JOSH FISHER

Western Washington University

[rh]In smdigniﬁed work

Volume 1 February 2018
N

[ti]In se&ch of dignified work:

Gender @e work ethic in the crucible of fair trade production

[ab]Afteming the first worker-owned free trade zone in the world, the
women of th}air Trade Zone in Ciudad Sandino, Nicaragua, rejected fair
trade arE(ed to go their own way. The small cooperative’s decision,

as well as the';{ claim to be seeking “dignified work” (trabajo digno), does

not exp existing norms and conventions of a local moral economy.

Rather, ms from an alternative work ethic that was formed through

their experiences of fair trade production—one that rejected the

logic of iﬁproducing capital at the expense of social life and sought to

preserve ir workplace as forum for dignity. Here, alternative work
ethics u

the inventive play of ethical labor and give rise to unruly

subjecti [gender, labor, the work ethic, cooperatives, development, fair

trade, Wieaadlia]

[dc]In 2004,4a group of poor women from Ciudad Sandino, Nicaragua,

acco d an improbable feat. Alongside a transnational network
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comprising a development NGO, a clothing retailer, and a network of
donors in the b,lnited States, they transformed their small sewing
cooperatiyeminto the world’s first worker-owned free trade zone (zona
franca).g these special enclaves are usually associated around

I
the worm corporate globalization, their Fair Trade Zone, as they
called it@jed a new model of community development. By 2010 the
small co ive was also positioned to become a member of the world’s
first fair@certiﬁed clothing-production network, enticing a
speculatml with Whole Foods Market.

Tr@ect then abruptly fell apart. The cooperative cut ties with

their spmthe US-based Center for Sustainable Development (CSD).!

They rej a new production contract with Clean Clothes, a retailer
that onc unted for three-quarters of their annual revenue. They
drop the certification project, including the potential deal with

Whole Fsods. And they decried the whole business of fair trade as

exploitamnly by asserting their autonomy, members said, could they

achieve hey really wanted: “dignified work” (trabajo digno).
@s of CSD and Clean Clothes were bewildered: Why would

thesew working-class Nicaraguan women turn away from such a

Iife-chanEpportunity? Clean Clothes pointed the finger at the

women’ of business savvy. CSD, meanwhile, drew on the authority

of sustain development, reporting in a newsletter:
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[ex]We wish the best for them as they go through this hard time
and hope they will learn and come out much wiser on the other end.
.. most difficult handicaps the women in the Fair Trade Zone
ey came into the cooperative with very little formal work

]
>ierience; 2) they assumed very little community organizing; and

o B =

3)@acked social consciousness. They were literally dirt-poor

ar\m whole lives revolved around mere survival.?

[ni]Purportedi, fault lay not with the business model, fair trade, or CSD’s
approacEstainable development. Instead, these women lacked the
social conscioisness and work ethic necessary to run a fair trade

coopera nsumed as they were with mere survival, their habits and

attitu re their greatest handicap, predisposing them to guard their

self-i nd to mistrust those who might offer help. CSD’s
statemegt thus concluded with a lesson: “The main challenge for poor
people iﬁieve that people and organizations exist who do not have

to help, nt to help.”

ﬂ)’s newsletter was the most recent installment of a tale, told
over a“ about the forces of transnational solidarity that brought
the FairEZone into being. In that chronicling, the above may be read
as a frau tempt to account for what happened, to contain the
cascadi ilures produced when these women uncoupled their own

ambitions from the ambitions of the project. On the cooperative’s factory

lines, however, another story was unfolding that received far less
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attention but is no less important for understanding these events. This

story concerns the complex ethical considerations that led these women

to rejecme and to go their own way. From their perspective, the
final ou s not a failure but a breakthrough in their search for

N
dignifiet&ork.

In@ir Trade Zone, dignified work is both a shared objective

and an mtive work ethic, an inventive play of work values and
es

practic prefigures the goal and gives rise to diverse ethical-political

subjectsEis, by pursuing dignified work, these women produced fair

trade gdfments but also produced themselves as cooperative members,

communy ders, mothers, and dignified beings. Likewise, by deciding
(O

to drop
econoEuctivity—reproducing capital at the expense of social life—
and e preserve their workplace as a forum for realizing their

intrinsicgorth.

WQ only serves to reproduce social life, as recent feminist

that production network, they rejected the logic of

critiques pitalism have observed, but also may create the conditions

under which new subject-worlds emerge (Bear et al. 2015; Gibson-

h

Grahaw Narotzky and Besnier 2014; Weeks 2011). So too with
employment-ienerating projects like fair trade. The impacts of such
projects arly overflow the plans that precede them. Moreover, when
plans tou wn in particular times and places, those projects are also
transformed by contexts that invariably exceed them. Alternative work

ethics add yet another important dimension to the conversation: in the
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crucible of lived experiences of work, producers may also forge

themselves anew. In so doing, these subjects may also subvert dominant

discoursmtrade—guided as they are by (neo)liberal conceptions of

social ju fair distribution—and break ground on many other life
I I

projects

[

WHile tRe logic of dignified work may be illegible to many fair trade
retailersms, consumers, advocates, or even critics, it makes sense

when one considers those life projects that took root and played out

3

through ir Trade Zone’s rise and fall. Indeed, in 46 months of

ethnogr@phic research from 2004 to 2013, I saw workers on the shop

E

floor op ispute seemingly incontrovertible concepts of what it means
to havemcal workplace. I also saw a pioneering project come apart
at the se ot because of wages but because work should not be

borin anical, because a workplace demands mutual respect, and

becausegrofit should not come at the cost of one’s dignity. To gain

purchasmese events, we must take a page from recent feminist
scholars d acknowledge how, even in the midst of capitalist

produ ople assert a stubborn attachment to work as purposeful

h

activity®

ut

[h1]From rade to dignified work

A

[ni]Like pment itself, fair trade is at once a global project, made
coherent by its own rules and norms, and an assemblage of historically

and socioculturally distinct ideas, heterogeneous interests, and other
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destabilizing elements. Focusing on this tension between policy and

practice has ssrved as a corrective to lofty claims that fair trade

integrat ciples of democracy, transparency, equity, and justice into
market g the same time, an implicit concern with the successes or

I
shortcomof the fair trade model—how particular projects measure up
to the i@e, “social justice through the market” (Lyon and Moberg
2010, 5 e inadvertently mirrored the concerns of advocates, critics,
and other experts in the Global North. Consequently, a much wider
spectruaims has fallen off the radar.

