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Introduction

During the post-coloniai era of Hong Kong from the late 90s and when poverty
and unemployment had a heavy impact on workers' livelihood, the local civil
society has been actively searching for néw'strategies to respond to their
economic hardship. Combining the intellectual resources to articulate the
significance of community economic development by academics and the
commitment and organizing technologies of the local non-government
organizations, different initiatives have been experimented with to develop
participatory community practices to assist local people. The Hong Kong Women
Workers Association, with a history of 15 years starting in 1989, is one among
several activist agencies organising a women's cooperative comprising 10
members to run a tuck-shop at the campus of the Chinese University of Hong
Kong. The questions explored in this paper include the extent to which such
a practice helps alleviate, or redefine, the problem of women's poverty? As well,
what are the subjective experiences of the women workers and how do they
interpret the meaning of cooperative wark?

Habermas' notion of the public sphere originated in the salons and coffee
houses of Paris and London, as centres of rational discussion of public issues,
evolving a culture bringing individuals together in a public order. The tuck-shop,
in contrast, is-a space for the women to re-value their labour whilst also offering
a bridge to connect students and the women with a grassroots agenda.

“It's a miracle!” exclaimed one woman when she recalled the setting up

of the cooperative five years ago and, in order to better understand this

‘miracle’ , | engage in a preliminary discussion about the meaning of cooperative
work as a form of emancipatory practice for women situated at the margins of
our society. First, | outline the scenario of a cultural revolution and locate economic
practices in a context where cultural changes are having a dynamic impact upon
the opportunities and constraints associated with womenasa ‘gendered’ group.
| identify an identity crisis for Hong Kong women workers in the process of
industrial restructuring, further aggravated by developments in a knowledge-
based society. By drawing on theoretical concepts from discussions about work
ethics, habitus, power discourse and through questioning the artificial culture-
economy separation, the culture of production will be examined by reference
to the women cooperative's practice experience. Interviews with the organizer

Lin and with two members, Sum and On, provide some empirical data to ifluminate -

the significance of such an attempt.

Bringing community development into the
economic

Stuart Hall has brought to light the nature of the “ cultural revolution " which
is dramatically occurring at global and micro levels; * In particular, the means
of producing, circulating and exchanging cuiture have been dramatically expanded
through the new media technologies and the information revolution. ” [1]
Equally, as du Gay (1994) asserts, “ ----- the new electronic media------ also

deepen this global interconnectedness by annihilating the distance between

people and places, throwing them info intense and immediate contact with one
another in a perpetual * present’ , -+ they are no longer situated contextually
Intime and space. " [2] Here the issue arises, as to how the sense of self as
embedded in the context of the * social * is being redefined and challenged

1 Hall, Stuart (1997) “The Centraiity of Culture: Notes on the Cultural Revolutions
of Our Time ”in Thompson, Kenneth (ed.) Media and Cuitural Regulation,London
! Thousand Qaks/Mew Delhi: SAGE Publications, pp.209.

[2] ibid, p.210
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by the ‘time-space compression’ (Harvey 1999)? Canthe ‘virtual’ human
connection still carry the essential element of trust, which is supposedly to be
bred’ in local community living, among members?

The site of ongoing controt and struggles of resistance also resides - inside
out’ of everyone; Hall has depicted a * final frontier, > conveying the image
of a retrieval to the core, to the basic root.of identity and subjectivity formation,
in the midst of rapid dynamic changes, globally and in everyday life. The growing
sense of difference among people from diverse cultural tradition and the creation
of hybrid alternatives are results of more frequent cross-overs and they tell us
that these are the resources for a re-newed identity which is, however, also
constrained by old barriers. It thus requires a process, a process of social
connection to bring people-of-difference in dialogue and in action together,
especially when the awakening mind of the individual is called upon to reformulate
one's attitudes, habits and imaginations. ’

What kind of identity formation in the economic domain can serve as an
anchoring place for hybrid persons to redefine themselves in the ongoing flux
of uncertainties? * Economy’ in our current reading, is monopolized by several
associations inherent in capitalism and to do with the maximization of profit, with
modern rational beings instrumentally calculating the pursuit of their individual
best interests and protect their respective private property. The distinct separation
between economy and morality implies that the common search for the good
society and for a social order based on mutuality is excluded from the economic
arena. The Darwinian ideology of the * survival of the fittest’ once again
seemingly confirms the harsh reality that the * economy’ is a non-moral field,
especially in the absence of social obligations for one and other. The dominant
tanguage within the relational field is that of the ‘competitor’ °, the technologies
and scientific knowledge of economics, accountancy, statistics, logistics and
management, all providing an increasingly complex set of conceptual and
operational tools to strengthen the individual agent's power to intervene in the
market and in corporations for profit accumulation. Economic activities are
represented through charts, statistics, investment reports, the image of

‘exceptional performance ’  and the incomprehensible logic of speculation
in the stock markets, financiai jargon and assumed predictability of economic
realities and future processes. All this seems to confirm that the economy is a
world of myths and secrets, poweriully manipulated by a face-masked giant with
an ‘invisible hand’ , making it difficult for the other players to have a better

guess of the rules of the ‘game’ than the giant himself.

With a shift in our epistemological perception towards a cultural paradigm,
‘however, social realities can be reinterpreted by paying attention to " the different
classificatory systems and discursive formations ", the" taken for granted
assumptions about the fixed or given ‘nature’ and ‘essence’ of things are
immediately open to question, in any final or absolute sense. "(du Gay, 1994)
[3] The separation of culture and economy is then subject to new scrutiny and
open to further empirical investigation, with social analysis in.the ‘cultural
turn’. giving " language a privileged position in the construction and circulation
of meaning. "Studying language, its structure; its shifting and re-structuring
process and the particular situated contexts are all so important, as the sites
of the interp lay of different discursive powers all converge into a set of dynamically
interacting  ‘pools’ of knowledge, " the product of a more complex genealogy.
" [4]" Economy "as a single entity, homogeneous and necessarily capitalist
in nature, is then being challenged. When adopting a non-essentialist position,
the material/physical and the cultural or symbolic factors become mutually
constitutive instead of separated. There is a new conceptual framework of
understanding that economic exchange actually invoives the process of meaning
making in the specific historical context.

Feminist challenges to the discourses of the political economy have illuminated
a more radical pathway to create alternative economic development practices,
where a critical vision to re-examine. the representation of the hegemony of
capitalism can emerge from. “Representations of capitalism are a potent
constituent of the anti-capitalist imagination, providing images of what is to be
resisted and changed as well as intimations of the strategies, techniques, and
possibilities of changing it.” Gibson-Graham proposes to “inhabit a
heterogeneous and open-ended economic space whose identity was not fixed
or singular,” where the h'ope is to envision more “non-capitalist economic
practices,” “a new anti-capitalist politics” and “a non-capitalist politics of
class” . “Perhaps the totality of the economic could be seen as a site of multiple
forms of economy whose relations to each other are only ever partially fixed

)

Bl 1bid,p.221
{41 tbid,p.224
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and always under subversion.” 15] “To envision the economy as an over-
determined social location, no more susceptible to logical or active mastery than
is the world in its contradictory fullness, proliferative rather than reductive of
forms, profoundly unstable yet immoveable from the fulcrum of economic
intervention, is to forego the ecstasy of rationalism and the arrogant security
of determinate effects. Yet it is also to give up the organic totality and jts linear

path of evolution and to see beyond reproducing capitalism with a human face”
[6]

Historical context of economic restructuring ‘and
Hong Kong women workers' identity crisis

The women's cooperative represents a collective local economic set of
practices experienced within a community economic development context. The
aim of the project is fo provide new options for those at the grassroots level to
work together based on the principle of equality, democratic decision-making
and mutual respect, with the aim to create self-employment opportunities, through
which to make the contributions of their labours and to achieve social recognition.

It is a source of local resistance aimed at reclaiming thelr ‘space’ in the
society.

The role of women workers has traditionally represented a blank in the big
contours of the history of Hong Kong's economic prosperity. A more popularly
accepted ‘truth’ is the miracle achieved by laissez-faire colonialism, produced
by the joining hands of the colonial government and the local industrialists to
create a best-fit option of an Asian model of economic development. The workers
have, however, significantly contributed to the development of export-processing
light manufacturing industries since the 60s. The often youthful and docile female
labour force, however, is missing from the development discourses about the

[5] Gibson-Graham, J.K. (1996) " Strategies " in The End of Capitalism (As We

Knew It)...... A Feminist Crmque of Political Economy, Cambrldge Mass.
:Blackwell Publishers, p.12.
[6]1 Ibid,p.119

legendary success of the Four Asian Dragons. Past colonial government has
not taken responsibility for these workers and has not provided them with the
material and technological resources to overcome the negative results of the
industrial restructuring in the late 80s. Industries that were formerly nationalized
have been de-regulated, require vast amounts of cheap labour and— hence -
the production lines are shifted to other developing sub-regions in Asia, making
Hong Kong women workers victims of the changing labour market, exposing
them to.the great frustrations of trying to survive the industrial changes and to
the process of the casualization of labour. Work conditions are increasingly,
then, characterized by low wages, poor working conditions, job insecurity and
lacking legal protection. [7]

Sum, one of my interviewees, recalled that the labour market was gloomy
during the late 90s, that age discrimination was so serious that it drove her to
search for other options. It became a pathway of downward social and economic
mobility, leading eventually towards unemployment, underemployment and
casualization. The fast expansion of the service sector since the mid-80s does
not offer satisfactory working conditions and benefits to absorb the former

- manufacture workers. They lag behind in the so-called digital divide; they have

no special skills, age discrimination is evident, married women can only find
part-time jobs-with flexible hours and low wages, family responsibilities are
always perceived as a barrier for them to commit to their workplace.

