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

Kate Macdonald 

In recent years, one of the central claims promoted by critics of 
"globalization" has been that the existing system of global economIc 
governance is being undermined by the emergence 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 
to increasing exploitation of Southern workers. Partly in response to 

such perceptions, a range of non-state actors have begun to explore ne\\" 
strategies that attempt to hold companies within transnational :mpply 
chains directly accountable for their impact on the lives of workers. In 
this context, both the seriousness of existing accountability deficits, and 
the effectiveness of non-state initiatives 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 factories, and the pro­
duction chains that connect them into the global structures of the gar­
ment industry. I 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.2 The garment industry offers an ideal case for exploring 
transformations of public accountability within transnational economic 
structures, since it is both extensively globalized and highly politicized. 
Its transnational supply chains connect some of the world's poorest 

I This particular case is used here simply tilr illuslnnivc purpnscs. For a ll10re detailed 
account of the dynamics of change within structures of pmnT and Clcc<'untahilitv in the 
global garment industry, and of the examples referred to in the present discussi\ln. sec 
Macdonald (2004). 
The concept of empowerment is c1ahoratcd hdow. It pro\'idcs thc conceptual framework 
through 	\vhich the implications for S(luthern w('rkers of transformations in glohal 
governance arc then analyzed and evaluated. 

252 



253 A glohal agenda for empowering Southern workers? 

workers with affluent and powerful consumer markets and corporate 
entities in the global Nonh, 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 ~icaragua, consumer markets in the US, and the actions of investors 
and civil society 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 ofpublic 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 

11"haf is accollllfabi/irYJ and why does it matter? 

The central concept underpinning the present discussion is that of 
"accountability," which I define as a property of an institutionalized 
relationship in which the exercise of power by one set of actors is 
constrained subject to some requirement of responsi'velless to those over 
,vhom their power is exercised. This conception of accountability can 
be usefully decomposed into two functional dimensions: transparellcy 

in the exercise ofpowcr (entailing either formal reporting requirements 
or some alternativc information transmission mechanism), and enfor­
ceabilifY of thL' principle of responsiveness (generally via provision of 
some mcans by which sanctions can be imposed on powerholders in 
cases whcre their behavior breaches some common understanding of 
"acccptable" standards) (Woods, 2000; Keohane and Nye, 2001; 
Keohane, 2002; Newell and Bellour, 2002).\ While accountability 

\ 	In the complex institutional environments that arc necessary to facilitate global 
structures of prnducti(lll, aecountahility relationships 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 "accliuntability 
deficits" in institutions of global governance are concerned more 
narrowly with accountability for the exercise of \vhat is c,;nsidered to 

be "public" power. The fonowing analysis therefore focuses specifi­
cally on the concept of "public accountability." I use this term to refer 
to answerability for the exercise of power over "publicly relevant"' 
outcomes, understood as that range of outcomes in which shared or 
competing interests are significantly implicated. I 

Structures of accountability provide those actors who are subject to 
the exercise of power with an institutionalized means of redn:ss through 
which they can express dissatisfaction with the actions of powerholders. 
Such structures can therefore be understood as comprising an institu­
tionalized fonn of countervailill{? power. Considered in this light, the 
concept of accountability makes little sense unless it is analvzed with 
reference to the structures through \vhich primary sources of public 
power are distributed. Publicly relevant pmver is traditionally con­
ceptualized as being exercised and regulated through state institutions; 
hmvever, much of this chapter will focus on structures of public power 
and accountability that are emerging b,;YOlid this state-centered realm. 
The concept of "governance," referring to the processes through \vhich 
an organization or society steers and coordinates itself, offers a frame­
work through which the distribution of such broader sources of pnwcr 
can be analyzed (Rosenau, 2000; Scholte, 20(2). 'i 

which those who arc entitled to demand answers from powcrhokkrs are not n..:..:essarily 
the same actors as those in charge of determining and imposmg penalties (Gol'rz ,md 
Jenkins, 20(2). roc ..:xampk. intl1f1nmioll rl'garding a lirm's anil'itics WhlCh is Lxp"se.} 
by an NGO or provided to a regulatorv agency can, whl'n made public. stimuLltl' tbe 
imposition of a sanction in thc furm of a consumer bO\'C(ltt. Some imporwnt implications 
()r these pluralistic divisions of labor within acc(luntubilirv structures arc diseu"l~d 

below. 
I 	 This dctinition of publicly relevant pOWLT encompnsscs both a liberal conc,'rn for p\l\yer 

that constrains other social actors autonomy (Keohan(" 2002; Ikid, 21l0cl) , cmd an 
undcrstunding of public power as that advancing a general or c()mm"n Interest. Thl' 
sphere of public interest is thus dc!,ned according to the extent tll \\'hKh inrercsh arc 
interdependent either COnlnlon Or C0I11pCtll1g. (.1f CtHlrsc, whac We d ...'fint-' as hl.'ing 
publicly relevant is itself politically contested, and dominant rclations of PP\I'l'l' \\ ill be 
r<:fleeted in its construction (Cutler. 2002, p. >eI). 