Trﬁure of the fair trade consumer provides a useful foil to the
comparaki flat image of fair trade production. Ethical consumers, as
they arm, are driven by complex motivations that often defy
microeco ic models. They desire, among other things, a “simulated
relati ith distant partners in exchange (Doane 2010), a taste of
the “accsptably indigenous” (P. Wilson 2010), or a fleeting encounter with
the “imanrimitive” (West 2012). As fair trade consumer-activists in

Philadelp evelop a taste for supporting strangers in Kenya, for

instan@ct of consumption slips between practical (almost cynical)
acts OMIation and status-building, on the one hand, and symbolic
acts of @g-making and ethical self-exploration, on the other (Brown
2013).

What"@mives fair trade producers—and how work becomes
meaningful because of that—is less clear when the focus is the success

and shortcomings of the fair trade model. As redistribution, fair trade
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struggles to provide a limited number of producers a leg up in the
marketplace vis-é-vis conventional approaches (Bacon 2010; Fridell
2006). mmunity development, fair trade often falls short of its
goals amamages communities by fracturing historic solidarities,
N —
exacerb@ting existing inequalities, or even sparking new divisions along
the linegfof ga@nhder, ethnicity, class, and religion (Lyon 2008, 2010;
Reichm 8). As neoliberal governance, too, decision-making and
experti:mmonopolized by actors in the Global North, and rules are
applied the Global South in invasive and inappropriate ways (Lyon
2006; N@augh and Lyon 2010; B. Wilson 2013). Meanwhile, as
consumeiiss pathies and convictions are translated into new
technolmregulation and surveillance, producers often appear as
“virtual s motivated by the incentive structures around them (West
2012, ! plex ethical negotiations appear to be straightforward
matters&t—benefit (Dolan 2010; Moberg 2014).

Ithion is as ethically complex as consumption, a promising
S

path for the moral economy, which calls attention to local

econoﬁalities and political-ethical responses prompted by the
violatiwsting moral relations. When fair trade encounters the
historic Eion system of Darjeeling, India, for instance, it also
conver a “‘tripartite moral economy” linking workers, managers,
and the a nvironment in moral and affective relation (Besky 2013).
In this context, fair trade appears to Indian producers as less a

transformative political movement than another capital-driven bisnis
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strategy. Similarly, when export markets for fair trade bananas in St.
Lucia and Doslinica collapsed, the fair trade system itself came into
question viable source of community development as well as freedom
and hopgostcolonial period, symbolized above all by autonomous
N —
agricult%oduction (Moberg 2014). In other words, focusing on moral
econom@uires serious ethnographic consideration of those events
that trangpiggywhen global projects like fair trade and development touch
down in%moral worlds (Arce 2009). The ethical perspectives of
producesﬁ Mexico to India to Papua New Guinea, are not the same
as consémers’ (Carrier 2010). Moreover, while fair trade may appear
groundegdgi universal morality, it actually exports a particular
moralitymthat mixes a Christian ethic of care with a liberal humanist
social i and a neoliberal economic agenda—on a global scale
(Bes m\\Vest 2012, 240).

IngSD’s reckoning, not much sense can be made of the Fair Trade

Zone's IQring decision to depart from the network. Instead, the NGO

asks its rs to understand the failure as resulting from an unfortunate
gap b@olicy and practice. For ethnographers, however, the more
demaMk involves exploring the formation and complex interplay of

ethical p@s. The moral economy gets us part of the way. Still
missin ver, is how producers may forge new experiences and
meanings in the crucible of fair trade production.

Dignified work, as an alternative work ethic, is one mechanism by

which such ethical positions are formed. In socialist humanist traditions,
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including feminist, Marxist, and other philosophical varieties, pay is not
simply a mattsr of distribution and work a matter of pay. Just work is
self—reamhat is, much as being paid adequately may signal
recogni espect, lived experiences of working also matter,

N
includingwhether they are empowering or disempowering, meaningful or

boring, @ or draining, purposeful or pointless (Folbre 1982; Okin
1991; Y 990). At stake in the experience of workers in many
capitalismplaces—the extensive profiteering and the profound
tedium—gﬂng less than one’s essential human capacities for self-

realizati!n, namely, to conceptualize something and to realize it in the

world (cm( 1982, 284).
FoMaN®Aropologists, however, the question of just work is not so

clear cut, rt because work’s various qualities and conditions are
alwa ent. For Max Weber (1958), the Calvinist compulsion to
work bema question of prefiguring one’s spiritual status among the
elect whj erating “primitive capitalist subjectivities” (Weeks 2011,
40). Thg

seIf-d@and worldly asceticism, on the one hand, and theologically

motieres for otherworldly salvation, on the other. Though

ethic was the historical coincidence of rational practices of

drained Eheological content, contemporary work ethics such as the
industri on of “disciplined effort” (Rodgers 1978) and postindustrial
ideas abo reer-mindedness” and “self-development” (Rose 1985;

Zuboff 1983) are no less formative of worker subjectivities. With Weber,

these work ethics illustrate that judgments about the enjoyable,
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meaningful, purposeful, or just character of work—including the

purportedly essential human capacities at stake in working—are

historicmular formations, not human universals with different
labels a .

N
InSs narrowest formulation, the work ethic may serve the perennial

ideologi@)ose of individualizing responsibility, rationalizing

exploita nd legitimizing inequality (Burawoy 1979; Berk 1985, 201;

S

Foucault , 26). But it is not always a technology of pure

3

subjecti igh. In the plural form of the term, work ethics emerge from a

diversityof sociohistorical contexts and may produce a wide range of

N

political-giigal subjects who do not always reproduce the status quo. For
instanceminalized groups in the United States have long claimed
economiC@itizenship and contested their political disenfranchisement by
callin work ethic and by resignifying the relationship between

economije value and social worth (Brodkin 2014). Likewise, the labor
movemeQ called on an alternative “laborist work ethic” to celebrate

the digni

(Tyler 155;: ’hese and other alternative work ethics are animated by a

rangeWspitalist values and practices that may engender

waged work in contrast to the activities of the idle rich

noncapitalist Snd sometimes unruly subjects. Such practices often fall
short of 2 refusal” of work in favor of playful enjoyment, as in the
vision nur by an antiwork politics (Trullinger 2016). They may

instead thrive on the many minor refusals that engage the inventive play
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of labor to fashion new and potentially subversive subject-worlds within

spaces otherw'rse controlled by capitalist interests.
Thatelige of argument dovetails with a second set of conversations
about tgship between work and social life. Feminist scholarship
N —
on capitMas long challenged productivist ideologies that value
people, @ relationships, and activities in narrow terms of their
capacity duce goods and services in ever-growing numbers (Gibson-
Graham 1996; Weeks 2011). It has instead called attention to the central
role of ic activity in provisioning social life (Gibson-Graham 2006;
Ho Zooﬁ)tzky and Besnier 2014; Roelvink, St. Martin, and Gibson-
Graham . Labor thus emerges as a broad array of generative
0.

