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Book Review Forum

Kanchana N. Ruwanpura, Garments without Guilt? Global Labour Justice and Ethical Codes in Sri Lankan Apparels, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022. ISBN: 9781108832014 (cloth); ISBN: 9781009032315 (ebook)

In Garments without Guilt?, Kanchana Ruwanpura provides a rich, geographical contribution to literature on labour standards and working conditions in global manufacturing industries, focusing on Sri Lankan apparel production and the leading edge played by that sector in shaping and implementing ethical codes of conduct for labour. The book provides an historically sensitive account of the achievements and challenges associated with ethical trading initiatives. With her background in feminist economics and economic geography, Ruwanpura has previously written a range of scholarly papers on the themes of labour, governance, and global supply chains, focusing mainly on Sri Lanka but also including work in Pakistan. Garments without Guilt? provides welcome book-length treatment of this field that allows for a careful historical analysis of the evolution of the apparel sector in Sri Lanka and a detailed account of how labour is understood, acted upon, and crucially also has a voice at particular times in this context.
One of the key strengths of the book is that workers’ voices are at the centre of analysis throughout. That includes the presentation of a moving poem written by a garment worker at the start of the opening chapter, which speaks of the toil of women factory workers in Sri Lanka and their social and economic contributions. Key to the book’s argument is the agency of labour struggles in shaping the evolution of the sector and its ethical trading credentials, including the roles of particular struggles from the early 1980s against neoliberalisation and later protests in 2011 and 2019. Conceptually, whilst political-economic perspectives on global supply chain governance, including Global Value Chain and Global Production Network frameworks, are appreciated, it is feminist approaches and labour geographies that Ruwanpura argues best capture how social relations and political settings together animate labour agency. The book thus appreciates how labour struggles and their outcomes, as well as state and commercial influences, have shaped the Sri Lankan garment sector as an industry known for high labour standards and corporate responsibility.
Another key strength of the book is the way in which it is shaped by fieldwork occurring over a relatively long period of time. Ruwanpura reflects on her field research funded by the Economic and Social Research Council beginning in 2008, followed by repeat visits through changing political and economic circumstances over a decade. She refers to the “unbounded nature” of this research (p.28), which was unforeseen but resulted in rich, longitudinal data. It enables the writing of a rich and nuanced history of the industry and ethical trading developments. Whilst methods included interviews with a wide range of industry actors, including factory management and workers, the research also involved participant observation, and Ruwanpura reflects with care and sensitivity on her position in the field as both an insider and an outsider and her continual navigation of those subject positions shaping data collection. Of geographical significance is the inclusion of deep research not only in large factories just outside Colombo, but also fieldwork in the North and East of the country with contrasting socio-political contexts. Ruwanpura considers her different fieldwork experiences in these locations, and how those contrasting experiences helped to draw out the uneven development of ethical trading across Sri Lanka.
A key finding of the research articulated clearly in the book is that despite Sri Lanka leading the way in linking the economic upgrading of its sector with high labour standards, there are areas of labour codes of conduct that have been weakly upheld. Two key areas are freedom of association and payment of a living wage. This is important in terms of acknowledging the shortcomings of ethical trading developments, including in countries like Sri Lanka that are known for their higher standards. Moreover, it reminds us of Mick Blowfield’s (2005) argument that neoliberal modes of re-regulation associated with voluntary forms of corporate social responsibility often do not address capitalism’s harder edges. Also illuminating is Chapter 7’s attention to the role of the military in recruiting workers to new factories in a post-war context, which touches on issues of forced labour that have now become a key focus of advocacy organisations attempting to address some of the worst labour problems in contemporary global supply chains.
In finishing the book, Ruwanpura acknowledges the significant challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic to the garment industry globally, and to Sri Lanka specifically, not least in the current political context. The future of the industry and direction of change regarding mechanisms through which labour issues are addressed remain uncertain. What this wonderful book offers is a scholarly and politically-engaged steer that no matter what lies ahead, the voices and agency of workers must be centre stage.
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