, 	 I thcrc!ilt\: usc the term "g(\\"ernance" to refer t() activities backed Iw shared goals that 
do not necessarily derive from kgal and t(l[!llally prescribed responSibilities, or reh' ,\1\ 

police powers to attain compliance (Snwuts, I()()H; Stoker, 1()()H). Instead. g,'YernclllCe 
operates through a l'OIllbinarion or institutions, organizarinns! und networks in WhH.:h 
publicly relevant power is exercised not only lhwugh tilflnalk "!l1ctioncd ,,'stenb "I 
Jaw, but alsu through the construction ~)f I11cnnings, identities, and l1l"lrInS, ,\nd thniugh 
diffuse as well as cc:ntralized cnti,rcemcnt mechanisms (Rosenau, 1 ')l)2; Rosenau, 2,Hh); 
Demmasi, 2002; Lipschutz and Fogc:!. 2002; W'oods, 20(2). 



255 A glohal agenda for empowering Southern workers? 

Institutions of gowrnance and accountability can then be understood 
as mutually constitutiw dimensions of an overarching institutional 
complex that I rcfer 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 
exercise of power is constrained. h Put simply, accountability mechanisms 
are designed to equilibrate plnuer alld 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. Second, it requires that a degree of coun­
ten'ailing pmNer is placed in the hands of those over whom the primary 
pmver is wielded, 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. 

tFily is the exist ill;'; statt.'-cclltaed ,IJ'ste/1l ()( accountability 
alld !:OTtTlhlllL'e belli;'; challell;.;ed by lIew a;.;elldas 
of accl)l/lItabilio'? 

To make sense of how and why new forms of global accountabilities are 
emerging, we must tirst identity the ways in which ehanges in the global 
political economy are challenging the effectiveness and legitimacy of the 
preexisting state-based system of governance and accountability. Within 
this existing system, 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.,,7 There is widely shared 
understanding and agreement regarding the core principles through 

:\ similar pOlllt is mUlk hj' N~\\'~II and Bellour (2002l, 
Th~ Illgie "I' this binClfl' aecountabilil.\' structure is not incompatihle with the fact that 
indil'idual companics also lYidd direct pOWl'r over "publidv relevant" outcomes 
experienced hI' workers; ckarly, such pllwcr has always been -a feature of capitalist 
('C0J1tHl1 H.: s~·stl'nlS, R~Hh('r, this logic aSSUl11l'S thor :-:.uch forms of corporate po\\'cr arc 
ti'atlled and sLlstained by the o\'L:r'ln:hing n:gulatorv power of the srat~, and thus thm the 
illGllion within the state of el'ntraliZl'd responsibility for protecting working conditions is 
matched hI' statc Ulpauty to stecr ,mel 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 limits, subject to an expression ofconsent by the governed. Because the 
legitimacy of prevailing power distributions are thus conditional upon the 
operation of these binary accountability relations, such mechanisms of 
"legitimizing accountability" serve to strengthen and reproduce the 
existing governance system, maintaining its stability over time. 

Because these binary relations are constructed between a rcrrirorialzl' 
bounded public and state, the ongoing legitimacy of existing accountability 
structures is contingent upon the premise that power to determine publicly 
relevant outcomes 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 ofdirect pm>;;er 
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 effectiveness 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 
exemplified by the case of Nicaragua. \XThile Nicaragua's constitution 
and labor laws codifY extensive safeguards ()f working conditi()ns and 
other entitlements of workers (CENIDH, 2003, p. 16), the Nicaraguan 
government's performance in monitoring and enforcement 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 seventy-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, 
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p. 62).° Th.: penalties themselves are also very weak, with the maximum 
fine payable by companies that violate the labor laws being only 10,000 
cordobas (approximately OS$630). This absence of strong coercive 
mechanisms dilutes the impact of the enforcement regime, even in those 
cases in which penalties are imposed.'1 

This failure to eflectively enforce state-based labor standards, in 
particular the absence of adequate penalties, can to a extent be 
attributed to a lack of political will at the highest level of Nicaraguan 
governm.:nt, 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 mor.: strongly co.:rcive mechanism to enforce labor laws 
(CENIDH, 2003, p. 15). Such lack of political will is in turn attributable 
at least partly to the direct pressure placed on governments by investors, 
who enjoy considerable mobility with respect to production locations 
due to the labor-intensive nature of assembly production, and who 
openly express th.:ir preference for investing in countries where labor 
legislation will not cause them "problems. ,,10 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 "stat..::::;" to "markets" or "corporations," each conceived 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 to a lesser 
extent, investor 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. tt Shifts of power between individual states that are positioned 

, Th~sc inspection rcquir~mcnts arc outlined in Article 14 of the Ministry's RegluJllcnlo de 
iIlS[h'dOi','S dd TJ'tlb(ljO\ 20 Fl.,oruary 19()7 . 