powers: tive, reproductive, material, immaterial, communicative,
affective, he like (Bear et al. 2015; see also Tsing 2015; Yanagisako
2012 ame time, it also becomes a key site for political-ethical
reerctioﬂce, social reproduction is not merely about reproducing life

under ch but also about particular “lives worth living” (Narotzky

and Bes 014) as they are negotiated across various temporal and

wepistemological thread that connects both conversations is

value. Irming about how people invest in different aspects of social
existe{.le refers to “how productive activities get divided up within
societies, Wities—labor, in the very broadest sense—that yield the
assemblages of humans and non-humans that are necessary to sustain

life, as well as spark new life” (Henderson 2011, xii). Value alone,
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however, is insufficient to make a life worth living, because doing so

entails cultivaiing not only the external resources necessary for life but

also the@qualities and conditions of living subjects. Karl Marx

signals ence by distinguishing between “value” and “worth” in
I I

their respective “fitness to supply the necessities, or serve the

[

conveni@f human life” (1982, 126n4). In English, he says, the
Germanigt (worth) refers to the actual thing and its immediate use-
value, wm;q the Romance term (value) refers to its reflection in
exchaance, “nothing can have an intrinsic value,” nor can worth

refer to ghe money it will bring.” Illustrative though this distinction may

be, how it is less useful in understanding dignified work than the
relations ong value, worth, and life (however the latter is defined).
Indeed, jons of dignity are thought provoking precisely because they
simul confound distinctions between worth and value, span the

subjecti&nd intersubjective, and thus signal “the need for continual
reproduchi f our fragile wellbeing under conditions that link the two”
(Sayer Q%).

IngE;; follows, I pose this theoretical provocation as an
ethnoMuestion: What is the role of work in building lives worth
living, a@ can alternative work ethics generate other subject-worlds
that aqubject’s worth? As illustrated by the emergence of the Fair
Trade Zon laim for dignified work, people might forge themselves
anew as dignified subjects by embracing alternative work values, even as

they discover new realities of injustice in work.
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[h1]Sweating together
[ni]The English term fair trade was introduced to Nicaragua in the 1980s
by the imal solidarity movement, which sought to interrupt the
Reagan ation’s aggressions against the fledgling socialist

N
governrsnt of the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN). A small

consumg@r cooperative in New England, called Equal Exchange, was among

G

the first jn Migaragua to cut its teeth on the project with their Café Nica,

<

called “the forbidden coffee” because importing it to the United States

U

violated onomic embargo that the US government had imposed on

Nicarag In the 1990s, with the lifting of the embargo and the opening

£

of mark ir trade had become commonplace but had also splintered
into diffmnanifestations. The language of current debates about fair
trade en its diverse conceptualizations over time. In my research,
Nicar ho remember international efforts to defend the revolution

called itggomercio solidario (solidary trade). Others termed it comercio

limpio (Qrade) or la cadena limpia (the clean [production] chain),

which co s fair trade and the organics labeling movement (which
origingllgim;d to label organic produce as such but now also seeks to
label r range of consumables like clothing). Still others came to

perceiveEade through the lens of sociedad (partnership), an
importa ionship within a larger working-class moral economy in
which par nts split risk and reward. By the 21st century, even the
direct translation of fair trade used by insiders—comercio justo—was

inflected with Nicaragua’s historic struggles for democracy, pluralism,
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anti-imperialism, and social justice, including the plea for poverty with

dignity as the_cooperative model became a fulcrum for a broader

transfom political subjectivity.
T f the Fair Trade Zone and their claim for dignified work

I I
begins vsen Hurricane Mitch made landfall in October 1998. Nicaragua

suffered@than $300 million worth of infrastructural damage, and
thousan their homes to rising floodwaters along Lake Xolotlan,
north ofmgua. Tens of thousands were relocated to Nueva Vida, a
resettlerEte on the outskirts of Ciudad Sandino, where they set up
new hormes in muddy pastureland using government allotments of black
tarps an en posts. International aid organizations rushed to help
Nueva a idents but quickly moved on. More permanent

develop rganizations were left to address emerging systemic
probl ! lack of basic infrastructure like clean water, sewage, and
electricity; unemployment above 80 percent; and scarce work
opportu'L side from the 18 low-wage free trade zones dotting the
perimetge city.

T&; ;isplaced by the hurricane felt their precarity in depths that
cannoﬁly charted. Petronila, who would become a cooperative
memberE with her husband and three children on the northeastern
part of e when the hurricane hit. Floodwaters swept away her
family’s m t home and material possessions. "When we arrived in

Nueva Vida,” she recalls, “the only possessions we had were the clothes

that we were wearing.” They also lost their livelihood selling fish in the
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local market. Adilia, another member, was in Costa Rica working
undocumentes as a cook while her six children were living with their
grandm in the northern part of Managua. Mitch destroyed their
house amings; one of her sons nearly lost a leg to an infection;
N —
her motﬂmost succumbed to complications from cholera; and she
claims s@rly died trying to get back to Nicaragua. For Zulema, the
disaster |Iso a blow on many levels. She was studying to be an
executiv@tant, and her husband owned and ran a repair shop near
the lake loodwaters rose so high that they overtook both their
home ar@r business, and her ability to plan for the future was among

the first@ties: “There we were thinking that we had built a good

life,” she “and it changed overnight.” As with Petronila, rampant
unemplo eventually forced her husband to leave in search of work.
Desp et in: “"There was no work, no hope, no way out.”

Cigdad Sandino was thus confronted with a multipronged crisis, at

the centQ/hich was unemployment. The initial designs for the Fair

Trade Zo ew out of this realization and initially took the form of a

partn@tween a Michigan-based ethical apparel retailer called Clean
Clothem ecumenical nonprofit from North Carolina called CSD.
CIeaEathes knew little about Nicaragua but was driven to join the
arrange ecause of new free trade agreements, called Super 807s
(or Tarif ule 807A), which were initially drafted in the 1980s to
punish socialist governments in El Salvador and Nicaragua, and which

matured in the 1990s as an incentive structure for tax-free garment
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production in the Caribbean Basin and Central America. From the
perspective of Emilia, the owner and founder of Clean Clothes, those
agreemmmade US-based production costly. She connected with
CSD be wanted to pursue new labor markets, yet she was

I I
unwillin%to outsource labor to emerging sweatshops. As a woman from a
Working®‘amily who had built her own successful business, she was

investedgd rkers’ rights and was interested in developing new models

S

of worker ownhership.