From the position of a self-reliant worker in the electronic industry, Sum
withdrew from the labour market to be a housewife and to take care of her small
children. On, on the other hand, has been a garment factory worker before and
after the industry turned gloomy; she tock various part-time jobs that provide
her with the flexibility to do domestic caring work. The workplace no longer
offered the sense of certainty for both of them and the identity of a “woman
worker”  was fragile without adequate material, relational and symbolic resources.
They cannot earn good incomes, interpersonal relationships in shift work are
not close, low-skilled/unskilled labour represents the negative label ofa  ‘loser’ in

[7] Sister Helene O'Sullivan, M.M. (ed.) (1995) Silk and Steel: Asian Women Workers
Confront Challenges of Indusirial Restructuring ...... Research Papers and
Consultation Recommendations on the Impact of Industrial Restructuring on

Women Workers in Asia, Hong Kong: The Committee for Asian Women, pp.17-
105,
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the present discourse of promoting “achievers’ aiming at ‘excellence *
in a knowiedge-based society. Finally, the post-97 social tensions and associatéd
anxieties in Hong Kong have also diverted frustration towards those thought
ofas ‘undeserving poor’ . - : : Lo

Work ethic and discourse of self-reliance

Sum—with a big smile and assertively - remarks that “we are still the pefsons ,

of ‘use’ -who can contribute to society.” She talks about the enriching
experience of communicating, sharing things with the university students,
providing them with good food and warm hospitality; the connection with the
Association which organizes visits to the cleaning workers and to other non-
government organizations doing similar cooperative work; building up better
knowledge about and understanding of society and, sometimes, acting upon
the issues of poverty and workers' right by joining advocacy campaigns. She
is positively portraying an active citizen, a conscientious member of the working
class and a caring worker, ready to serve the community.

In conversation, she starts to talk about the current issue of the tragic death of
two school teachers, who had been exposed to too much pressure while having
to take up additional job-related tasks during the period of educational reform
in Hong Kong. “Actually, if there would be more cooperatives in Hong Kong
for people at the grassroots, more of us could more properly accommodate both
work and family caring duties. We could provide a good education to the children,
without the need to solely rely on the teachers to do all the jobs, I feel so sorry
for the teachers ' misfortune ; the higher-up officials are not leading properly ... .-
” She realizes the importance of her role in cooperative work, in community
participation and even in ‘informal’ family education. As it is, the focus of the

Hong Kong-wide school reform is increasingly put on institutional regulatory

aspects, like setting up efficient and effective structures to manage resources
and procedures, accreditation system to set standards for qualifications and
professional performance of the teachers. The cooperative's partnership with
the Grassroots Concern Gro'up. at the university in organizing workshops and
campaigns has given her new experiences and raised her awareness that
women workers - even with low education (institutionally ) - do not lag:behind

and, when given opportunities for new exposure and active learning, they can
and do produce knowledge for the younger generation.

She tells me that she sees herself also as a * qualified 7 teacher,

‘consuming ’ " the social knowledge which is produced in the cooperative
and that can be re-produced to help in the growing up of her own and other
children. Cooperative members are both consumers and producers in circulating
the meaning of social commitment and of societal knowledge.

The significance of her self-evaluation can be better articulated in a more
developed conceptual discussion of regulation and subject position. Economic
regulation theory proposes that the maintenance of a regime of capitalist
accumulation requires a set of cultural institutions, such as the welfare system,
schools and media, to manage the aggregate demand to maintain the economic
order. At the same time, moral regulations also legitimize certain forms-of identity,
practice and association as ‘natural ’ or ‘inevitable ® The state is identified as
the central regulating mechanism, attempting to exert a * civilizing influence
’ over the lower classes and constructing legitimacy and normalcy,histqrically
and socially specific forms of behaviour as universal. {8]

As in the case of Sum, to work hard and to earn material rewards for her
labour is a basic rule for an industrial worker, that she learns in her everyday
working life practice. In an industrial society, the ‘working class’ - will evoke
the recognition of certain groups of people having a proper role to play in s_ociety,
making contributions and being rewarded accordingly. But in the post-industrial

- Pperiod, the conception of labour and the meaning of the work ethic have equally

changed.

Bauman points out that the emergence of the debate about the work ethic is
set against a backdrop when “ technological progress is measured by the
replacement and efimination of labor” and the “stream-lined, downsized, capital-
and knowledge- intensive industry casts labour as a constraint on the rise of
Productivity” . Underthe ‘cover-up’ of enthusiasm for and about a “healthy

{8] Thomson, Ken'neth {1897) "Regulation, De-regulation and Re-regulation in
Thomson, Kenneth {ed.) Media and Cultural Regulation,London/Thousand
Oaks/New Delhi: SAGE Publications, pp.15-18.
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economy” ,the ‘renaissance” of the notion of the work ethic is better understood
in the context of post-industrial and consumer society. It helps to “ reconcile
society to the eternal presence of the poor, and allows society to live, more or
less quietly and at peace with itself, in their presence " [9]

Whereas the image of the “working class” suggests the imagery of the
possibility of social mobility upwards from the lower.class, the discovery of the “
underclass” evokes a group of people outside the social hierarchy, ‘beople
without role, making no useful contribution to the lives of the rest, and in principle
beyond redemption.” The stigmatization effect produces fear for their uselessness
and danger, creating: ‘moral panics " Our sense of safety and need for order
then finds comfort in the ‘nvention” of the underclass and thus ‘hormalizes
" the issue of poverty: being part of the underclass is the problem that derives
from an individual's “choice incompetence” .Condemnation of the pooris to “
wash clean all the hands and consciences inside the accepted boundaries of

society of the guilt of abandoning a large number of their fellow citizens to
permanent redundancy.” [10]

The unskilled labourers are no more the ‘feserve army of labour™ as in the
Marxian.connotation and wili not be re-called to be producers again. It is alsc
argued that the weifare state ears the responsibility for cultivating self-perpetuating
dependency; now, the moral duty to remain ‘independent’ lies with those who
are struggling with the issue of survival. Public consciousness is released from
those who mark their difference from the dependent “other ” and there is no
moral obligation for collective responsibility for the poor. The work ethic thus
plays a role to relieve the moral burden of those who are affluent and we are
back to one of the original formative concepts for the emergence of the welfare
state, the ‘deserving poor’ and their negative foil, ‘the undeserving’.

Sum also witnessed the late 90s as a period of the discursive formation of
‘only lazy guys rely on comprehensive social security assistance” . When the
unemployed-and low-income groups or the ‘new arrivals ’ have to seek
protection through welfare ; public expenditure soars to a level at.which Hong

[91 Bauman, Zygmunt {1998) in Work, Consumerism and the New Poor, Buckingham
/ Philadelphia: Open University Press, p.63. )
[10] .Ibid., p.72. - '

Kong government intervenes to warn against any ‘abusive use T of CSSA
and strengthens its disciplining role through gate-keeping and norm setting.
Later, it proposes a series of programs to help the welfare ‘dependents’

to build up their ‘work habits’ and ‘work ethic’ by doing voluntary/compulsory
service in picking up garbage, by arranging meeting with casg manage'rs to
help in job hunting and by trying to set limits to the ages of children of smgle
parents to remain eligible for further welfare benefits. The government tries
to demonstrate its legitimacy as a post-colonial regime, able to manage
resources effectively and control risks that may upset the social, political and
economié order. Hence, Sum's exhibition of a sense of pride in her work and
her continued contribution to society reflects her resilient resistance against
the application of the discourse of her possible lack of ‘self—re/ianc'e,.’ that
has created the cleavage between the working poor and welfare remplents.