., S'lUre~: InrL:rvicw tw th~ author at MITRAB, Managua, 13 November 200'l. 
L' S,lUrcc: 1nter\,j~\\" by the author at Ni~n Hsing head offic~, Taipei, 10 March 2004. 
: I This is consistent with th~ id~a that deregulation of capital movements has "altered the 

power 01 capital by cr~ating a gr~ater number of 'exit' options in relation to both labor 
,Ill,i the state" (Held, 20(l(l, p, 3'16; Strange, 2000; Koenig··Archibugi, 2(04), However, 
it goes furth~r in that it hIghlights the dir~ct correlation bcrwL:en 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." 12 However, such an anah'sis draws 
attention to the important fact that when we speak of "powerful 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 stalcs. 

This point is illustrated by the processes through which the wages and 
working conditions experienced by Kicaraguan garment \vorkers are 
directly int1uenced by the priorities and decisions of investor and con­
sumer states. 1 Investor states retain some ability to exert leverage over 
outgoing garment investors, often by placing conditions on the provision 
of assistance. For example, the Taiwanese government channels assis­
tance to garment investors through its "Plan to Subsidize Industries 
Investing in Diplomatically Tied 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 COPIC). 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 subsidies take no account of 
a company's record on labor standard compliance (Nee, 20(2), and 
while assistance through OPIC is nominally conditional upon the host 
country being in compliance with internationally recognized worker 
rights,14 in reality this condition is applied with considerable discre­
tionary bias shaped by prevailing US economic and foreign policy 
considerations (Mendez and Koepke, 20(1). 

Because consumer markets represent the only component of the 
global commodity 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 stare and force within the gl"hallv disaggrcgatcd 
pmducnon process. 

12 A notable exception is Keohane (2002), who places great emphasis on the ladz ,,1' 
accountability of "powerful" stUtes. 

1 \ Acknowledgment of the importance of decisions taken hv snHcS other than the one in 
which the affected workers arc located refkcts the idea that "decisions taken hv 
n:pn:scntati\'cs of nations and lwtio!1-statcs profoundh' affect citizens (If other nati(ln~ 
stutes who in all prohabilitv haVe' had no "ppnnunitv tn signal consent or lack ()f n" 
(I-kid, 1()() '5 , p. 119). 

11 See www.opic.gov. 

http:www.opic.gov
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capiral. Accordingly, the gn:atest regulatory power is structurally located 
at the level of consumer states, which in the case of Nicaraguan garment 
production means the L'S 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 
imports to lahor standards, I S such regulations, as with labor provisions 
within OPIC, are administered through political processes in which 
protectionist or hroader 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) investor states gives 
them some capacil.\' to regulate wages and working conditions of 
Southern workers within transnational supply chains, responsibilities to 
defend lahor standards are exclusively constructed at the level of states 
in which workers are territorially located. This generates a disjuncture 
within the global political system, which contributes to the increasing 
ineflectiveness 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 

Accoltlltabilizl' directed 10 aClors bc:volld the state 

These structural wealcncsses within the traditional state-based governance 
system have contributed to the increasingly widespread view that the 
current system is failing effectively to regulate the impact of transnational 
corporate actors upon the lives of Southern workers. Accordingly, public 
accountability claims are being directed towards powerful actors beyond 
thl: centralized apparatus of the state: in particular, towards powerful 
"corporate" al:tors. 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 
accountabiliry agenda has heen building momentum in recent years: 

The failure of democratic institutions and the decline of national sovereignty 
han: combined to generate pressure for new ways of mnking powerful actors, 

! 'i 	 '} 'he 1110S{ norabk anlong tlll';';C arc the (iL'nl'n:ilizcd SVStCI11 of Prcfi..-'renc('s, tht:' 
Carihbean Basin Initiati,'e, bans on imports of goods produced using prison labor or 
Illl"<:ed child labor (Tsogas, :>llOI), '" well <1S broader li.lfI11S of "diplomacy" nmduct~d 
rhwugh the International I ,annr Affairs Office and the Special Representative on Labor 
Aft')ir". 
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within and beyond the ~;tate, accountable for the impact of their anilms on poor 
people ... The result has been the emergence of "The ~ew Acclmntability 
Agenda". Existing mainly in fragments of ",nceptual innovation and pr3ctical 
experiment, the bask features of this agenda are nevcrtheless increasingly \'Isihk. 
(Goetz and Jenkins, 2002, Pl'. 3-4) 

Such new agendas of accountability represent a bnlad 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 layered and composite structures of 
accountability that incorporate not only the binary structures of legit­
imizing accountability discussed above, but also what I refer to as 
"transformative" and "external" accountability, both of which arc 
elaborated in greater detail below. 