U

C rged in the 1980s in North Carolina, where they were

runningfhomeless and women'’s shelters and became radicalized by

£

Reagan’ ign and domestic policies. As individuals, the NGO's
foundinmers also traveled to Nicaragua to serve as election
witnesse to protest the US-sponsored Contras with the activist
organ itness For Peace. It was in that political context, and by

later joi”n&the international solidarity movement through the Carolina
Interfait Force on Central America, that CSD made connections
with Fatmguel D’Escoto Brockmann, a Maryknoll priest and diplomat
who h&d as the FSLN’s foreign minister. D’Escoto invited CSD to
have Mlent presence in Nicaragua in partnership with FUNDESI, an
organiza@rmed in the 1990s with the purpose of continuing the
revolw below. The two organizations shared a vision of
developm s transnational solidarity, built on principles of cooperation,
sustainability, participation, and community. They also collaborated to

build a network of organic farmers across Nicaragua that, to this day,
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produces peanuts and sesame for brands found in high-end grocers like

Whole Foods.
Wm hit Nicaragua, CSD’s identity as an intentional
commu emented by the formation of the quite unintentional
N

Nueva \)ﬁa. To deal with the lack of infrastructure, health care, and
employrient, firom 1999 to 2001, CSD built an expansive solidarity
networkac the United States and in Nicaragua, consisting of
universimurch groups, and civic organizations. It funded Nueva
Vida’'s fiElth clinic and eventually funded the fair trade sewing

coopera!ve enterprise in partnership with Clean Clothes, whom Roger,

director , met during an industry conference in upstate New York.
Clean Cloth ould provide industry connections, market access, and
technica rt. CSD would continue financial and local organizational
Suppore tial Nicaraguan participants—still virtual figures in this

model—sould provide the labor power for its social and physical
infrastruQCSD and Clean Clothes referred to this tripartite division of

labor as hree-legged stool.”

Inszin;ilple and spirit, CSD’s methods were quite democratic and
open M practice, however, Clean Clothes and CSD always took the
lead. Donatiois trickled into the project from the international network
that firs ed the health clinic and other projects, and the NGO
eventual blished the cooperative as a legal entity. They drew on the
model of the Mongradon cooperative system in Spain wherein, upon

admittance, workers would contribute a buy-in that served two purposes:
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to capitalize the venture and to formalize membership (Kasmir 1996). In
Nicaragua, ho;vever, potential applicants lacked capital, so CSD developed
a model@ equity that treated in-kind contributions of labor as
investm ' s, for two years between 1999 and 2001, the women

N
build th&cooperative from its foundations without pay, with only the
promise@ey would become owners. CSD pegged the value of their

labor atmts per hour, a typical rate for manual labor, making their
I

total capi vestment—which would be required of all future members—
$320. FIED'S perspective, the setup was fair in all senses of the
word. Oﬂensuring that all contributed equally could they be said to
merit e mbership and voting rights, according to Nicaraguan
cooperm. Likewise, only by enforcing an open membership
structure ich future members enter as equals could the project
beco ine for sustainable community development.

Ofgcourse, the accounting fails to do justice to the full scope of
these wQ’ travails—their physical, affective, social, and intellectual

“sweat” h is one of the reasons it did not work out in practice. The

womep gr; ;he primary caregivers and social, emotional, and economic
suppoﬁr households, and they also served as their families’ hope
givers, t@with building a future. As women, members argue, they
came w Ipped to deal with the duality of that role. "The thing is, we
are more preneurial than men,” explains Andrea. “If someone says,
‘Look, this has to be done,’ then we do it. You have to do anything for

your children.”
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Perhaps the first consequence of their work, of their generative
powers within the Fair Trade Zone, was its embodied physicality. They
mixed my hand to pour a three-foot-deep foundation and lifted
200-po ete slabs called /osetas to build walls. Day after day, they

N
lunched®@n mangoes on their return trip home for their second shift in the
househ e hardest part was not actually building the cooperative,”

remembm . "It was working without a salary, because any time

that we working [on this project], we were not feeding our children.”
Tm was also inseparable from the interpersonal and affective
demandg of social life. Disruptions of domestic routines caused frictions at

home, Imm some cases to the breakups of unions or escalating to

violenc e were amplified by the immense social distance between
the wom CSD, whose motivations were suspect because employees
ofaf Os are relatively wealthy. Skeptical family members said

that thegomen were fools to work for no pay and that they should find
real worQre of the irony of unpaid domestic work, Dora remembers
her husb

and d@t paid?” Interactions with visiting volunteers, delegations,

advocMrists, and other stakeholders from the United States were

aying, "Where have ever seen someone who goes to work

similarlyEusting, as fledging cooperative members perceived the
outcom ross-cultural interactions to be matters of immense
conseque

That international audiences were eager to listen to their tale was of

course affirming. But it was instead because of their embodied labor—a
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term that I mean in both the Marxist and phenomenological senses of

how labor coni;eals in physical form and lived experience—that work

became s of ethical reflection and a meaningful expression of their
collectiv .

I I
Cciinﬁ mechanisms and survival strategies, which are common

descript@elf-sacriﬁce, fail to convey the multidimensionality of this

work. Theyglso fail to account for the many small-scale, transformative,

S

and life-giving projects that members of the Fair Trade Zone engaged in

3

collectivgh example, they cleared the grounds and planted gardens of

herbs, i@getables, and decorative flowers to supplement household

n

budgets carve out a symbolic space for themselves. Meanwhile,
close wmelationships turned into friendships and mutual support,
driven b thic of solidarity and mutual care. "“When compafieras came
home amilies without any food at all,” recalled Maria, “we would

share, esen if we had just a small bite.” Support extended well beyond
the coer. Dora remembers that her fellow cooperative members

supporte decision to leave her husband when he said it was either

him oﬁperative. She chose her children’s well-being:

[e@usband said to me, “Look, this is never going to amount to
anythim@. You're crazy.” He said we should be trying to bring some
m into the household instead. [. . .] In my case, I left because
I said that I'm going to see about a future for my children. A man

can be with one woman today, and tomorrow it might occur to him

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



to leave. But as a mother, your children are always with you.

Someonf has to look to the future, and this is what I was trying to

doche cooperative, make a future for my children.
I I

Ofgcourse, cooperative work was never a simple matter of fellow
feeling ofsha@sed experience, free from everyday politics. Frictions flared
up over personal differences, competing interests, and other power
dynami%at Kamala Visweswaran calls “politics by women among
women” (1994, 76). One cooperative member, citing her accounting
backgroEtempted to regulate her coworkers’ flexible work schedules
by recordin eir arrival and departure times. Although rational in spirit,
her cow saw the effort as a challenge to their autonomy and
coIIethe was always making sure that we didn't arrive late or
leave =Adilia remembers, “and she didnt understand that this is a
coopera'vL.She is not our boss, and we are not her employees.” The
conflict e ted to the point that the offending member, believing her
prospecﬁe better elsewhere, left the project.