The work-habitus deconstructed: cultural transf
ormation in community economic development

The cooperative organizer talked about challenges to their work habit ?s
being one of the core elements of the community development process. “ It
is a process of making changes in every day life experience, it challenges tﬁe
habit of top-down management, to confront their previous way. of working, {t's
a campaign to rebuild life practices.” Cooperation is actuallya * refl(_a)'ave
approach to social life " that brings to consciousness the . “arbitrary oonc{/t/ons
of the production of the social structure and of those dispositions-and attitudes

- that are related to it " . [11]

The experience of “ transformation” is described in On's review of the
numerous moments of conversation and clarification in collaborative work. The
staff of the Association has played a supportive role to help the relational and
management aspects of the cooperative. Human trust is a core factor to be

[11] Cathoun, Craig, LiPuma, Edward & Postong, Moishe {eds.) (1995} Infroduction:

Bourdieu and Social theory" in Bourdieu: Critical Perspectives, Cambridge:
Polity Press, p.6.
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sustained. She recalled that as a sewing lady in a garment factory, she coped
well with the divisional work operation. There was no need to-have much co-
ordination between the workers and each is independently responsible for certain
specific tasks. But now, she has had to learn to make decisions together,
spending hours to state the reasons behind each choice of arrangement, to
argue, convince and judge to make changes in contingent situations, e.g. in
purchasing goods, stock-keeping, decoration, supply of food, making up a duty
roster. On shares that she is not used to speaking up so much, as she believes
that the more important thing is that “/ can handle jt myself well, that's good
enough; | was not aware of the need to explain my situation so much. For
example, sometimes when | am emotionally aroused in my family, regarding
my emotional stir up, the organizer and other cooperative members tell me to
talk about what happens in the family so that people better understand you,
gradually I learn fo disclose more --.... "

" The challenge of close collaboration, more expressive commuricative attitudes,
the removal of the strict boundaries of work and family in workplace conversations,

* the mentality of being the boss and the worker at the same time, these are the

new experiences that On treasures. “Jf's good that | can work with good people,
willing to share and having concern for others. ” Regarding work behaviour, they
do not just apply what has been previously instructed, but they have full
commitment to the task, have a sense of intimacy between their selves and their
work. “We do everything directly, shopping around to find the shelf where goods
are displayed, visiting the food production industry to check the hygiene of food
making and tasting the food to assess its quality, visiting the organic farms in

Hong Kong and China to see how the vegetables are planted in the fields before -

deciding to provide new services of bulk purchased organically grown vegetables.

One's'work habits are cultivated in a highly divisive manufacturing structure
to maximize the efficient production of bulk garment work. The workers were
isolated at the assembly line, automatically and mechanically in a work order
of high stability. Cooperative work requires a high degree of inter-relatedness,
a new set of social and managerial skills; knowledge and attitudes to achieve
trust and autonomy. The concept of “habitus” as espoused by Bourdieu has
helped me to illuminate this production. As an advocate of “reflexive ” .social
science , Bourdieu has attempted to overcome .the theoretical oppositions of

subjective / objective , culture /society and structure/action. His insightful discussign
of the central concept of habitus, capital and field can help to further explain
how structural constraints are embodied in women workers' cognitive, affective
and behavioural constitutions and how —in the context of cooperative work -
changes are brought to their practices, implying their conscious re“sistance' o
change in a new relational context. With its orientation towards _str.uctL-/r/ng
structures” and “ structured structures”, *“ habitus” is intersubjectively
constituted. in the person-in-action whilst also being a system of dispositions.

“ Bourdieu treats social life as a mutually constituting interaction of structures,
dispositions, and actions whereby social structures and embodied (therefore

-situated) knowledge of those structures produce enduring orientations to action

which, inturn, are constitutive of social structures.” {12} Domination is examined
in everyday practice and resistance to domination is made possible a.nd re-
inserted in the daily structured routines in new sites of relational interaction.

Calling, identity and social inequality

In Weber's discussion of the Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, a
disciplined work ethic calls for no waste of time, which is worthy of “ abso/utg
moral condemnation” , for every hour lost implies the “lost to labour for thé
glory of God” . Through the concept of “calling” , Protestantism has provided
amoral basisfora “this-worldly asceticism” , which is internalized as labogrers‘
self-discipline. It is the development of “ a rational bourgeois economic life” ,
which works hard to accumulate wealth but restricts consumption to pursue a

; righteous life. [13]

‘Calling’ , in Sum's sense; is the mission of the cooperative, the secular
virtue of her labour to contribute to social weli-being, the care for other members

~ ofthe same grassroots strata. Her identity as a member ~ of the grassroots is

12} bid,, p.4

[13] Weber, Max (1992/1930) “Asceticism and the Spirit of Capitalism” in The
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, London and New York: Routledge,
pp.155-183.. -+ : _ :
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affirmed in a tone of peace and mercifulness, she is enthusiastic to-help and
support the other needy. Class identity is both structurally defined, according
to the material base and normative criteria identified in the specific local context.
However, as articulated by her, it is in the process of running activities of the
tuck-shop and having them elevated to a new social horizon, that she has
subjectively developed a deeper sense of belonging to her class position. Her
mentioning the friendly visits to cleaning workers is such a touching moment
as is her subsequent reflections on the existence of suffering people living at
the grassroots she has been unaware of for quite some time. From a materially
and socially deprived class position, returning to that collective identity is a result
of her own resistance to misrecognition and a wider concemn of those connected *

“others” in mistreated situations. There is also “a logic of connected meaning
", the “routes” of talking about multiple identities when we are always telling
ourselves what we were then, as compared to where we are now. The unfoldmg
sense of the self is to trace the “routes”, the different points by which we have
come to the present moment, one is always making sense of the “sum of those
differences” [14]

She seems to shed tears in her heart when she empathetically talks about
the hard labours of the cleaning workers and their exploitation by the employers
who are cutting their wages. Her new habitus of sharing a smile and saying hello
to the cleaners in her place of residence is a social practice based on her class
identification demanding her to act accordingly. She gives recognition to their
labour in her everyday life routine, the bodily gestures carry the symbolic meaning
of a ritual of connection between the cooperative member, working in the tuck-
shop and the cleaning worker in the estates’ corridor. Reading a discourse of
class exploitation, supporting the cleaners' organised activities and witnessing
their ‘successful ” push for the minimum wage through the politics of their
collective movement, these elements are closely interwoven with her own
experiential attempts within the context of the class struggle to change the reality
of poverty in her workplace. Past origins and her recent participation in the *
heroic deeds’ for social justice are mobilized to create a desire for the unity

[14] * A Gonversation with Stuart Hall” (1999) {excerpts from a faculty seminar
" on April 15, 1999) The Journal of the International !}nstitute, The University
of Michigan hitp://www.umich.edu/~iifiet/journai/ve!7noi/Hall.htm

of a community in which she has a part. Here is an example of a re- generated
class subject position coming to life, of a producer in the collective form of
community economic development, when the dialectic of structural constraints
and activities of human. agency is forcefully at work, opening up new possibilities
of not being subjugated under a totalising domination. The cooperative donates
$4.500 monthly to other NGOs, contributes one-tenth of their profit to vulnerable
communities annually, not to mention their occasional mobilization to collect
funds for the needy, e.g. for victims hit by the Tsunami.

The cu,ltu:re of production is also creating a 'dreamwork’ -type discourse; there
is an aesthetic sense of appreciation of their product and their project, “Iit's a
miracle! ”, “It's a blessing, the tuck-shop , the students, a place in the
umversnty ...... ” . “It gives huge pleasure to me ” . For Foucault, power diseourse
is not just oppressive in nature ; it can be resistant and counteracting to
mainstream :ideology. Power circulates, but does not  “function in the form of
achain” , “it traverses and produces things, it induces pleasure, forms of
knowledge, produces discourse. ” He shifts our attention from the grand
strategies towards the many, localized circuits, tactics, mechanisme and effeets
through which power circulates, the ‘meticulous rituals’ or ‘micro-physics

of power. [15] Cooperatlves as organizational forms of practice, adopt a
similar rhetoric of “ self-reliance,” that targets those struggling for survuval
during economic upheaval. But the other meaning of a cooperative as a.
business ™ is to obtain ownership, autonomy, dignity and hope, together with
a certain promise of material gain, which does represent a ‘fantasy to those
disadvantaged women.

We are the boss-workers, we are Different from
the “outside”!

Du gay' s'observations of British consumer society as he researched the

[15] Hall, Stuart (1997) “ The Work of Representation ‘in Hall, Stuart {ed.)
Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices,London
[ Thousand Oaks/New Delhi: SAGE Publications, p. 30.




practice of retailing offers strong reference points for a similar reading in the
context of Hong Kong. Following Habermas, he claims that retailing has *
colonized the everyday ’ through a process of increasing. ‘market dependency
" . He tries to explore the constitutive role of retailing in the *dislocation of
production and consumption relations. * His study explains the important effect
of cultural intermediaries to produce not only the services but also the seductive
effect of consumption. The retail sector continues to grow and its-importance
derives from the “ symbolic expertise of marketing, design and advertising ,
underpinned by knowledges and techniques of subjectivity.” They ‘make up
’ the consumer, who is constituted as  “ an autonomous; responsible, self-
regulating and self-actualizing individual actor”, an “ enterprising subject ”
The development is placed in the discourse of . * lifestyling”’ , when commodities
and services are transmuted into “ desires and fantasies” and vice-versa.

* Retail engineering” is a strategy to survive the battle for betier market share
and as “ a struggle for the imagination of the consumer . They deliberately
design a ‘social map of desire ’ that identifies what people would like to-be |
to win over the target consumer group. [16]

In the highly competitive market, the search for labour flexibility has grown
into “ the dissolution of ‘long-term employment relations * and the growth
in its place of part-time and tempdrary labour contracts. Employment policies
aredrivento ‘owtrust’ direction and surveillance of flexible, easily substitutable
salesfloor labour. ” Employees’ commitment and work effectiveness is no longer
the concern, but the * Joyalty * between customers and their own particular
retail  ‘ offerings’ are what really matters. The attitudinal shift towards the
organization of the labour force has directed economic activities more towards
consumption of the symbolic sign value of products and adopted the strategy
of reducing labour cost to employ de-skilled labour. The active role of workers
Is increasingly ambiguous and insignificant. :

The cooperative members well understand the un-favourable situation of
being part of the low-skilled and unskilled labor market. They treasure the rare

[1€] Du Gay, Paul (1996) * Retailing and the De-differentiation of Economy
] and Culture” in Consumption and ldentity at Work ; London / Theusand
Oaks / New Dethi: SAGE Publications, p.97-118. ‘

Hong Kong Women's Cooperative as Alternative Economic Practice

opportunities to create their ‘business’ with a flexible timetable"to ma-tch the?r
personal needs and family obligations. “All of us are the Boss! ' VE.)OI-ng their
tasks and making decisions together reminds themselves of the intrinsic va!ue
of their labour: “We are different!” They have their own way of doing

‘business’ , unlike the workers in the retail services, who merely listen to
and obey the instructions of their employers.