Transfvrmathie accoulllabili,)' 

I use the term "transformative accountability" to describe those practices 
that have emerged, as actors seeking 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, transformativc accountability demands 
function to delegitimizc the existing governance system, and thus to 

contest the authoritative basis of existing structures of power. Transt'.lr­
mative accountability claims therefore signal the dellial of consent, not 
just to particular acts of power but to the fundamental structure of 
institutions through which power is distributed and legitimized. 

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 to be unwilling- at least initially­
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 

http:Transt'.lr
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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. 16 In this 
way, the continued imposition of transformative accountability demands 
gradually opens new political spaces in which transformed institutions of 
governance can be imagined, constructed, and legitimized. 

The "anti-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 ofhuman rights 
and labor advocates have attempted to improve working conditions and 
raise \vages for workers in developing countries via a series of publicity 
campaigns directed towards "powerful" clothing brands and retailers in 
the United States and Europe. 17 One commonly employed strategy has 
been the exposure of abuses within specific factories (a tactic sometimes 
referred to as "naming and shaming"), drawing on individual cases to 
support broader campaigns. In Nicaragua, for instance, the National 
Labor Committee in late 1997 launched a consumer campaign directed 
against \Valmart, I<mart, and IC Penny via a documented "expose" of 
conditions within Nicaraguan factories, screened on the US Hard Copy 
television program (Elliott and Freeman, 2000).18 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 is 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 companies be held directly 
accountable for the impact of their activities upon Southern workers, 

'" 1 use the term "principle" in the sense ddtned by Braithwaite and Drahos (2000). 
Of [he j')rtv-thn."e US-based groups identified by Elliott and rrceman (2000) as working on 
s\watshop issues, just over halfwere formed in the 19905, and nearly 80 percent have existed 
only since 1 'lHO. Harrison und Scmse (20rH) similarly document a 400 percent increase in 
the n umber of newspaper articles focusing on sweatshop activities during the 90s. 
Sec www.swcarshopwmch.org/swarchlheadlines/1997/nica_dec.l7.htm!. 

I 

www.swcarshopwmch.org/swarchlheadlines/1997/nica_dec.l7.htm
http:2000).18
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framing their demands within principles of "core labor standards," 
"universal human rights," and "opposition to corporate power." Trans­
formative demands thereby seek to reconstruct fundamental roles and 
responsibilities in ways that delcgitimize existing arrangements in which a 
range of private sector actors wield important forms of publicly relevant 
pm,ver without accepting associated public responsibilities. They then 
demand that "private" actors should accept im:reased responsibility for 
the well-being ofSouthern workers within the transnational supply chains 
that they control. I () 

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 
companies concerned. In the short term, increased consumer a\vareness 
and concern regarding working conditions in offshore t~tCtories 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':w Such sanctioning mechanisms operate both 
through direct consumer boycotts, and through deeper processes of 
socialization manifested as broader reputational damage to company 
brands. 21 The significant sanctioning power generated by such strategies 
is illustrated by the t:1ct that many companies participating in ~icaragua­
based production chains reported that damage to their reputation 
represented a greater threat than the primary state-based sanctioning 
mechanism - that is, government-imposed fines. 

The fincs arc very small and aren't really a hig issue the much bigger concern IS 

thc bad image of the company that being given ;J fine pwduces, and the 
impression of not complying with the law of the coumry. This is the real threat. 
For us Nicn Hsing is a big company, and our fe'putation is vcr\, important. The 
fine doesn 'f worry US; rather it is being colored with the label of being a \'iolator 
of rights. It is the prestige and not the money th;Jt we an: WOrried about. '.' 

I t) In many' cases, hovvcvcr l their discourses arc cnnstnH.::tcd in opfttJsil}-o}f tl1 an~' shjft in rh\..~ 
location or puhlic power, with many arguing that hoth responsihility and 1'O\\'cr should 
ideally rCTl1ain with the state. 'rn this extent, thes.: chalkngcs to idcntitit.::- and 
rcsp('nsibiliries associated with the categories of public and pri,·"te arc rc'garcied hy 
sonlC as a scc\)nd~DC'st solution, 

2,) . I'hc importance of n:puIarional efkcts is n:!leeted in the statement in Iq()! by the then 
CEO of Levi Strauss, Boh Haas, that "In today's \\",)rlel a TV cxp"": on \\"prking 
conditions can undo years of dt()rt to build brand lma!tv" (Jenkins, .:!tll) I, p. i). 