ﬂ, owing to the difficulty of their work, only 12 of the 40
foundiMoers were still involved. For them, the term sweat (sudor),
first intr@ in the concept of sweat equity, became an early semiotic
anchor for r struggle. Sweat indexed the intense physicality as well as
the inte | and emotional hardship of dealing with household finances
and avoiding conflict through self-sacrifice. As more-than-labor, then,

sweating also became an early idiom for their work ethic, the process by
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which they also catalyzed transformations of the social self. Dora
describes the i)rocess by which some women took on new leadership roles

in the co tive, the family, and the community:

N
JAt first we thought all that talk about the cooperative, the

[
traghi essions and things, were just hot air [palabreria]. It was
ver strating because we would come to listen and say,

taWer everyone else thinks is fine.” This has changed. Through
our sweat, the struggle we have gone through as poor women, at
o] ings today the people who were the weakest are now the
strongest. We all talk and participate, and we make ourselves

h en if some people don’t want to listen.

[ni]Fé the shift was less seismic but still significant. Rosario, for

example, considered herself a political actor before coming to the
cooperah a teenager, she had joined the Sandinista revolutionary

army, Ia@ended to a leadership position in an antiaircraft artillery
brigadeEnE In the 1980s, pressed for the inclusion of women in

NicaraWnding army. When she started working in the cooperative,

she fouE the lucha (struggle) there drew on her past experiences,
but she also_sirived to learn English to communicate with clients. “"The

lucha Qrent one today,” she says. “It's a different one every day.
But I like to think that I exchanged my rifle for a notebook and a sewing

machine.”
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As sweat, then, work in the Fair Trade Zone emerged as meaningful
practice—one ’that simultaneously gave material form to the cooperative
and allombers to interpret their struggles as shared (thus
constru e” in place of the “I”). By sweating, likewise, members

I I
would al§o transform themselves in ways that would defy narrow logics of

E

seIf-inte@enerate a new basis for membership, and plant the seeds
for another, ical life project for dignified work.

Om, the project of converting those manifold creative
capacitiEcategories of social capital or sweat equity is significant in

its own fight. Thinking about labor as a substance or commodity, rather

than a smthical relationships or meaningful practices, has a long

history iffc alist market integration that dates back to the earliest
renditionE labor theory of value (Dumont 1971, 84; Polanyi 1944,
76). Lk us is how such concepts operate in the social field as
“convermojects” (Bear et al. 2015). Frameworks like social capital
are amo worst offenders because, in converting particular forms of
social inQ

social@s (Narotzky 2007). And yet, in the Fair Trade Zone, the

modemt equity never perfectly replicated itself. Meaningful

ent into numerical objects, they decontextualize complex

practices of sSeating together eventually crept back into the contextless
field, a merging work ethic led cooperative members down an

unexpecte th.
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[h1]The idea of dignified work

[ni]Although the Fair Trade Zone was built on the model of the

Mondramerative system in Spain, that system was not a static
econom re but rather a dynamic and indeterminate space for
I I

ethical discussion and debate (Gibson-Graham 2006). When business is

slow, m@mbels debate how to meet minimum cultural requirements for

G

survival il keeping the cooperative afloat. When business is thriving,

S

discussions ifNstead turn to the allocation of surplus: Should the worker-

3

owners t in the cooperative or divide the spoils among

themselWes? Survival and flourishing, consequently, are not set limits but

£

ongoing | and political-ethical conversations that span questions of

d

distributi@nj®80cial organization, the pace of work, and life itself. By
participa in those conversations, moreover, people may develop “new

practi self and intersubjective relation . . . in everyday life”

(Gibsongiaraham 2006, xxiii).

FoLers in capitalist workplaces, particularly, dignity is a
recurring. In “diverse economies”—Gibson-Graham’s (2006, 59)
term 1@ indeterminate spaces of ethical-economic discussion and
debatws not merely drudgery but an important site for negotiating
dignity the broader context of social, political, and ethical life.
Dignity | ake when a boss takes a product out of workers’ hand
without a ledging them, or when they refuse to hold a swinging door

for their subordinate (Cavendish 2009). It is also at stake when

employees surrender their privacy to random drug tests or property
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searches in the name of theft prevention (Bolton 2007; Ehrenreich 2001).

Yet, delicate though it is, dignity may also be reclaimed in unexpected

ways. Amrto Rican men in East Harlem, demands for respect

resonat ir undignified treatment in waged work as well as their
N

degradifg encounters with social workers who question their work ethic.

E

Thus, ill@gal dkug economies may provide “an alternative forum for

C

autono ersonal dignity” (Bourgois 2003, 8) and shield these men

S

from the public humiliation of forced submission, even as they wreak

e

havoc o ommunity. In Barbados, work among pink-collar

informatics office employees is atomized, routinized, and regulated, as in

n

industri ries, yet the trade-off is that one may claim the status,
self-imamd respectability by working in a modern professional
environ reeman 2000). So profoundly did female workers in a
Mala ronics factory feel the moral disorder wrought by the

Workplag’s multiple assaults to their basic dignity and integrity—the
symboliQphysical alienation and violation of their gendered bodies—

that, in a

spiritsﬁ.ﬂd explode into demonic screaming and rage on the shop
floor”M& 28).

In Nica;gua ordinary exchanges between food safety inspectors

tual language of protest, they were “seized by vengeful

(hygieni 7 as the word is spelled locally) and food service workers that
could oth ise be read as signs of corruption, like gifting small amounts
of food and drink, are actually forms of “orientation.” That is, these

gestures are attempts to curb the encroachment of government
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bureaucracy and serve to reaffirm the dignity of both parties after

potentially emFarrassing bureaucratic encounters over such things as the

presencml and figurative “shit” in the workplace (Nading 2017).

Such ef also coalesce into full-fledged movements. The slogan of
N

Nicarag¥ig’s Working and Unemployed Women’s Movement Maria Elena

Cuadra@ Yes . . . but with Dignity!”—signals that the fight for
women’sgdigmity in the workplace must take place everywhere the status
of womem”egraded (Bickham-Méndez 2005). That debate unfolds in
the worE in the household, on the street corner, in schools, in the

doctor’sfoffice, as well as in the globalized free trade zones.

