenmnent and Opposition on Global
Covernance and Public Accotonability (8pring 20043 39(2),

More broadly, this goal is increasingly relevantin the contest of a global “public™ that is
characterized by pluralism, fragmentation, and often extreme inequality.

Giddens (1984), Rahman (1984), Rahman (1993), Held (1995), Nelson and Wnght
(1995}, Schneider {1999}, Kabeer (2000), and World Bank {2002). Sen, for example.
vses the term “fagency’ in all these wavs, He employs it to denote transformational
capacity when he defines an agent as “‘somcone who acts and brings about change”
(Sen, 2001, p. 19), as choice in the context of his discussion of freedom (Dreze and
Scn, 20023, and as participation in reference to political and social organizations (Sen,
2001, p. 284). He even uses 1t in a fourth sense, distinguishing i from living standards
and well-being to denote freely chosen actions i conflicr with the agent’s welfare

(Saith, 2001).
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critical capacities, and the ability to translate these into action within the
external institutional environment.’®

As applied to workers in the Nicaraguan garment industry, the welfare
dimension of empowerment can be understood primarily in terms of
income and working conditions. Key indicators of the agency dimension
of empowcerment include workers’ control over their movements within
the workplace (such as unconstrained access to the bathrooms or to visit
docrors); control over hours worked; freedom to unionize; access to
information regarding entitlements and obligations; access to an effec-
tive complaints procedure; and the ability to participate in rule-making
institutions that affect them, through both direct involvement in short-
term decision-making and the ability to initiate and direct underlying
agendas of institutional reform.

How then has the emergence of new forms of global accountability
atfected the capacity of workers to realize these multiple dimensions of
empowerment? From a long-term, industrywide viewpoint, such cam-
paigns have contributed positively to the welfare-related empowerment
of Southern garment workers by helping to modify dominant industry
norms and practices towards closer compliance with core labor stan-
dards. Significant improvements for many workers have been achieved
as a result of the dramatic changes in the supply chain management
policies of well-known retailers and brands that are most vulnerable to
targeting bv such campaigns. The changes introduced as a result of
prominent campaigns against Nike, Liz Claiborne, the Gap, and Levi
illustrate clearly this process.’” The transformation of dominant prac-
tices and norms among both consumers and industry players has gen-
erated an increasing expectaton that brands and retailers should accept
responsibility for labor standards within their supply chains (Spar and
Burns, 2000). "This contributes to greater empowerment at a structural
level, since it represents the first steps towards more cffectively aligning
distributions of responsibilities with those of regulatory capabilities.
However, empowering cffects at the factory level, achieved by factory-
based campaigns, have been much more limited. In the Chentex case,
tor example, the protracted dispute achieved only nominal concessions,
most of which have not been sustained. ™

Freire (10833, Chambuers {10983, Kabeer (2000), Pimbert and Wakeford (2001), Brock
Cand MeGee (2002), and VencKlasen and Miller {2002).
© Spar and Burns (2000) document the case of Nike, which is perhaps the best known of
suceesstul activist campaigns, producing dramauc changes in supply chain practices.
In the end, a negotiated settlement was reached in which all legal actions were dropped
and four union leaders reinstated. However, within a month they had all been forced to
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The partial institunionalization of some elements of these demands in
the form of codes of conduct can also make some contribution to
empowerment. As mechanisms of external accountability, codes provide
a direct institutional means via which ¢volving norms and practices can
be transmitted along supply chains to global production sites. They can
also be a powerful coercive mechanism through which norms and
practices can be enforced (bv the threat to cut off contracts in cascs of
persistent code violation), thereby facilitating responses o social
demands that empower workers. Garment firms unanimously empha-
size the importance of complying with codes if contracts with major
brands are to be retained.

They have monitors that watch very closely and if vou don’t fulfill the

standards then they take the orders away. If there are always problems
then there are no orders.’”
In the past, the firings of Chentex and the international campaign that followed
have meant that now there are more visits and the codes are more severe. The
firms are afraid of these, as the contracts can be cancelied if they don't comply.
There arc different buyers, so a couple of times a month there are inspections,
and all the firms are involved in this. ™

Evidence from factory owners, investors, and some union represcnta-
tives also suggests that the imposition of these code-based regimes has led
to significant improvements in some basic working conditions,*’ thereby
empowering Nicaraguan workers in terms of core welfare criterta.