I Reputation is important not lmly \\ith respect tl) c'oneerned c()nsumcrs, bLH also 
regarding a range ofhusincss rdations Oil the production side, including rdatil'"s with 
current and putential l'nlployecs~ hus-incss pnnners~ and gon:rnnlcl1t (l1autl •..T. 20n 1~ 

Ruggie, 20(1). 
Interview by the author nt Chih I-lsing, .\\anagua, ·f November .:!()tl"l. 

http:brands.21
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Senior government ollicials appeared very conscious of this reality, 
seeking to harness non-state sanctioning mechanisms in support of their 
o\\-n laws in cases where firms were repeatedly failing to comply with 
state regulations. 

In n:alif:;, what m: hal'<; to do IS ha\"(; someone: senior ring them up and threaten 
them with what will happen if they don't comply: we say that we're going to pass 
the information ahollt what is going on in their firms on to the media. They are 
\Tn- scared of this, mllch more than of the fines, so then they can he made to 
COI~1pty. 2 \ ­

In these ways, anti-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 deployed 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 exerted pressure on the 
companies based in their territory, utilizing the mass media where pos­
siolc. In Taiwan, the participating coalition oflabor activists (the Taiwan 
Solidarity 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 unit)J1s called CEOs of our customers at :2 in the morning to hother them 
,md 'on then the\' called us and said settle it down ... The brands were under lots 

Int,T\'ic\\' t'l" the aUlhor wirh reprcsenrative of Corporac:ion de Zonas Francas and 
.\llTRAR .\bn;rguu. ci N,l\cmhlT 2(103. 
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of pressure and were very concerned about their reputation they said to us that 
we had to settle down the problem or they would give our ,)rders to others. 
Some other brands were more supportive though, and said just ign,)re iL Dit1hent 
brands responded differently.2l 

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. 2~ 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. 2b 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.2'i 
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 Atfairs, 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. 2 

1' Nicaraguan unions 
attempted to place pressure on the Nicaraguan Ministry of Labor, and 
utilized judicial proceedings to challenge the union-busting activities of 

lntervi.:w by the author at Nien Hsing head otrice, TaIpei, III ,\\arch .:>oot. 
Lencrs signed by sixty-four members of Congress were sent to ooth l'resilknt Clinron 
and the Taiwanese Pn:sident Chen Shui~bian on .:> I July 2000, following a delegation t<1 

Nicaragua led by Congr('ssman Sherrod Brown. 
uS Trade Reprcsentativc Charlen.: Harshctskv wrot<.: tn the ~icaragLlan .\\inister of 
Foreign Affairs Eduardo i\1()ntealcgrc on3 Odoocr 2000 expr.:ssing eOl1c.:rn regarding 
nghts violations in the Chcntex and ,\;\il Colores j'lCtnrics. and ,tating that "Llilurc [(; 
uchicvc an improvement in this situation could place part or all of:-.Jicarmru,,·s CliTP:\ 
trad.: preferences in j,-,opardy". 
uS District Court, Central District of California, Uludl's ,\ ["lice,,,,,,,',;:" 'l~'f".,.,), /m".\·d" 
Tore::: A"i/es, Harlillg Robadilla, alld Felix Ro.<a/cs ",',lI/ciles, Plaintiffs, Y. etc'" l' Sp,il'l.G·",)r 

IIIC., lViell Hsillf! Texlile Co. 1.1". alld Ghelllex (fumlellls, SA, DdcIldents, Case No C\' 
00-1271'5 NM (CTx;. 

2" E-mail from Profc"or Hsin-H,ing Chen to uS memocrs of the solidarit\· network, 
I April 2000, "Report on Taiwan Legislutive Yuan Hearing on rhe Chentex Casc." 

http:resolved.2b
http:differently.2l
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Ch,'ntex management. They also appealed to the ILO,29 attempting to 
deploy its formal complaints mechanisms to place additional pressure on 
the :.Jicaraguan 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 extraterritorial states must accept greater 
responsibility for the well-being of Nicaraguan workers. 

h'xtcnwl ilccolll/tabilily 

Over time, as transformative accountability claims have continued to 

be directed towards new categories of powerful actors, some of these 
powerholders have begun to respond, at least superficially, to the 
transformative challenge. As they have begun to acknowledge increased 
responsibilities for their impal.:t on an expanded set of "extemal" stake­
holders, such actors have established a range of institutional 
mechanisms through which limited forms of answerability to certain 
categories of such stakeholders can be facilitated. These institutions, 
which I refer to as institutions of external accountability, therefore 
represent the partial institutionalization of transformative demands in 
which previously unacknowledged responsibilities and accountabilities 
are constructed. III 

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.)1 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 

"Complaints against the Government of Nicanlgua presented by the Jose Benito Escobar 
Trade Union Conkderation of W'nrkers and the International Textile. Gannent and 
Leather \'(','rkers' Federation," Report No)24, Cases Nos 2092 and 2101. 