In ir Trade Zone, the call for dignified work emerged from
experien work as a gendered struggle. Adilia theorizes that, in
Nueva Vi in Ciudad Sandino more generally, men and women have
differ ments in work, so they respond to challenges in different

ways: s

[eQmployed] men sit around all day, watching television,
@ad. They drink whatever money they have. They say, "I'm
M, and there’s no work painting,” so they stay out of work.
[. Een they get depressed and angry because they are not
contri@ting, they feel worthless, and they take it out on the rest of
us: omen are more entrepreneurial. We say, “Oh, there’s work

doing something else, I'll do that.” [. . .] We always find a way to
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contribute. We stay strong as women because we have to, because

our chiliiren depend on us.

[ni]For &a question of contributing (aportando), effecting positive

N
change gd being acknowledged for having done so, dignified work is

gendere@use it necessarily depends on a social context. For men,
C

the con tied to activities in the public sphere, or calle (street).
Thus, ifmis out of work, then his dignity and masculinity are
compror@For many Nicaraguan women, in contrast, dignity is
distribuEre broadly in various networks of social life, including the
household‘ fa{rily, workplace, or public sphere. Consequently, for women,

dignity more tenuous but also more resilient in the face of crisis.

light, dignified work is similar to “motherwork” (/a obra
madr cluster of activities that encompass women’s unpaid and
paid reproductive labor within families, communities, kin networks, and
informal ormal local economies” (Collins 2006, 131; cf. Mulinari
1995). aerence is that dignified work is explicitly more than
surviv@reviviendo) through entrepreneurial ventures, self-denial, or
beIt-tiM. Indeed, cultivating one’s dignity as a woman or mother—

often conflat5 in the Fair Trade Zone—is also about safeguarding oneself,

including moral authority, and creating conditions under which
future g ions might do the same. Andrea explains: “You have to do
anything for your children . . . You have to take care of them, make sure

they eat and go to school, but you also have to give them hope and make
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sure they are loved and that they grow up to be good people who will
take care of their own children.” It is no wonder that, as the central
social, m and financial supports of the family, female heads of
househ ad Sandino are called /a roca (the rock).

I I

By&the same token, formal employment is no guarantee of dignified
work, wliich 1§ absent from the city’s most capital-intensive enterprises.

Indeed, Gi Sandino is known for its 18 free trade zones, including a

SC

massive 600,000-square-foot facility adjacent to the cooperative. I

3

intervie rkers there as part of a 2008 survey. To them, the central

contradi€tion is that, while these places provide a source of income, they

£

also carr, ignificant human costs of what is known locally as “savage

S

capitalis”"W€apitalismo salvaje). Workers earn about $42 a month. They
work 12- hifts and have one day off a week. Forced overtime is
com . ocked gates complicate childcare and other domestic
responsw. Managers thus prefer to hire young, unmarried women
whom t?Qagine to be relatively docile and to have none of the social

responsi s or other entanglements that might hinder their efficiency

and p@ty. While some women are victims of rampant sexual
harasWr may be fired for refusing sexual favors to supervisors,
their sta@“perfect” workers is further threatened by monthly
pregna s, and they are promptly dismissed if they become
pregnant ke time for family (Bickham-Méndez 2005, 28).

In the Fair Trade Zone, members say, the dignity of the worker is

prioritized over efficiency, productivity, and even profit. Pay is not
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substantially different from the free trade zones—about $2 a day—but pay
is not the priyary concern. *We are not trying to make ourselves rich,
God kno ays Petronila. "We are just trying to build a future for our
childrenm give weight to that claim. A normal shift is nine hours

N —
and incI% generous hour for lunch. All workers receive benefits
incIudin@h insurance, disability and retirement benefits, 13 paid
holidays r, one paid vacation day a month, and weekends off,
aIthougI‘@ation are inevitable and justified by saying the cooperative’s

successg the worker’s success. Moreover, recognizing that work has

a purpo$e outside the workplace, future mothers receive six months of

paid mamleave, and all employees receive on-site day care and full

wages f missed because of family illness.
Di ied work is also an important principle in the cooperative’s
organ Y7 ulema describes the debate cooperative members had:

[ex of the things that we debated when we first started . . .
w should do what work. At first, when we were building the

ciperative, we were all doing the same work every day. But when

wésiaufbd making clothes, we had to decide who should do what. It

was logical that each member would do the job they were best at.
But Iso wanted to make sure that, when we got up every
m to go to work, it was not going to be boring. We wanted

work, but we also wanted dignified work for ourselves.
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[ni]They did not want to perform the same task every day, so they voted
for a system in which each could experience a wider variety of work
activitie that James Murphy calls a “technical division of labor”
(1993, gﬂzed as rotations between tasks, rather than a “social

I I
division @f labor,” organized by role. In this model, workers were exposed

E

to a div@f workplace experiences. They also received training in all
areas of graseiction and were eligible for election to leadership positions.
Zulema reveals the logic of their system: “It means that work is never
boring. Shere’s always something new to learn. A person should not
have to@ same thing every day, they should not be treated like a

machinem should be allowed to learn and to grow and to fulfill their

God-giv ities.”
In ing these policies, cooperative members observed a
conn ween the practice of work as a form of personal conduct

and thegvorkplace as a forum for social conduct. For Weber, there is

similar iQe between the pursuit of work as a “calling” and the

capitalist

(1958I £E—E1). In Antonio Gramsci’s vision of worker democracy,

IikewiWelationship is between the attitudes of “the collective

ion of labor as if it were “the divine scheme of things”

worker”Ectory councils as “the unity of the industrial process”
(1990, 7 hamely the proletarian state. In the Fair Trade Zone,
dignified entails the practices of self and intersubjective relation that
are vital to an ethical workplace. In this workplace, nho member may have

a disproportionate say in collective decision-making, and no individual or
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group may monopolize the most esteemed or rewarding activities while
others are stuEk with the most tedious or mundane. Consequently, the
ethical \m becomes an alternative forum for discussing and
debatin ange of issues, including how certain kinds of work may
N
enable ignified life.
Di@ gendered, and dignified work doubly so. Its presence has

long be onstrated through its absence, such as in the many

S

indignitieS of‘mechanistic labor that reduce workers to the status of

U

instrum t dignified work can also emerge as an ethical life project

that asplires to bring about other subject-worlds. In these projects,

I

guardin thical workplace against the onslaught of efficiency,

d

producti nd profitability becomes a political-ethical act.