A cooperative, not a 7-eleven: production-
consumption within-a movement

My next questions derive from an imagined chain of co-operatives, from t.he
issue of sUstainability and the need to produce a powerful discourse of alternative
“economic development: “Do you want to have a second sistgr tu.ck-shop?. Do
you énticipate the development of cooperatives in term of Iogatmg' in m‘o.re sites,
being bigger in structure, with more peopie joining ‘to provide d1v§r3|f1§d self-
designed/created services?” They make the‘remark that the tuck-shop is really
‘popular’ in the university and quite a number of People are at?emptlr‘w‘g the
cooperative approach, e.g. men in sam hong and working in renovations. “More

. NGOs are joining us and we are proud that we set the pioneer example to

motivate more to join us.” “It' s a happy occasion to attend the opening
ceremony of other cooperative shop t00.” They are not too much concerned
about expansion in scale, but exploring diversity of services for the students.

“Consumption does not arise from an objective need of the consumer------rather,

* there is social production in a system of exchange, of a material of differences,

a code of significations and invidious values.” [17] The logic of consumption
s a logic of sign value and production of differences. The food purchased at

. the tuck-shop is not just a matter of use value; rather it also presents as a symbol

of a gift exchange between the 'caring aunties' and university 'children’, offering

17} Baudrillard , Jean (1981) The Ideological Genesis of Needs ip-For a Critique
of the Political Economy of the Sign, translated byCharles Levin, Telos Press,
p.75.
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a taste of a- home-coming feast. The most popular item is the tea egg, which
costs four dollars. The cooperative women select eggs of bigger sizes and of
good quality, using special medical herbs and soaking them in the sauce for
more than 10 hours. Eating at their tuckshop tells the difference, especially for
those who insist on buying snack food-in the tuck-shop, while similar items are
also supplied in big supermarkets. The students make the choice to be a
conscious consumer while buying and eating food; they are. not only consuming
the commodity itself, but it also carries the sign of virtue, of respect for labour,
of relational trust and the  “flavour of human touch’ (A 155k).

The young consumers, members of the Student Union and of concerned
groups will promote the shop via their information circulation system, e.g.
students’  publications and the mail network to promote the tuck-shop. The sign
value can better be interpreted in an educational environment, which, with its
own specific culture, supports their consumptive behaviour at the tuck-shop. In
the “field” of an educational institute, the acting agents amongst students,
academic and administrative staff carry with them the accumulation of a history
in which the value of social obligations is more clearly articulated, given the
inherited asset of cultural capital. When an alternative option was proposed to
also be offered on campus, the students, the organizers of the Association and
academic staff engaged in a discourse using the language of “social
responsibility” , “serving the marginal communities” , “against the monopoly
of big corporations,” to lobby in the bidding process. After that set of actions,
the cooperative was successful in obtaining the tender to run the tuck-shop.

Caring aunties and their childfen

The pioneering work of Janet Salaff (1981) depicted the image of the
“working daughters of Hong Kong” . These self-sacrificing ladies experienced
truncated school education, participated in manufacturing and service sectors, -
and contributed to the family economic position. In a period of economic

restructuring, their collective image has disappeared from the stage and their
struggle for a decent living remains in the shadows, very often working on a -

more individualized basis rather than acting together as a force for community
resistance. ’

Recently, the women cooperative organized-a series of work's.hops to introdu.ce
the concept and practice of their tuckshop service, the W|d§r .\/13|.on of community
economic development, their special relationship with u_mversnt-y students, and
offering visits to other alternative sites of cooperat?ve work. ltis a preparator(;j/
stage to present a stronger image of a group of ganng ladies who have worke
fully commitment and in partnership with university students.

Regard_ing the issue of representation, the members describe themselves
as “caring aunties” and are also perceived as such on campus. They refer
to a TV star, Ka Yin, who is conveying the popular image of.a pleas.ant, ppen-
minded and fashionable mother type, who is closely relating w1th.the big children.
The goiden age of her movies was in the late-60s, Wh.en playing the role of a
sweet littie girl at a time during the industrialization perlod.of Hong Kong. Now,
mother Ka Yin re-appears on the TV screen, revealing her.wgour and enthusiasm
to attempt the peak experience again. After a jong period of retreat from the
entertainment industry, she as a single mother went back from overseas and
taking care of her children. Applying stich.an image §uggests the tuck shop
women's claim of their own  ‘Return!’ , redefining their competence and their
contribution after a period of * disappearance’

This representation is understood within a family context, where there is the
association of intimacy and love. They proudly cited the example of a student,
who brought her parents to visit them after the graduation ceremony a.nd took
pictures with them. The parents talked to them with words of appreciation alnd
telling that their child had mentioned the food, the tuck-shop and the aunties
often.

The margin or the centre: rethinking the position
of the cooperative experiment

The organizer claims that the success of the cooperative does‘ not just re!y
on the enthusiasm of the members alone, however much a spec@l gssgt this
élready represents. In the wider context of movements, the participation of
students, women, other workers, unions and intellectuals is fundamental when
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striving for reform. When saying that they are working at the margins, she insists
“ that such a conception of ° marginality ’ * is subject to re-examination. Yes,
when the centre/margin binary is challenged, if the core is the locus of social
movements gearing towards democratic participation and justice for members
at the grassroots and for workers, the cooperative becomes a' marker signifying

its centripetal proximity to the centre, rather than being located at a detached
margin. ’

“Cooperatives provide a new identity. It is not there to victimize the members,

to have more policy support and that the environment can provide more incentives
and resources to facilitate its work.” How to spread the meaning of cooperative
work in the wider society and to achieve a deeper sense 6f normative support,
removing the barrier of legal regulations and creating more infrastructural support:
the future challenges remain difficult and new possibilities are to be worked out.
The cooperative has approached the President 6f the University to lobby for a
new contract and the Alliance of Cooperatives has initiated a meeting with the
Secretary for Health, Welfare and Food. They also suggested the setting-up of
seeding funds for cooperatives and supported by government to the Chief
Executive of Hong Kong during a conference. The cooperative experience tells
us that the empowering activities have positively b'rought hope to the grassroots
women workers. Moving beyond the split of culture/morality and economy, we
will find more room to attain additional power to create and resist, despite the
fact that problems and frustration will continue to occur and no-one promises
that they will miraculously-disappear in the near future.

* My research will be carried further to look into the various NGOs
practising community economic’development, ‘and re-examine its
implications in social work prac‘t'ice'es'pecially at the time of hot
discussion/debate of "social enterprise” and "social capital” in our welfare

sector to alleviate the‘poverty problems and activate community support’
networks. ' L ‘ '

Thank for the Hong Kon'g Women Workers-Association-for their support to .
my interview preject.

yet one is not totally independent and self-reliant; what is needed is a reform

—

The Economic Justices and Woman
Workers-—-The impact of globalization and
privatization on woman workers:

chan po'ying

1 The ché’mge of Economic Structure in the Era
of Globalization ‘

From the.rﬁid 90's -onwards, Hong Kohg has trgnsfqrmed itself from a
manufacturingb centre to a global financial and sourcing hub.

With the widespread use of information technology and the promotlon of trade
liberalism with WTO's. blessing, the international division of I‘.abor is restructur?d
in favor of the interests of footloose transnati’onal corporatlons. ‘(TNC.s).' Whlle
more and more developing countries adopting the export-led »ndustrlalzlz'atlon
and thus accelerate the race-to-the-bottom movement, Hong Kong h'as ppsmoned
itself in. the global production network as.a financia{ and sogrcmg hub. The
transformation has the following prominent characteristics. The f1r§t is an exodus
of manufacturing activities to mainland China and Southeast Asia in pu'rsue of
the lowest-cost labor and resources: 43 % of the Hong Kong mgnufagturmg and
trade- companies have reported to invest in factory facilities in China. About
53,000 factorieé'in the Pearl River Delta region are_either owned by Hong Kong
capiialisté or serving-Hong Kong' manufacturers by contract arra.ngvementi and
5.59 million workers are involved [1]. The second is the growing magnitude
of the service sector in terms of its share in gross domestic product (GDP); a
rapid expansion of employment in the service sector, outstripping other sectors,

[1] Federation of Hong Kong Industries (FHKIL 2004, “Made in PRD: the Changing
Face of HK Manufacturers”, Hong Kong.
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The Economic Justices and Woman Workers

and becoming the driving force of the Hong Kong economy with the proportion
of 0% of GDP. |2 '

2. The Impact on Women Workers

Th‘e transformation to the global city serving the interests of TNCs makes the
proliferation between rich and poor become more acute. The gap is expanded
.in the last few decades, -and deteriorated to the worse: Gini Coefficient is 0.525

in 2001, the situation of economic inequality is worse than those in Mainland
China and Taiwan. : '