I,l The concept of "external accountahility" is very close to the more commonly used 
"stakdwlder accountability." 

\ I This Joes not rctket a IVeakm::" specitie to Keohane's dctinition; rather, It relkets d.:cper 
limitations of the conc.:pt of cxtl'rnal a.:counrability, and of th.: set of institutional 
practices with which the concept has h<:<:n associatl'J. 
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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 definition as though its meaning were 
self-evident serves not to clarify but simply to obscure the underlying 
systemic conflict from which the concept of "external accountability" has 
emerged. 

Second, this definition in itself tells us nothing about appropriate 
normative criteria of "affectedness," on the basis of which we might 
seek to define the boundaries of new forms of external accountability. 
\'Vhi\C more extensive responsibilities to external stakeholders 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 entail. In practice, the var­
ious corporate practices that are subject to constraint via mechanisms of 
"external" or stakeholder accountability theref()re 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 that have emerged arc reflected in the most 
prominent example of external accountability structures \vithin the gar­
ment industry: codes of conduct. These codes have emerged as a key 
means by which firms have n:sponded 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 factories), industry association codes such as 
Worldwide Responsible Apparel Production (WRAP), multi-stakeholder 
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 companies, 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 thcv already 
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wield within transnational supply chains and, at least nominally, they 
accept increased responsibility for the conditions of workers partici ­
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 
de legitimizing their activities in the eyes of the Northern consuming 
public. They tberefore 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 partial 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
itnring 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, seeking to delegitimize and 
further transfnrm 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 exercises that threaten to crowd 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 partial and contested 
institutionalization of emerging demands for new and transformative 
forms of public accountability. 

IC 	 Sueh demands c')l11Il1only retCr to measures such as bans on the usc of child labor, and 
health and safetv measures w prevent pu blicly conspicuous accidents such as mass 
poisonings and factory tires. These demands t'l[ responsibilirv rend to be those based on 
clear dCll1onsrrarion "f a dm:c! impositil'l1 of harm (commonly considered to be the 
strongL's[ normative basts lor 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 distribllli011al implications. While 
practices of public accountability are most commonly evaluated in terms 
of their role in advancing the agenda ofdemocratic governance, Ii the goal 
of this chapter is to evaluate the implications of changing institutions and 
practices fl)r 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. 'l 

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 agem:v, 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 transtl1rmation. 
\X'hile at times it is helpful to distinguish between different dimensions 
of "agency," often the achievement of these varying dimensions requires 
essentially the same sets of capacities: choice, freedom, deliberative, and 

11 	 This is particularly the case where accountability is examined "'ithin dIscussions ;)f 

global governance. S<:<: for example Keohane and Nyc (2001), Newell and Hellour 
(2002), Keohan<: (2003), and the special issue of (iO'1.'c'fIIlIlClll "",I Opp,b'/r/oll ,III UI"bdl 
(;,l'1'er!umce alld Public Accolllllabiliry (Spring 20(4) 19(2), 

" 	 Mono' broadly, this goal is increasingly relevant in the context pf a global "public" Ihat is 
characterized by pluralism, fragmentntion, and often extreme incqualit\'. 

IS 	 Giddens (1984), Rahman (1984), Rahman (1993), Held (l9()'5), NclS(\n and \,'right 
(1995), Schneider (1999), Kabecr (2000), and World Bank (20n::». Sc·n, for example, 
uses the term "agency" in all these ways. He empl"vs it tn dcnote transformatinnal 
capacity when hc delines an agent as "someone who acts and brin~s alwut change '. 
(Sen, 200 I, p. 19), as choice in the context of hJs diSCUSSIon of frl'eci(l111 lDrcze ,me! 
Sen, 2()O~), and as participation In rdefence to political and soda I organizations (Sen, 
ZOOI, p. 2R41. He even uses it in a fourth sense, distinguishing it fn>m living st'lfIdarlb 
and well-being to denote fredy cbosen actions ill (Oil/lid ,,·ith the agent's welfare 
(Saith, 200 I), 
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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 empowerment include workers' control over their movements within 
the workplace (such as unconstrained access to the bathrooms or to visit 
doctors); 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 
affected 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 by 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 expectation that brands and retailers should accept 
responsibilit.\, for labor standards within their supply chains (Spar and 
Burns, 2(00). This contributes w greater empowerment at a structural 
k\TJ, since it represents the first steps towards more effectively aligning 
distributions of responsibilities with those of regulatory capabilities. 
However, empov;ering effects at the factory level, achieved by factory­
based campaigns, have been much more limited. In the Chentex case, 
for example, the protracted dispute achieved only nominal concessions, 
most of which have not been sustained. ,H 