[h1]S ing the ethical workplace

[ni]In tl‘ﬂrly years, staff members of CSD and Clean Clothes liked to
blur the lished division of labor by volunteering in the cooperative’s
productiﬁ

wanted g express solidarity with their Nicaraguan partners, and

photowestimonials of the different groups working side by side, in

or offering encouragement, assistance, and advice. They

both nev@rs and advertisements, furthered the project’s moral
narrative. uccess mounted, however, these activities changed. From
2000 to Clean Clothes doubled the size of its business in the United
States. The transformation placed a significant strain on the fledgling Fair

Trade Zone cooperative. Accustomed to orders of a few hundred T-shirts
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at a time, the company was suddenly asked to produce as much as

10,000 units fi)r their patron (benefactor, boss).

Jugppimg scale like that meant degrading the workplace they had
built. Soche Fair Trade Zone started hiring men and women from

N —
Ciudad Sandino as contracted laborers. These honmembers received the
same b@and wage as members but were denied voting rights.
Meanwhile, gmith more capital on the line, Clean Clothes ramped up
scrutinym production line from afar. Quality control became Emilia’s
mantra. iscovering an error, her tactic was to show up
unanno@n Nicaragua, with efficiency experts in tow. Having worked
in conveml maquilas, these experts identified deficiencies and

slowdow he production process. I translated for Clean Clothes’

inspeEv during one of their visits. While their final report noted
that certain production stations exhibited “extraneous arm

momen!"—implying the possibility and desirability of a perfect capitalist

habitus biggest concern was organization, namely the cooperative’s
purporte efficient technical division of labor. Because workers lost
time @ing between stations and rarely mastered a single

operam recommended a social division of labor that developed
specific skill s@ts. The cooperative heeded this advice for little more than
a week voting to return to their old system.

Ups production had a similar effect on relations with CSD. At
first, CSD’s policy was one of noninterference. Only by letting them make

their own mistakes, they thought, could members learn cooperativism
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and self-governance. And only in extreme circumstances did they step in
to help mediaie internal conflicts. Otherwise, their role was to facilitate
communj@abi@gn between the cooperative and the broader international
networlmm clients rang first in the NGO'’s offices, where staff

N —
membeWed as both literal and figurative translators. As the size of
orders e@ cooperative’s international exposure grew, so too did the
NGOQO’'s r the primary financiers of the project. CSD turned its
attentionto Matters of cooperative governance, particularly the
cooperamractice of contracting nonmembers. Having a core group of
membe@orted by leagues of contracted workers, they claimed,
violated ly Nicaraguan law (however lax the enforcement) but also
the proje€t'S®@riving principles of sustainable community development.

I \\

One con ce was that CSD became Clean Clothes’ “eyes and ears” in
Nicar . rged with reporting on problems they perceived.

Tamsions grew in 2004 when CSD, working with the Inter-American
Develop ank, initiated a process in which the Fair Trade Zone would
becomep'?cial free trade zone. The legal transition permitted the
small@ive the same benefits offered to multinational competitors
in conwl free trade zones, including exemption from taxes and
tariffs. A@h it made for a compelling story in CSD’s newsletters—how
grassro ors might turn the rules of global capitalism against itself—
for coope members, the special designation proved to be a double-

edged sword. The cooperative was subject to even more bureaucratic

scrutiny and was forbidden from doing business in local markets or with

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



other Nicaraguan enterprises. Moreover, the additional income allowed
the cooperative to flexibly source raw materials, and thus to expand
producti hiring more workers, but to their great chagrin, they also
had to rgrd to perform personal property checks at the facility’s
N —
new gaanhile, as the spectacle of the world’s first worker-owned
maquila@d ever wider audiences, members started to feel as if they
were losj ntrol of their own story. In 2005, Clean Clothes produced a
short dommtary that highlighted the importance of international

solidarit Il as their own key role in the cooperative’s struggle for

justice. €SD arranged for a segment to air on CNN International, which

energiz ir own donation drive—much to the distaste of cooperative
members¥ saw little of the donations. Government officials also
starting ing visitors to tour their administration’s achievement, which
was a im given that free trade zones are mostly exempted from

state co&Before long, members were compelled to hire their own
public reO representative to coordinate the steady flow of tour
groups.

Minternational exposure only strained their North American
partnwn addition to their labor practices, Clean Clothes became
concernedEut the project’s marketability as "100% Employee-Owned.”
It is tru bers conceded, that cooperatives are formed by the
contributli f equals. But they disagreed with the proposition that
membership could be purchased. A buy-in of $320 may be fair in the

abstract or may be appropriate for other cooperatives. But in the Fair
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Trade Zone, no such sum of money could substitute for the experience of
having built the cooperative under conditions of precarity. Although
everyon rves dignified work, they argued, membership was
reserveme who had sweated and thus struggled to make

N —
themsel¥es members.

A @g in November 2007 was a watershed moment. The
purpose discuss the cooperative’s participation in an integrated,
fair trade=ceftified production chain located in Nicaragua, including a
fledglinEw—spinning plant called Génesis and a federation of cotton-

growersgalled COPROEXNIC. Delayed by another appointment and

arriving the meeting, I slunk into a chair near the back as things
were hedti p. Jacinta was protesting the foreign dictatorship that
loomed e cooperative, denying them sovereignty (autogestion)
over future. Why should CSD decide where they sourced fabric?

What wﬂpoint of pursuing fair trade certification if the cooperative
was doi ? Across from her, a silver-bearded man named Roger,
CSD’s S’Qerson, was growing impatient. He explained that to say
some@air trade, it must be certified every step of the way, from
cottonw factory floor. Moreover, the value of fair trade certification,
he said,E it will allow the cooperative to survive in an increasingly
saturat et. Immediately, the focus ricocheted back to questions of
autonomy control: Why was CSD telling them how to run their

cooperative? Why couldn’t they just let them be? Now visibly irritated,

Roger replied, "Because this is a project for the community, not for your
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profit . . . and because what I see here is 50 workers and a handful of
women runnin'g a maquiladora.” Jacinta rose from her chair amid a chorus
of grumghis is not your cooperative,” she said. “This is our
coopera : sweat and blood is in this.”

I I

Tl's exchange was the beginning of the end of their partnership.