They did an inspection in October, and in Fortex and in Sino Nica, they put in
many things — fans, comfortable seats, they hung extinguishers in the dining
arcas, washed the dining arca, put out protective masks, put soap and teilet
paper in the toilets — a whole heap of things. The Chinese owners don’t use these
things generally, but the brands have done inspections, and there have been
many changes.*”

However, the empowering potential of these new accountability
practices is sigmficantly limited by the fact that the countervailing power

resign, and there 1s stll no CST {Sandimsta) affihated union operanng in the Chentex
factory.

Interview by the author at Nien Hsing head office, Taipet, 10 March 2004,

Interview by the author with representative of CPI™ {"management’) union, Managua,
2 December 2003,

Evidence from other countries also supports the claim that codes of conducr can lead 1o
improvements in certain aspects of working condidons. Jenkins (2001) for example
presented evidence from Viemnam, El Salvador, and Honduras showing that concrete
improvements have resulted from the impeosition of codes.

[nterview by the author with representative of CS'T (Sandinista) union, Managua.,
13 December 2003,
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they wield is no longer simply a direct counterbalance to primary
sources of power, as envisaged within the binary state-centered
accountability svstem; rather, such forms of accountability have entailed
the diffusion of power between actors, and the emergence of an
increasingly fragmented and multilayered distribution of power. Within
this pluralistic structure, firms cxercise power over workers, information
flows from workers through NGOs to consumers, and consumers
(together with broader social actors in the global North) may then
impose sanctions upon firms.”’ Mechanisms of power, countervailing
power, information transmission, and sanctioning are thus becoming
more fragmented, functionally disaggregated, and diffuse. Increasingly,
outcomes are determined not within centralized and privileged sites of
political power, but as the product of interactions between multiple layers
of actors: states, firms, consumers, and a range of non-state actors
spanning multiple levels of transnational production structures. In this
context, a demand to “hold powerful actors accountable for their actions”
does not necessarily translate into an outcome in which powerholders are
held accountable 7o those affected. The emergence of what 1s effectively a
whole new category of “‘intermediaries’ within accountability relation-
ships creates two related problems.

First, there i1s an implicit conflation of those subject to power and
those demanding accountability, so that power relations between those
impacted by the primary source of power and those making account-
ability claims are often obscured, and these secondary power relations
between intermediarics and workers are not themselves constrained by
effective accountability mechanisms. This problem is clearly illustrated
by the power dynamics that emerged during the Chentex factory cam-
paign within the non-state networks through which transformative
accountability demands were advanced. Although solidarity campaigns
are nominally driven from the bottom up, campaign structure tends to
reflect the structure of global production chains. Accordingly, the
“transnational advocacy networks™ through which many of these cam-
paigns are conducted themselves embody asymmetric power relations in
which it 1s often Northern participants rather than workers themselves
who play the dominant decision-making roles. The most powerful
sources of leverage over US brands, consumers, and government are
concentrated in the hands of US members of the network, since it is they

" These new geographics of power then interact with binary structures of power and
aecountability that continue o operate (albeit in more imired ways) within state-
centered  governance svstems located in cuch werritory participating in the global
producton chain.,
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who can most easily access these sites of power, and they possess dis-
proportionate access to financial resources and communicarion tech-
nology. Power is also exercised asymmetrically in the initial construction
of network membership, as the disproportionate ability of Northern
participants to control network membership gives them significant dis-
cretionary power to decide which local groups to include and which to
exclude, leaving little scope for conflicting voices ar the local level 1o be
mediated within the processes of forming campaign goals and strategies.

Despite the significant degree of power wielded by Northern actors
within these networks, such actors are generally not accountable to
workers for the way this power is exercised.’! The lack of accountability
to workers whose “stories” are being deploved as weapons has meant
that campaign design has often failed to give top priority to the direct
interests of the workers immediately involved, which significantly
reduces the potential of such campaigns to empower workers. Indeed,
some anti-swearshop campaigns have generated outcomes that have
caused direct harm to significant numbers of workers, The screening on
US and Nicaraguan television in 1997 of the Hard Copy program
“exposing” sweatshop conditions in Nicaraguan garment factories was
followed by the firing of workers directly involved with the program, job
losses due to the cancellation of some contracts by targeted firms, and
the firing of hundreds of workers under eightecn {(despite the labor code
allowing workers from the age of fourteen) as firms attempted to avoid
the charge of using child labor.*?