The phasing out of manufacturing sector made Hong Kong workers in general,
and woman workers in particularly become the hardest-hit groups. In 2002, the
manufacturing sector only accounted for 5.1% of total employment, a steep
downward movement in contrast to 41% in 1980 [3] . The number of women
employed has dropped from 424,000 in"1986 to 116,000 in 2001. [4] Taking into
account the fact that for those employees who remained, a large percentage

[2] Service sector is composed of the following components: retail and wholesale,
import and export trade, catering, transportation, communication, financial, real
estate, commercial, social and personal services. In other word, except for
primary, manufacturing and construction sectors, the rest is put under the
category of service sector. After having become British colony, Hong Kong was
functioned as China's enterpot. Service sector has had a long-lasting history
and been playing an important role in local economy. Even in the heyday of
industrialization period during the 70's, manufacturing sector accounted for
31% of GDP while service sector was for 60%. In regard to the magnitude of
labor force, the former was 47%, and the latter was 41% in 1970 {See HKLabor
Department, "Hong Kong Labor and Employment” 1992, p.2). The magnitude
of these two sectors is in reverse order since Hong Kong has been once again
playing the role of an enterpot taking Mainland China as its hinteriand from the
90's of the last century onwaid. : :

[3] lb;d., p-10. See also HK Labor Department, Hong Kong Labor and Employment
p.2.

[4] Cen§u_s and Statistics Department, 2002, "Women and Men in Hong Kong Key
Statistics”, Hong Kong: HKSAR, p.48 )

of them were and still are clerical and non-production staff serving offshore

- production, thus, the blow on woman werkers shouid be graver than what the

above figure suggested.

. Those displaced Woman workers: constitute a large percentage of the reserve

labor for the service sector. The transformation to "knowledge-based economy"[5]

led to the proliferation in the labor market. For those middle aged women V\{ho_
spent their prime time in the manufacturing industries fqund them§elves bglng
stigmatized as semi-skilled and low education level, and therefore, is incompatible
to the requirement of the "knowledge-based economy”.

According to government figure, the lowest pay jobs are mainly on com.m'unity,
social and personal sector and wholesale and retail sector.-th s‘urpnsmgly,
these two sectors can be viewed as women sectors in the sense that a large

> " number of the employees are women. 64.3% are in the latter, and 49.1% in the

former. They a Iso have the largest share (70.6%) in women employees. [6]

In fact, woman workers take up the majority of the wor‘king poor. Among‘the
405,000 workers who earn less than half of the median monthly earning,

2 i.e.HK$5,000 (US$641), 74% are women. In other words, one out of seven

employed women falls into the category of the working poor. Moreover, the

largest wage discrepancy exists between the two sexes at the bottom of the

employment hierarchy. The median monthly earning of female unskilled workers
is just HK$ 3,900 (US$ 500) which is merely half of that of the male counterpart,
being HK$ 7,500 (US$ 961). [7]

{5] Some mainstream economists argued that information and ‘rfnowledge ;re
replacing capital and labor as the wealth-creating assels. l*f }s con.tended t‘hat
" with the development of technology and the increased mobility ?f information,
. . wealth-creating work is transformed from physically based to knowledge-
‘ based ”. The former is supposed on commodity production and ﬂ?e latter is
on technology know-how where knowledge management is essential. See The
: .Enterpriée Development Website. www.enterweb.orgiknow.htm
6] - Census and Statistics Department, 2002, " Women and Men in Hong Kong Key
' Statistics”, p.48 P : .
171 ibid, p.61
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~ doctrine of minimal government.

Apart from low pay, jobs are difficult to find » especially for middle-aged women.
Age discrimination is w'idespread in the service sector where a beautiful face
and young looks are perceived as an asset in getting a job as a saleswoman
or waitress. [n contrast, middle aged women end up as cleaning workers and
general workers in public housing estates, offices, restaurants, and fast-food
chain shops, in other words, at the lower strata of the service sectors.

it is foreseeable that the employment prospect of woman workers would
continue to be bleak. The more Hong Kong economy serves the interests of
TNCs, the fewer jobs woman workers can obtain. According to the government
projection on labour requirement, the growth of job demand in 2005 will mainly

be in the upper segments of the labor hierarchy, specifically for trade or financial
related sectors. [8]

3. The Privatization and the impact on woman
workers

The ideology of neo-liberalism is prevailing in Hong Kong with the blessing
of the colonial government for decades. The doctrine of laze-faire was upheld
as the non-intervention principle of the government to the market. After the
return of sovereign to China in 1997, the new government follows suit. The non-
intervention principle is further implemented under the policy of "keeping a
minimal government but a large market”. Privatization of public services in the
form of outsourcing and corporatization are two main strategies to practice the

Public housing has a long history to outsource services to private company.
Since 1987, the Housing Authority (HA) has contracted out cleaning services

and security related ‘services and confined to the role of management and

(8] Education and Manpower Bureau, 2000, "1999-Based Manpower Requirement

Projection by Occupation Category and Education Attainment within Economic
Sector ", Hong Kong: HKSAR, p.vi

monitor. The pace of privatization is further expanded in late 90's that the

- whole management is contract out to being in line with the downsizing of the

government. As a result, the monitor role of HA is further undermineq becagse
a large number of frontline government offigials withdraw from the Eubll; Hous'lng
Estate (PHE). The monitor role leaves to private company which |§ profits-
oriented. Therefore, the more widespread use of contract-out practices, the

- more deteriorated working condition is for cleaning workers.

. The characteristics of SCCW put them in a vulnerable position subject to

“outright exploitation.’According to our survey conducted in 1998, the component

of SCCW is mainly middle-age women who have migrated to Hong Kgng within
seven years preceding the interview. Including those who havg milgrated to
Hong Kong more than seven years, the percentage of SCCW with |mm|gr§nt
background go up to 90%. The rest of them are elder people havmg no alternative
to look for other job, and a small amount is of local housewives.

The‘ lack of knowledge of existing labor protection and social resources in
Hong Kong make them an easy prey of unscrupulous employers. Moreover,
as middle-aged women with children to take care of, they do not have so .many
choices at hand. It is clear that migrant, married SCCW not oply need JOb. to
supplement the meager family income, but also nged ‘thIS particular clggnlng
job for its vicinity from home. As a result, they are in disadvantage position to
bargain with the employers for fear of retaliation.

Because of their vuinerable position in labor market, SCCW suffer low wage
which is far below the average standard of ordinary workers‘. The average
rﬁonthly wage of cleaning workers is around HK$5,000 (L_JS$641 ), but the average
wage of SCCW is HK$1,000 (US$128) lower than the avgragg. More worse,
most of them are deprived of the statutory rest day and paid holiday day.

Itis clear that SCCW is being exploited for their multiple identities as new

- immigrants workers as well as working mothers. Being new immigrant workers,

they are unable to make use of the existing law and resources to safggu.ard

- their rights. Their plight is compounded by the fact that they are t.he prmmpgl
child-carers that their choice on job seeking and thus the bargaining power is
seri'ouély hindered.

[
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4. Policy Advocated to Address Problems faced
by women Workers

From the picture depicted in the above section, we draw the conclusion that
women workers despite different nature of industries they are situated, common
needs and demands could be drawn in facing similar setback from employment
rights. As mentioned before, the number of causalized women workers will
increase with the full-blow of privatization. !t is clear that the reinstatement of
employment rights for the women causalized workers should be put into agenda.

- Countermeasure should be set up to address the problems faced by most of

the women workers
1) Protection of employment rights

* Remove "4.18" restriction which requires the fulfillment of 18 hours each
week and continuously for 4 weeks as basic eligibility for labor protect.
Introduce employment protection for workers in casualised employment such
as part-time and temporary contract workers.

* Estabhsh a minimum wage to ensure a reasonable wage for iow -income
groups.

* Set up a comprehensive insurance scheme which covers retirement
benefits and unemployment benefits, and guarantees basic living expenses
for the aged, and those person who are unable to make contributions, such
as women workers with low income, unemployed and unpald housewives
so they could also enjoy some basic social protection.

* Increase the budget for social services. This could increase job opportunities

on one hand while extending social services to relieve women of their heavy
burden of family responsibilities on the other.

* Stop sub-contracting public services to the private sector to put an end
to the continued exploitation of labor.

2) Protection of equal opportunities in employment

* Legislate against age discrimination. Promote the elimination of age‘

discrimination against women in employment.

** Implement the principle of equal pay for work of equal value to address
the phenomenon of job segregation by gender and to ensure reasonable
remuneration for women's labor. ,
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[10] Hong Kong Oxfam commissioned a survey on the working and welfare condition

of contract out workers in PHE, including cleaning workers and security guards.