Fr,'ir.: (I qt<~:, ChambL'fs (I ()t)t<) , Kaheer (2000), Pimhen and Wakdord (2001), Brock 
and ;\ld'''L' (2002), and VencKlasen and Miller (1002), 
Spaf and Burns (21100) docum.:nt the em,e "fNike, which is perhaps the hest known of 
successful <\,:ti"ist campaigns, producing dramatic changes in chaill practices, 
III the end, a negotiate'Ll s<.:rrkment was reached in which all actions were dropped 
and four union leaJers f,'instated, Howevef, within a month they had all he.:n forc.:d to 
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The partial institutionalization of some ekment:; of these demands in 
the form of codes of conduct can also makc some contribution to 

empowerment. As mechanisms of external accountability, codes pnwide 
a direct institutional means via which evolving norms and practices can 
be transmitted along supply chains to global production sites. They can 
also be a powerful coercive mechanism through \vhich norms and 
practices can be enforced (by the threat to cut otT contracts in cases of 
persistent code violation), thereby facilitating responses to 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 you don't fulfill the 
standards then they take the orders away. If there are always probkms 
then there are no orders. ,() 

In the past, the firings of Chentcx and the international campaign that followed 
have meant that now there are more visits and the codes arc more severe. The 
firms are afraid of these, as the contracts can he cancl'lkd if the\' dnn't cnmp!\·. 
There arc different huyers, so a couple of times a month then~ arc inspections, 
and all the firms are involved in this. I" 

Evidence from factory owners, investors, and some union representa­
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 criteria. 

They did an inspection in October, and in Fortex and in Sino Nica, they rut in 
many things - fans, comfortable seats, they hung l'xtinguishcrs in the' dining 
areas, washed the dining area, put out pn>tt.'clivl' masks, put soap and loill't 
paper in the toilets - -a whole heap of things. The Chinese owners don'l use these 
things generally, but the brands have done inspections, and there have heen 
many changes.42 

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

resign, and Ihere is still no CST (Sunciimsw) aftlliatcd union operating in tlw Chentcx 
f::H.:rorv. 

'" rnteniew by the author at Nien Hsing head olliee, Taipei, 10 March 20(l-l. 
I" Interview by the author with rcpresentati\'~ of CPT ("management") union, .\\anagua. 

2 December 2003. 
>I Evidence from other countries also supports the claim that codes of conduct can lead to 

improvemcms in certain aspects of working conditions. Jenkins (2001) for example 
presented evidence from Vietnam, El Salvudnr, and Honduras sh,)wing that concrete' 
improvements have resulted from the imposition "f codes. 

~2 Interview by the author with representative of CST (Sandmisla) union, .\\an'lglla, 
13 December 2003. 

http:changes.42
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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 system; rather, such forms of accountability have entailed 
the diffusion of power hetween actors, and the emergence of an 
increasingly fragmented and multilayered distribution of power. \X'i thin 
this pluralistic structure, firms exercise 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.l' Mechanisms of power, countervailing 
power, information transmission, and sanctioning are thus becoming 
more fragmented, functionally disaggregated, and diffuse. Increasingly, 
outcom.:s ar.: d.:t.:rmined 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 accountableJortheir actions" 
does not necessarily translate into an outcome in which powerholders are 
hdd accountahle to those affected. The emergence of what is effectively a 
whole new category of "intermediaries" within accountability relation­
ships creates two related problems. 