This fatlure to appropriately distinguish the interests and preferences
of workers from those of the Northern actors dominating the campaigns
creates a second, closely related problem as accounrability relations
between companies and their critics begin to be institutionalized within
structurcs of external accountability such as codes of conduct. In many
cases, external accountability mechanisms are constructed between
inappropriate sets of actors, as firms are made accountable to Northern
NGOs, consumers, and “‘independent” monitors rather than directly to
affected workers themsclves; this problem 1s reflected clearly in many of
the discourses surrounding codes of conduct. The World Bank, for
instance, cxplicitly uses the language of cxternal accountability in
explaining the emergence and functioning of corporate codes of con-
duct, but its only mention of individual workers and their familics - who
are those most directly affected by such codes - is under the label of

#Y This is a similar point to that made by Keohane (2002) when he relers to a disconneet
_ berween legitimacy and accountability.
% See www.nicanet.org/1 1 5laborpanclhoml.
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“organized labor,”” despite the majority of global garment workers not
being organized in any way:

External stakeholders, including students, human rights organizations, organized
labor, religious institutions, consumer advocates, universities, representatives of
local, state and federal governments around the world, and the Secretary General
of the UN have demanded greater transparency and accountability by corporate
institutions with respect to business decisions that have a social and environ-
mental impact ... corperate leaders have recognised that the success of their
brands is tied to whether their business is conducted in @ manner acceptable to
those affecred by it (World Bank, 2003, p. 1)

Even this reference is buried in a long list of external stakeholders
from the global North, the majority of whom are those participating in
accountability relations through their role in information transmission
and sanctioning, rather than as those affected by corporate decisions.
The disappearance from the picture of those who are supposedly the
ultimate “principals” of these new srructures of “external” account-
ability has significantly undermined the cffectiveness with which such
codes have empowered Southern workers. This appears to be due pri-
marily to the multiple ways in which the exclusion of workers from these
structures has weakened code enforcement. Significant barriers to the
participation of workers and their organizations in monitoring code
enforcement include the absence of adequate formal consultation pro-
cesses within the inspection process, the absence of complaints proce-
dures, a failure o effectively inform workers about code content,*® and
the extreme lack of transparency regarding monitoring procedures and
findings.'” In part as a result of such weaknesses, Nicaraguan workers
speaking with Prieto and Bendell (2002, p.7) claimed that the codes
“are for decoration, as the workers don’t see them being implemented.”
The lack of accountability to workers within the processes through
which codes are initially formulated further undermines their empow-
cring potental, as the formation of codes is driven primarily by a per-
ceived need to be accountable to consumers. This has resulted in codes
being driven by top-down consumer-focused agendas, thus producing
a disproportionate emphasis on issues — such as underage labor — that
have a high profile among Western consumers and are therefore
considered by firms to be the most potentally damaging (Jenkins,

" Source: author’s discussion with Nicaraguan factory workers at MEC workshop,
23 November 2003,
Target, for example, claims that *"The procedures used by our Corporate Compliance
area are considered proprictary,” personal communication, Targer Guest Relations,
28 November 2003, It is also very rare for the content of monitoring reports to be
revealed cither to workers or o the wider public,

i
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2001). This focus often comes at the expense of issues identified by
workers themselves as higher priorities. ™

Conclusions: new forms of accountability
and the empowerment of Southern workers - from
transformative to plurilateral accountability

The emergence within transnational supply chains of these new agendas of
public accountability has already produced substantial changes within
targeted transnational production chains. The impact of these changes
thus far suggests that they have significant potential to further advance the
empowerment of Southern workers within the governance structures of
the global economy. However, these agendas remain limited by the per-
sistence of binary discourses of accountability, which are no longer
appropriate within an environment increasingly characterized by plur-
alistic structures of power. As described above, a binary view of account-
ability results in the implicit conflation of those actors who are subject to
power with those who are demanding accountability, which significantly
constrains the capacity of existing accountability mechanisms to empower
Southern workers. In order to entrench principles of empowerment at
a structural level within a transformed global governance svstem, and thus
to provide a systemic basis of countervailing power for Southern workers,
there is a need for some far-reaching changes in how we conceptualize
public accountability structures and their relationship to the ordering of
publicly relevant power. This will entail moving from the distorted and
contested structures of transformative and external accountability to a
reconstructed governance system in which accountability structures can
once agamn funcuon to legitimize and reproduce systemic power distribu-
tions through a stable set of reconstituted principles. To enable these
changes, new forms of institutional innovation will be required.