The findings revealed that.25% of cleaning workers had no statutory rest day and

" paid holiday. More than half of the workers received wage less than HK$4,000

(US$512) which was fower than that the average wage in the private market (Source:

Cheung, CH & Tam, KM 2002, "The Outsourcing System of Cleaning and Security
Services in Public Housing", p. 4-6, HK: Oxfam)
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The Development of Hong Kong Clothing Industry And the Impact on
Femate Workers '

The Development of Hong Kong
Clothing Industry And the
Impact on Female Workers

Hong Kong Women Workers' Association
Oct. 2005

1.A Brief Background of Hong Kong Clothing
industry

Starting from a modest beginning in the early 50's, Hong Kong ciothing
industry has been undergoing a tremendous change, with its share of ebb and
flow while facing the turbulent global market. With merely 41 factories in 1950,
clothing factories sprang up by leaps and bounds by an annual average growth
rate of 24.9 per cent over the next twenty years, reaching 3,491 and employing
158,025 workers in 1970. The upward trend moved on hereafter. In 1987, the
clothing industry reached a peak, consisting of 10,556 factories and employing

299,932 workers, accounted for 20.9 % and 34.5 % respectively of the total
manufacturing sector.

In the 90's onward, the developmental pace of clothing industry slid to a
down-slop fall and lost its leading position in Hong Kong economy. Despite it
still manages to maintain a major role in the shrinking manufacturing sectors,
its role as the motor forces of Hong Kong economy is replaced by the ever-
growing service sector. The fall is huge in terms of the number of factories and
that of employment in compare with the prime time in 1987, cutting by 77% and
86% [1] respectively between the peak and 2002. More than two-third of the

[1] The number of establishments and that of employees in clothing.industry
was 2,415 and 40,609 respecitively in 2002; the correspondent figure in
1987 was 10,556 and 298,377. (source: Trade Davelopment Centre, 2003)

’ clothing factories has either closed down their business, moved elsewhere or

gone broke over that period.

However, the significance of Hong Kong clothing industry in the global market
has not been shrunk. Despite it is no longer the top clothing exporter in the global
market as that in the 80's, it still occupied the first three-positions since 99'8
onward and takes up 5.1% of the total'in 1999 with the first two countrigs, thna
and ltaly taking up 16.2% and 7.1% respectively. Similarly, its coptrlbutxon zo
domestic export dwindled but remained a significant position, amounting to 47.9%
of total domestic export in 2002.

Accompanied with the relocation of production, export-import trading cgmpanies
offshore clothing production sprang up. Trading companies working as middiemen
between overseas importers and local manufacturers was an essential component
of local clothing industry. In 2001, there were 15, 335 establishments and 91,
863 employers in 2001. :

2.The New International Division of Labor

With the widespread use of information technology and the promotion gf
trade liberalism with the WTO's blessing, the international division of labor is
restructured in favor of the interests of footloose transnational corporations
{TNCs). With more and more developing countries have adopted the‘exported-
led industrialization, a three-tier hierarchical structure of global production comes
to the surface since the end of last century.

The new trend is characterized by the decentralized arrangement of production.
Roughly speaking, there are three tiers in production process. While the developed
Countries concentrate on higher valued-added activities, such as R&D, dengn
and marketing, the newly industrial countries (NICs), position in the second t!er,
Producing sophisticated and up-end market products, at the botAtom.of production
chain, station the less deveidped countries which play the role as the contractors
Or subcontractors of TNCs or NICs for the basic, standardized items.
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The Development of Hong Kong Clothing industry And the impabt on
Female Workers

Hong Kong has positioned itself in the second tier of the global network as
a financial and producer services hub. Hong Kong established itself as one of
coordination centers for sourcing garment which function are for co-coordinating
production and related services across broader, as well as for arranging financial
and lOngth backup.

Since the end of the 80's, Hong Keng clothing industry adopted a so-
called “plant with shop frontage” (BTi#f4B) model. More and more
manufacturers either 'set up their offshore preduction plants or subcontracted
orders outside the territory. The operation left in the territory is minimized for

- receiving orders and functioning as a coordinating hub of produc’non network.

The relocation process was accentuated in the 90's. 43 % of the Hong Kong
manufacturing and trade companies have reported to invest in factory facilities
in Maintand China. About 53,000 factories in the Pearl River Delta region are
either owned by Hong Kong capitalists or serving Hong Kong manufacturing
via contract arrangement, and 5.59 million workers are involved. Among the
bulk of Hong Kong investment in China, the clothing |ndustry took up 10.4% in
1992.

The capital outflow is no longer confined to the Mainland. With more
newcomers emerged in the region of Southeast Asia, the investment destinations
have extended to Vietnam and Cambodia where liberalized policy for foreign
investment has been adopted.

3.Quotas System and Its impact on Clothmg
Industry

Apart from scouring the cheapest labor sources, the quyotas system imposed

by developed countries for restricting the quantity of import from developing

countries also plays an important role for Hong Kong capitalist to deport the
_ Production section out of the territory. -As a tiny city with small size domestic

market, the clothing industry has .adopted a policy of export-oriented right from
the very beginning. The development was closely linked to the disputes of
international trade and thus the sequential anti-dumpling mechanism. Since the
enforcement of quotas system in the 60's, especially after the Multi-Fiber
Arrangement (MFA) came to the effect in 1974, local capitalists mainly adopted

3 W BE - 3

The Development of Hong Kong Clothing Industry And the Impact on
Female Workers

two policies to bypass quota restriction and explore new market access.

The first one is the outward-bound foreign investment. The process began
in the mid 60's, triggered by-textile import restrictions imposed by the UK in
1964, In the first phase, manufacturing was shifted to Singapore, Taiwan and
Macau for their dominant population of Chinese and preferential status to
European market being as former or encumber colonies. The second phase
was in the early 1970. Once again, quota restriction was the initial impetus for
shifting pro'ducti‘on overseas. Since the 80's onward, the investment from Hong
Kong capitalists intensified covering all the Southeast countries as well as those
far way countries such as Maruritius, Costa Rica, India and Bangladesh.

The main attractions were low labor cost and the establishment of export
processing zone (EPZ) where overseas investors enjoyed a number of preferential
treatments such as tax holiday. More important was their access to export
markets. Mauritius was a favorite for Hong Kong knitwear manufacturers for
its preferential status of EU market, and Philipgine for its quota free status for
fibers other than cotton.

The second is to exploit cheap labor in Mainland Cnina but maintain a larger
profit margin as Hong Kong-make products. The Outward Processing Arrangement
(OPA) enables Hong Kdng capitalists to use Made in Hong Kong label on their
products, but a large part of the production are operated in Mainland China.
Worse still, many local capitalists abused the requirement that all the production
lines in fact have already deport to China, and the factories in Hong Kong are
only empty-shell.

In view of this, Hong Kong capitalists are very fiexible and cunning to bypass
any restriction and make the most of loopholes existed to their own advantages.
The above-mentioned policies are at the expense of both local workers as well
as their counterpart in the Mainland and Southeast Asian. For the former, they
have not only lost their jobs, but their hard-earned skill accumulated for a life
time in the industry was viewed as obsolete. For the latter, despite they get a
job, but the wage is low and the future of their career is uncertain-for footloose
TNCs are always on a move in pursuit of the cheapest labor and resources.

K
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The Development of Hong Kong Clothing Industry And the Impact on
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4.The Impact on Women Workers

The reversal with regard to economy magnitude of Hong Kong economy
indicates the hardship faced by Hong Kong workers in general, and women
workers in particular. Women workers are doom to be the losers in this globalization
process. The transformation to the global city serving the interests of TNCs
makes production workers redundancy. In 2002, manufacturing sector only
accounts for 5.1% of total employment, a steeply downward movement in contrast
t0 41% in 1980. The number of women employed has dropped from 424 thousand
in 1986 to 116 thousand in 2001. While taking into account the fact that employees
remained comprises a large number of clerical and non-production staff serving
offshore production, the blow on women workers should be graver than the
above figure indicated.

Those displaced women workers constitute a large percentage of reserve
labor for the service sectors. The 90's witnessed the expansion of service sector
and the massive exodus of workers from manufacturing to service sector. The
change to service sector led to the proliferation in labor market The service
sector roughly divides into two parts; one is related to producers' services, such
as export/import trade, financial and transportation logistic services. The other
is said to be consumers services relating to domestic consumption market,
such as retail and wholesale business, community and personal services. For
the former, it is perceived to be involved in the so-called higher value-added
activities, and thus creating better pay and more secure jobs. The latter is
depicted as labor-intensive sector employing mainly manual workers with low
skill requirements and thus low pay jobs. : '

These low pay sectors can be viewed as women sector in the sense that a
large number of employees is women. Not only half of the employees in these
two sectors are women, 64.3% in community, social and personal services, and
49.1% in wholesale and retail sector, but also have the largest share (70.6%)
in women employees.

The deterioration on wage level could be viewed more apparently in the
lowest bottom of labor market. One out of six employed women falls into the
category of working poor which, according to the international definition, is
referred to those workers who earns less than half of the median monthly earning

countrywide, in the case of Hong Kong is HK$5,000 (US$641)in 2002. Moreover,
the lowest places in the employment hierarchy, the largest wage discrepancy
exists between two sexes. The median monthly earning of female unskilied
workers is just HK$ 3,900 (US$ 500) which is merely half of that of male
counterpart, being HK$ 7,500 (US$ 961).

Apart from low pay, jobs are difficult to obtain and secure, especially for
middle age women. Age discrimination is widespread in service sector which
beautiful face and young looks is perceived as an asset in getting a job as a
saleswoman or waitress. In contrast, middle age women end up as cleaning
workers and general workers in public housing estates, offices, restaurants, and
fast-food chain shops, in other word, in the lower strata of the service sectors.