First, there is an implicit conflation of those subject to power and 
those demanding accountability, so that power relations between those 
impacted the primary source of power and those making account­
ability claims are often obscured, and these secondary power relations 
between intermediaries and workers are not themselves constrained by 
efTectiw accountability mechanisms. This problem is clearly illustrated 
by the power dynamics that emerged during the Chentex factory cam­
paign \vithin 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 th.: 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 
\vhich it is 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 

I, 	'rhc~l' n\.?\\' !!L'ngraphiL" of power rht:n interact with binary structures of power and 
accnul11nbihty that ct)ntinuc tt) operate (alheit in more limired ways) within state­
ccnten:d govcrn,mcc ,,·,t..:m' located in each tcrriwry participating in the global 
produclioll elwin. 
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who can most easily access these sites of power, and they possess dis­
proportionate access to financial resources and communication 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 at the local level to 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 arc generally not accountable to 

workers for the way this power is exercised. II The lack of accountability 
to workers whose "stories" are being deployed 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-sweatshop 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 Cop-" 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 eighteen (despite the labor code 
allowing workers from the age of fourteen) as firms attempted to avoid 
the charge of using child labor:I 

'} 

This failure 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 accountability relations 
between companies and their critics begin to be institutionalized within 
structures of external accountability such as codes of conduct. In rnan\ 
cases, external accountability mechanisms are constructed. between 
inappropriate sets of actors, as firms arc made accountable to ;:-";orthcrn 
NGOs, consumers, and. "independent" monitors rather than directly to 
affected workers themselves; this problem is reflected clearly in many of 
the discourses surrounding codes of conduct. The \X'orld Hank, for 
instance, explicitly uses the language of external accountability in 
explaining the emergence and functioning of corporate codes of con­
duct, but its only mention of individual workers and their families who 
arc those most directly affected by such codes is under the label of 

41 This is a similar poinr to that mud~ by K~ohane (2()02) when he rckrs to a disconneCT 
between legitimacy and accountability. 

" See www.nicaner.org/ll.5labnrpand.html. 

www.nicaner.org/ll.5labnrpand.html
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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 
lo..:al, stare and federal governments around the world, and the Secretary General 
(If the C~ have demanded greater transparency and accountability by corporate 
institutions with respect to business dedsions that have a social and environ­
mental impact "corporate leaders have recognised that the success of their 
brands is tied ttl whether their business is conducted in a manner acceptable to 

those aflected by it. (World Bank, 2003, p. I) 

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 atTected by corporate decisions. 
The disappearance from the picture of those who are supposedly the 
ultimate "principals" of these new structures of "external" account­
ability has significantly undermined the effectiveness 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 \\.1eakened 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 to effectively inform workers about code content,4b and 
the extreme lack of transparency regarding monitoring procedures and 
findings.l' 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
ering potential, as the fiJrmation 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 
ha\'e a high profile among \'Vestern consumers and are therefore 
considered by firms to be the most potentially damaging Oenkins, 

,,, Sounx: aurhnf's discussion with Nicaraguan l'lCtofY wtlrkers at :\IEC workshop, 
2 ~ NO\'emher 2(10~, 
TargL'!' for cxampk, cbims [hat "Thc procedufes used hy OUf Corporate Compliance 
area ;In: considcrcd proprlctury," personal ('ornn1unlcation, 'rurger Gu~St Rdations, 
.!K Non:mbef 2110 3. It is also \'cIT rure fOf th" content of monitoring reports to be 
r('\'calce! either to \\'nrkl'fs Of to the wider puhlic. 
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2001). This focus often comes at the expense of issues identified by 
workers themselves as higher priorities. I;> 

Conclusions: new fonns of accountability 
and the empowennent of Southern workers - from 
transfonnative to plurilateral accountability 

The emergence within transnational supply chains ofthesc 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 conftation 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 system, 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 
reconst!ucted governance system in which accountability structures can 
once again function 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.~'l Concepts of "pIurilateral ism " 

'" \\forkers interviewed by Prieto and lkndell (2(102, p. H) reponed a numher nf their 
priorities to differ from those appearing in ollieial corpnrat<? e()(ics, COInnwnlv 
mentioned concerns included health and safl~ty issues rdatcd to pregnancy, transport 
humc from work, and restrictions on overtime which spme worker;; considered 
inappropriate given the insufficiency of their standard wages, 

4" The case for the dcvciopmcnt of plurilntcral m<?chanisms of accounwhilit\, n:sts 
primarily upon ilistilllli"l/u/ arguments, which must bl~ separated fr()l11 the normati,'c 
concerns I raised abov<? in rdatiL>n to concepts of external accounuhilin', The 
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and "hybridity" are 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 
layered, 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 beyond 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 each major category of systemic actor in turn,jirms should be 

development of an dketi\'e and legitimate system of plurilateral accountability would 
reLjuire not onlv the development of workable institutional mechanisms, but also the 
specitlcation 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 imposed at 
overlapping levels by consuming and producing states, hy ~GOs, and by 
consumers. 50 At the same time, states need to he held accountable not only 
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 interests 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 ~orthern 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 arc 
being pursued by transnational networks of non-state actors have 
achieved some initial progress towards placing countervailing PO\,\TI' 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 dTectively embedded 
within the institutional system that governs global production, in which 
Southern workers play such a fundamental role. 
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