I argue that such innovations should be based on a central principle of
“plurilateral” accountability: that is, pluralistic structures of account-
ability that mirror and equilibrate the pluralistic distributions of power
within the prevailing governance system.*’ Concepts of “*plurilateralism”

M Workers interviewed by Pricto and Bendell (2002, p. 8) reported a number of their
priorities to differ from those appearing in official corporate codes. Commonly
mentioned concerns included health and satery issues related to pregnancy, mransport
home from work, and restrictions on overtume which seme workers considered
inappropriate given the insufficiency of their standard wages,

The case for the development of plurilateral mechanisms of accountabilite rests
primarily upon wstnional arguments, which must be separated from the normative
concerns [ oraised above in relation to concepts of external accountability. The

<
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and “hybridity” arc commonly deployed in the analysis of structures of
global governance (Cerny, 1993; Vayrynen, 2003), but little attention has
been given to how we might construct parallel pluralistic structures
within our discourses and institutions of accountability. To this end,
I suggest that it is helpful to imagine a plurilateral system of governance
and accountability that is structured according to the central principle of
“‘complex reciprocity.” Instead of dichotomizing governors and the
governed (or agents and principals), and simply holding the former
accountable to the latter, such a system would be characterized by a
lavered, horizontal structure in which each category of actors, performing
disaggregated functions and exercising differentiated forms of power, is
held accountable to each other, supporting the emergence of a system-
wide equilibration of power and responsibility.

The idea of a plurilateral accountability structure implies a radical
change in how we conceptualize accountability — more so than would
occur simply by moving from a single binary accountability relationship
between a state and a public to a seriality of vertical and binary rela-
tionships in which each agent is linked to an expanding number of
external principals. Although the idea of “complex reciprocity” may
appear largely consistent with many features of an accountability
structure comprised of serial binary relations, it has been demonstrated
above that the ongoing dominance of such binary discourses appears to
be supporting significant distortions within emerging institutions of
external accountability. These distortions are undermining the capacity
of these institutions to empower Southern workers, which means that
there is a practical as well as a theoretical imperative to consider more
seriously how we might progress from the binary structures of “external”
accountability towards the construction of a balanced, plurilateral
system of public governance and accountability.

It is bevond the scope of this chapter to speculate in depth about
specific institutions via which the central principle of plurilateral
accountability could be materially entrenched. However, building from
the central principle of re-articulating power and responsibility by means
of a systemic structure of complex reciprocity, it is possible to suggest
several key features that such an accountability system would need to
embody, in order to empower Southern workers most effectively.
Considering cach major category of systemic actor in turn, firms should be

development of an effective and legitimate system of plurilateral accountability would
require not only the development of workable institutional mechanisms, but also the
specification of an agreed set of normative principles to define the legitimate
relationship between power and responsibility.
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held accountable through structures of information transmission that are
linked directly to workers, and that are backed up by sanctions imposcd at
overlapping levels by consuming and producing states, by NGOs, and by
consumers.”” At the same time, szazes need to be held accountable not onlv
to NGOs, workers, firms, and consumers within their own territory, but
also to workers and other stakeholders located outside these physical
boundaries. Non-state actors within the transnational networks that promote
agendas of transformative accountability must themselves become more
accountable to the workers whose intercsts they claim to represent, through
the construction of more durable and accountable network structures and
more effective engagement with the range of competing views at the local
level during the process of constructing network membership.

Currently, the global garment industry remains characterized by
governance structures in which key decisions affecting Southern workers
are controlled by Northern brands and retailers, and by the governments
and populations of the countries in which these powerful Northern
actors are located. The transformative accountability agendas that are
being pursued by transnational networks of non-state actors have
achieved some initial progress towards placing countervailing power in
the hands of Southern workers and their supporters, and external
accountability initiatives have partially institutionalized the core prin-
ciples of this transformative agenda. However, a new agenda of “‘plur-
ilateral accountability” must now be developed and implemented to
enable core principles of empowerment to be more effectively embedded
within the institutional system that governs global production, in which
Southern workers play such a fundamental role.
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