It is foreseeable that the employment prospect of women workers wouid
continue to be bleak. The more Hong Kong economy serves the interests of
TNCs, the fewer jobs women workers can obtain. According to government
projection on job requirement, the growth of job demand in 2005 will mainly in
the upper segment of labor hierarchy, specifically for trade or fihancial related
sectors.

3.Recent Development --Post-Quotas Period

The scrapping of quotas system in January 2005 exposes the precariousness
of globalized production of clothing industry. Instead of the triumph of free trade
and further development ensured by WTO, international trade disputes intensifies
and protection measurements are once again brought in to against so-called
dumpling_from developing countries. Developed countries and developing
Countries are in head-on crash. Both sides take the interests of workers as a
Pretext to sustain the argument. However, taking the recent outburst of Sino-
us. dispute as an example, the use of protectionism for U.S. government and
the upholding of free trade in the case of Chinese government are not something
We workers could take side. Both sides fail to tackle the problem head on. The

real problem faced by garment workers after the post-quotas period lists down
as follows. ' '
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1. The ever-increasing down slop movement of wage level: After the accession
of China to WTO, the price offered by overseas importers is cut by 41% on
certain categories of garment products. The downward movement of price will
deteriorate after the abolishment of quotas. As revealed by a director of one
Hong Kong TNC, the price offered by overseas importers is 7% lower than that
of last year's level and will be further low by 8% in the end of the year. The loss
of profit will be offset by wage cut of workers.

Il. The over-capacity of clothing industry in global level would make the
competition among developing countries further deteriorate. In China, being
caught up in the euphoria for the prospect of larger share in post-quotas period,
the investment on fix capital of garment production has increased by 144% only
in the first three months of 2004, 68% more was recorded in April. However, it
is revealed that the growth rate of international market is only 4% in 2003. In
fact, importers from developed countries have already been a price-maker of
the garment market when they could scour for cheapest suppliers around the
world. The over-capacity of global ciothing industry will make the race-to-the-
bottom game exacerbate.

lll. In the case of Hong Kong, the blockage of China's garment import by
imposing safeguard quotas and the resurgence of export tax on garment products
by Chinese government make Hong Kang capitalists relocate the production
lines back to Hong Kong to evade the restriction. However, they try to limit the
wage level of local workers to demand for the importation of labor from Mainiand

"China as well as set a wage cap. It is an uphill battle for Hong Kong workers

to safeguard the right as well as that of import workers.

6.Conclusion and Suggestions

The experiences of Hong Kong women workers foretell those of workers
in other countries. Young women are dragged to the industry which labor-
intensive production model needs cheap and docile women labor. They contribute
the prime of their time in making garments for customers in more prosperous
countries. However, the global network of production make investing capital
more velocity to scour the world for the cheapest resource. Workers are more
vulnerable in facing of footloose capital.

The trickle-down effect guaranteed by the mainstream economists does not
fulfill as they have promised. For one thing, to earn money in the clothing industry
should pay a high price, suffering from jong working hours and intensified
workloads for workers. Even this hard-earned money is short-lived. For the other
thing, it is clear that giant overseas buyers and large corporate are the gainers
in this race-to-the-bottom game. In the present global supply chain, developing
countries are confined to the low-vallie-added activities which are easy to be
replaced by other countries. While the driving force of the industry is to gain
as much profit as possible, the development in communication technology only
serves the interests of giant game players. The so-called new practices, such
as zero inventory, quick response are for the interests of retailers to pass down
the risk to those who are in vulnerable positions, first to the manufacturers and
finally, to workers. The shorter lead-time directly lead to the longer and frequent
Over Time for workers.

it is clear that the global supply chain’is in fact interwoven with power
maneuvering. Those who are more powerful in the chain get the upper hand
and set the rule of the game. For workers who are situated in the bottom of
the power structure can do nothing but waiting for being thrown out of the
industry. '

However, the picture can 'be change if more effor’[s are to be made
for the interests of workers as well as for the sustainable development.
Since garment production is a global activity involving parties from

different sectors, therefore, joint efforts should be made to ensure positive
results.

Demand for Workers to ensure a decent livelihood

*. Set up minimum wage to ensure employers should provide workers with
livelihood not lower than the average living standard. The protection should

Cover all ranges of workers including short-term, casual workers and contract-
- Out workers,

o
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* Ensure import workers enjoy the same wage level and labor protection
including the right to join trade union as indigenous workers.

* Co-opt unions and workers representatives to the monitor system to detect
any abuse of import workers.

* Ensure the right of workers to join trade union, bargain collectively to resolve
labor concerns.

* Improve social security system and pension scheme to ensure the livelihood
of workers in distress situations.

* Explore ways to monitor practices of local companies but operating regionally
or giobally.

* Integrate labor right in government trade policy

* Demand government to levy compensation from the footloose
companies to the discard workers whenever they deploy production sites
outside the country. Local workers’ interest and livelihood should be take
precedent to those of the companies.

* Involve overseas as well as local consumers to alert of the plight of garment
workers, to convince them to make sure products they bought are produced
in the condition that is compliance with the basic labor rights and the encumber
fabor law of the exporting countries. Take boycott action to those brand name
companies and retailers who source cheapest products at the expense of
workers.

The Strategy of Mobilization:
The Community Approach to organize Sub-contract Cleaning Workers

The Strategy of Mobilization:
The Community Approach to
organize Sub-contract Cleaning
Workers

chan po ying
Hong Kong Women Workers' Association

1. The general background

1.1.The de-industrialization and the impact on women workers

Since the 90's of the last century, Hong Kong has transformed from a
manufacturing site to a global financial and sourcing hub. Local manufacturing
activities have been moved out the territory scouring for cheapest labor sources
in Mainland China and other low-cost countries in the region of South East Asian.
What remains are the financial and trading sectors servicing the interests of
footloose transnational corporations (TNCs). For the displaced women workers
who were cast out of manufacturing industries, they found themselves situated
in the lowest bottom of the labor market. The only job opportunities offered to
them are in the service sector as a low paid, long working hours, unskilled worker.

1.2.The privatization of publib.hbusing management

The ideology of neo-liberalism is prevailing in Hong Kong with the biessing
of the colonial government for decades. The doctrine of laze-faire was upheld
as the non-intervention principle of the government to the market. After the
return of sovereign to China in 1997, the new government follows suit. The non-
intervention principle is further implemented under the policy of “keeping a
Minimal government but a large market” . Privatization of public services in'the
form of outsourcing and corporatization are two main strategies to practice the

85



e N

86

The Strategy of Mobilization:
The Community Approach to organize Sub-contract Cleamng Workers

doctrine of minimal government.

Public housing has a long history to outsource services to private company.
Since 1987, the Housing Authority (HA) has contracted out cleaning services
and security related services and confined to the role of management and
monitor. The pace of privatization is further expanded in late 90's that the whole
management is contract out to being in line with the downsizing of the government.
As a result, the monitor role of HAis further undermined because a large number
of frontline government officials withdraw from the Public Housing Estate (PHE).
The monitor role leaves to private company which is profits-oriented. Therefore,
the more widespread use of contract-out practices, the more deteriorated working
condition is for cleaning workers.

2.The problem faced by the sub-contracted
cleaning workers (SCCW) in Public Housing
Estates (PHE)

2.1.The profile of SCCW

The characteristics of SCCW put them in a vulnerable position subject to
outright exploitation. According to our survey conducted in 1998, the component
of SCCW is mainly middle-age women who have migrated to Hong Kong within
seven years preceding-the interview. Including those who have migrated to Hong
Kong more than seven years, the percentage of SCCW with immigrant background
go up to 90%. The rest of them are elder pecple having no alternative to look
for other job, and a small amount is of local housewives.

The lack of knowledge of existing labor protection and social resources in
Hong Kong make them an easy prey of unscrupulous employers. Moreover,
as middle-aged women with children to take care of, they do not have so many
choices at hand. It is clear that migrant, married SCCW not only need job f0
supplement the meager family income, but also need this particular cleanind
job for its vicinity from home. As a result, they are in disadvantage position to
bargain with the employers for fear of retaliation.

Be(‘:ausevof their vulnerable position in labor market, SCCW suffer low wage
which is far below the average standard of ordinary workers. The average
monthly wage of cleaning workers is around HK$5,000 (US$641), but the
average wage of SCCW is HK$1,000 (US$128) lower than the average. More
worse, most of them are deprived of the statutory rest day and paid holiday day.

It is clear that SCCW is being exploited for their muitiple identities as new
immigrants workers as well as working mothers. Being new immigrant workers,
they are unable to make use of the existing law and resources to safeguard
their rights. Their plight is compounded by the fact that they are the principal

child-carers that their choice on job seeking and thus the bargammg power.is
senously hindered.

2.2.The challénge faced by the union movement

-The characteristic of SCCW makes organizing them a challenging work. The

‘prevailing organizing pattern of tradition trade union'is inadequate to reach them,

needless to mention to respond to their need. As mention above, they are
passive to fight for their right for fear of dismissal. The lack of knowledge of
existing resources adds more obstacles for them to seek outside help. Moreover,
the dual roles as working mothers make SCCW find themselves almost impossible
_tO join trade union activities.. In fact, for most of SCCW, their activities restrict
In the community they live and are not familiar with other areas despite they
have been resided for years. The only way to reach them is to visit them on
the spot they work, rather then let them take the initiative move.