CsD su@j the Fair Trade Zone’s revolving loan program,

inadvert etting in motion events that would culminate with
contracte rkers picketing the cooperative because they had not been
paid. Th ing year, Clean Clothes issued a new production contract

with ma!y new conditions, including full financial transparency and

admitta Il new workers as members. During an interview with
Emilia omjay to a resort in San Juan del Sur, she and her husband
joked th as their very own “structural adjustment plan.”

the Fair Trade Zone a few days later to hear the response
to Emiliﬂar. Members were huddled in the corner of the workshop,
their voi uffled by the whir of machines. I timidly asked what the
deal WOlQan for their cooperative. Andrea answered first. “It’s too
Iate,”@. “Our blood and sweat are in this cooperative because of
what Wthrough. It's like our child, it is here, and we are who we
are, bec@f our /ucha.” For two hours, we talked about the project’s
humble ings, including the uncertainty that they felt about whether
it would ¢ to anything. And we talked about what it meant to them to

have become owners of their own business. Adilia planned to buy a small

pickup truck so that she could take her sons and daughters to the beach
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on the weekends. Dora wanted to see her youngest daughter, whom she
had raised anPe, be the first in her family to attend university. Rosario
intendemore of the world, specifically England and Spain, where
she had the cooperative model began. And with her favorite

I I
refrain, Etronila summed up their collective hopes: “We are not trying to

make o seI rich, God knows. We are just trying to have dignified
work.” mam dignified work was front and center in their reasoning,
so I pressedthe issue: “What do you mean, dignified work?” My question

appeareaen the floodgates, and answers came in a torrent, the

significaﬂwhich I later struggled to capture in my field notes:
emeans being recognized as people, not used like machines.
Eutonomy to make decisions about one’s own life, and to
e to the well-being of others, especially one’s children. And
it's a way of working that makes you feel good about yourself and
u did with your day. It doesn’t matter who you are—a
@lve member, a line worker, a mother, a father, or even an
ﬂ)logist[!]—everybody deserves dignified work. Dignified

M be eroded through everyday social exchanges, or through

policiesShat systematically deny a person’s intrinsic worth. But in
the Ea@®Trade Zone, at least, the only way to achieve dignified work

is ctice it.
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[ni]The meetings about fair trade certification continued for a while, albeit
in a subdued tone. In late 2008, the production was scheduled for an
audit thmntiﬁc Certification System’s Fair Labor program, which
lent the f approval. When it came time for another audit in

N
2010—tRAis time through Fair Trade USA, which was then called TransFair
USA—t@erative voted to drop out of the project. They cut ties with

CSD, altm the NGO still retains title to the property. Meanwhile, Clean
IcKly

Clothes replaced them in the production chain with another,
Managugd cooperative, which endured more than two dozen
separat@ certifications. In 2013, Clean Clothes approached the Fair Trade

Zone on in with the idea of reopening the conversation, but when

the Fair Zone turned the offer down, the company elected to drop

out of t ification program themselves. In a public statement, Emilia

point ger at the excessive costs of its fair trade bureaucracy,
including the demands of organizational restructuring: “If the very people
who are ntral beneficiaries of fair trade do not find these
[certificQ to be justifiable, then is certification truly our best option?”
The following year, Clean Clothes joined the Fair Trade Federation, a US-
baseth that certifies individual retailers. Their garments continue

to be adverti§d as fair trade.

M Ile in Ciudad Sandino, the Fair Trade Zone scaled back
production,;*awying to a reduced client base now consisting of church
groups and university clubs. They released their contracted workers and,

for a few years, became the “"100% Worker-Owned” organization that
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CSD and Clean Clothes desired. But it proved more difficult to drop their

free trade zonie designation in order to sell to local markets, in part

becausem)erative no longer had legal representation. In early

2017, b procedures were finalized, the Fair Trade Zone shuttered
I I

its doorsi When I spoke to Roger shortly after the cooperative cut ties, he

E

concede@the cooperative’s decision was ethical, if not rational or
fair. “Th idln't become what I wanted,” he said, “but apparently they
became what they wanted.” Since then, his attitude has changed. He
regrets B did not do more to help the Fair Trade Zone become what

they enviisioned for themselves.

[hl]Conm: Unsettling the work ethic
ntaminated by our encounters; they change who we are as

[ni]" CO
we m for others,” writes Anna Tsing. “"As contamination changes

worId-m‘gking projects, mutual worlds—and new directions—may emerge

14

(2015, 17 the ruined industrial forests of Oregon that Tsing explores,
contami is the spark for new life in the unlikely form of gourmet

matsutake mushrooms and Mien refugees whose precarious livelihoods

i

depenMr harvest and trade. In the Fair Trade Zone of Ciudad
Sandino@agua, contamination began with the transformative
mutualis ternational collaboration, which eventually became
unwieldys n these women encountered models of cooperativism and
sweat equity, they found new strategies for collective being, working, and

co-becoming. When they were confronted with the liberal ethics of fair
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trade, they built within their workplace a new subject-world that affirmed
their own Worﬁh and work. The project began with an earnest attempt at
transnatj olidarity, but it eventually overflowed its limits.
A ists and scholars in allied fields have interpreted such
I I
events i examples of emergence, possibility, and—most optimistically—

hope in @hic life (Gibson-Graham 2006; Miyazaki 2006; Tsing 2005).

For catewso broadly applicable as “the diverse economy” or
“friction,” the trade-off is that we may lose sight of larger point because
such terErely describe the dynamic indeterminacy of a given

assembl@ge. They contribute less to understanding the actual conditions

under wmmething new is produced.
Co like dignified work do something different. Though

inherite common parlance of economic life in Nicaragua, the term is
also t t of a struggle to interpret and change one’s
circumsmes. Moreover, by understanding dignified work as an

alternati rk ethic, the concept also works to unsettle an already
establisrgegory—the work ethic—so that it might also overflow itself.
These&ive work ethics do not merely reproduce capitalists or even
protoMs. Rather, they unleash new practices of self-making and
perform new s.lbject-worlds. They also shape other aspects of moral
economj , including how people deal with ongoing efforts to reproduce
capital at xpense of social life.

But the challenge also extends beyond anthropology, as it is

increasingly important to understand the limits of liberal thought and
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render justice otherwise. Clearly, accounts of the current maldistribution

of wealth in the world and the wholly unequal character of global

exchang ide an incomplete picture of the wages of injustice under

capitalisg(tunities for meaningful work are also concentrated in a
I I

small nLﬁber of jobs, and many workers are denied basic human

dignitie@ving to spend their time doing things that are not
worthwmn some cases destroy their well-being. “Contributive
justice,” contrasted with dominant theories of distributive justice

(Gombe37), provides a valuable counterpoint by showing how work

is not rrgrely the burden of exchange: the worth of what we do often

rivals th of what we get.
In 017 members of the now-defunct Fair Trade Zone

illustrate latter point one last time. Dora unexpectedly died from

what en suspected was undiagnosed cancer. Yet the spirit of the

Fair Traﬂe lived on. Each of the 12 original members agreed to set

aside m om their current work—including Rosario, who sent money
Q

from he S an au pair in Spain—in order to pay not only for Dora’s

funerﬁo for her daughter’s tuition at the University of Central

Ameriwntends to study medicine and become a doctor because she
imagined thaS—as she told me in a Facebook message—"no other job

could b filling.”
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