3.Strategy of mobilization

3.1.Previous work done by HKWWA and the difficulties
encountered .

We adopt an outreach approach to get in touch with SCCW. It means not

]7
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only we pay visit to them to the work place, but also all the activities are organized
in the PHE where they work and also, in most of the case, they reside. Besides
to provide convenience for participation, the rationale of the approach is to
cultivate a sense of commonality by addressing issues which would encourage
SCCW to come together for collective action.

The most effective way to organize SCCW is at the time when the contract
between HA and tender company. expires. It is of common practices for tender
companies just retrench workers without giving redundancy payment as required
by the law. SCCW, most of them poor education, some even illiterate, do not
have the knowledge to handle labor dispute, therefore, our involvement is crucial

. for them to fight for their right and interest. In 2002, through their experience

to take action collectively, SCCW came to realize the importance of the trade
union for common identity and mutual support. Cieaning Workers Trade Union
(CWTU) was then set up.

However, our work faced limitation that we find difficulty to mobilize SCCW
to strive for better working condition while they are still on the job. Given the

preponderant power position of tender companies over workers, they are hesitate

to expose wrongdoing of their employers who they are still working for. Beside,
through our experience, it may be more effective to appeal to the government
body which is more responsive to criticism to than private company which concern
is mainly on profit-seeking. : '

3.2.A new move of strategy:

To mobilize SCCW who are still on the job, we adopt a community organizing
strategy in PHE. The rationale is twofold. Given the imbalance power position
between workers and employers, to involve other social forces in the community
is a viable way to tip the balance to the advantage of SCCW. As mentioned
above, SCCW has multiple identities, a worker working in a community, a mother

with immigrant background and a resident of a community. Before, it may see.

this multiple identities as a liability for it limits.worker's choice of job. The new
working approach takes it as an asset to cultivate commonality and bonding
with other residents, and make demand of SCCW being more appealing. Those
who live in PHE are from working class. They also suffer from low pay, intensified
workload . To appeal for their empathy and thus supports is an essential part

of the community organizing strategy.

The other rationale is to involve the government to the forefront. Government
is supposed to take up the monitor role when they contract out public service.
However, what is on the priority is for sanitary quality but not the welfare of sub-
contract workers. They simply turn a blind eye to wrongdoing of tender companies.
However, government bureaucrat is susceptible to public criticism and
embarrassment. The exposure of inhuman working condition and the widespread
viclation of labor law would press them to take action in favor of SCCWw.

In short, the Community organizing strategy is exercised in two levels, one
is in the community level to engage as much social forces as possible, inciuding
ordinate residents, district councilors, resident organizations etc. The other is
on the wider social level to push government to safeguard the right of SCCW.

3.3.0rganizing work in community

3.3.2.0rganizing SCCW in community
The new strategy was first implemented in a PHE. We had received
complained from workers that after a new tender company had taken over
the cleaning service, their wage had dropped by 24% to 33%, while their
workload had escalated tremendously. The intensified workload was due
to the fact the new company employed few workers. Together with university
students of a grass-root concern group, we paid frequent visits to SCCW
.in the PHE in question. We have built up a trustful relationship with SCCW,
fostered a sense of collective, and raised their consciousness of being
- exploited. o L :

3.3.3.Mobilizing residents in the community

To encourage on-the-job SCCW to come out, we have resorted to the
support of residents in the community. We tried to establish a linkage
between residents and SCCW by three levels.

* To convey an ideal of fair deal: to convey a message that if we want high
quality of hygiene, we should treat workers fairly in term of wage level,
working hours and condition. The outbreak of SARS in 2003 has kept
residents alert of public and personal hygiene.

o
Hh
8
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o * o cultivate a sense of community among residents and SCCW: tc; the other concern group was set up to ally with broade_r social forces. The —
%Z emphasize that workers are part of the community not only most of them concern group comprises Hong Kong Oxfam, university scholars, like-minded T
s are residents of community, but also to keep the community being sanitary, trade unions and individuals to exert more pressure to the government. We %
5 residents and workers should join forces to make it happen. conducted survey in the territory-wide levelto expose the widespread violation PR
B * To build up.a common identity of working class among residents and of labor law of tender companies and the ignorance of the government- i3}
i . . . . . ~ . ]’-Tl
B SCCW: residents who live in PHE are ordinary workers belong to low departments which were supposed to monitorthe contract-out system. /
class, Ii%(e cjeaning workers in restaurants, domestic helpers, unemployed, In this case, the concern group held press conference, and exposed the by
housewives.and so forth. wrongdoing to phone-in radio program. The action not only arouse criticism %
o ‘ from the general public, but also put pressure to the HA to take action to =
The activities we organized to facilitate the above-mentioned goals rectify the loopholes. . ' )
1. A survey. was conducted to facilitate the understanding to the working :
condition of SCCW. We have successfully S°|iCit?d support. Th.e m"ajo.rity SCCW in the PHE took an active role in the above-mentioned activities, they :
of interviewed residents expressed their yievY agalns-t further prlvgtlzatlon were empowered by the support and the positive response from the society. ; _
of management in PHE and asked for legislation of minimum wage system They no longer thought that they were being ignored and in-a weak position. o
to protect the low-paid workers in general, and SCCW in particular. : =
. _ : After the investigation, HA found-out that the wage of SCCW was lower than i
2. ASignature campaign was held to exert pressure to the HA. We collected the wage promised by the tender company laid down in the contract. As a T
700 signatures in the PHE to support the demand of minimum wage and result, SCCW received the higher wage stipulated in the contract, and the -+
the strengthening of monitor system to safeguard the right of SCCW. tender company had to terminate the contract, and withdraw from the PHE kil
, to avoid punishment. e
3. Meetings were held to facilitate the face-to-face contact among residents _ —
' nd SCCW, their view were shared on the roles among each other to : ]
create a hygienic environment, and the unfair treatment to SCCW by 3.3.6. The impact
the tender company. : The series of issues mentioned above set in motion for policy change in
» the government sector. The government was criticized for inefficiency and
3.3.4.Mobilizing local forces in the community ls;tporlaqce. Finally, government decided to Sef‘ up prevailing wage system
Many local forces in the community, for example, district councilors, residents Stipulating that. wage In gover, nment c.on.tract shouk'j not be_ lower th?” the
committee and residents groups in each Public Housing building, play an average wage in the private mgrket in similar occupations. This move vmuglly
influential role in matters concerning cleaning services. We have approached offers a HK$1,000 (US$128) increases for SCCV_V-‘ Moreover, a new mo.mtor
the district councilors and member of residents committee to ask for their System was also put forth to have better supervision to tender companies.
support. At first, the district councilor was reluctant to help, after the signature
campaign, seeing that the voters were concerned about this issue, he had ‘ ) »
to take the matter to the' management committee of the PHE for discussion. 4 .Lookin g forward : future prospect a nd
' ch
3.3.5.Pressure from the General Public a"enges
To engage more social forces to support SCCW, we joined forces with other
. groups. Apart from the grass-root concern group of university students, As being discussed, our community organizing campaign has made some
91
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achievements, however, there is still a long way to fight for the proper welfare
of SCCW and other marginalized workers. There are several great challenges
to deal with in the coming future.

First, the number of SCCW being protected by the prevailing wages system
is getting smaller and smaller. There are many public housing that are under
the Tenants Purchase Schemes, which means that some residents have already
bought their own flats. These tenants purchase estates are initially managed
by the HA, but two years after the implementation of the Schemes, the
management will shift to the Owners' Corporations. This means that the prevailing
wage system that now is applicable to the Estates will stop its effectiveness
once the owners' corporation take over the management; the cleaning workers
there probably will suffer from meager wages and lack of labour protection again.

Second, the trend of privatization in Hong Kong has become more penetrating
and dominant. The HA is going to sell part of their asset, such as retail centers
and car parks to private companies. If the plan of privatization will put into effect,
workers over there will be deteriorated. It is because workers will no longer be
protected by the prevailing wage system as they are now. Also, the private sector
ownership and operation mainly focuses on profit maximization and efficiency,
rather than the moral values that are used to uphold by the public services; the
working pattern of labour will become even more irregular, casualized, and
unstable, and their welfare will be further deprived.

Third, the prevailing wage system is now just applicable to the contracting
out non-skilled workers of public services, which means that nearly two third
of cleaning workers are not covered by the system.

It is predictable that the working conditions of labour will become more
adverse because, on the one hand, the ideology of “a minimal government
and a free market” forcefully discourages labour protection, and on the other,
privatization will further create a large group of vuinerable labour.

The community organizing campaign is an attempt to response to the particular
adverse situation of the most vulnerable workers. By solicit support from boarder
social forces in the community as well as in larger society, marginal workers
such as SCCW are able to have a better position to bargain with employers.

L The Strategy of Mobilization:
® | The Community Approach to organize Sub-contract Cleaning Workers

With the accelerating pace of privatization in public services, the interests

:among SCCW, residents and even government employees will be interwoven.

For instance, the welfare of public housing residents will be endangered if the
divestment of retails and car parking facilities is materialized and being owned
and run by the private sector. The employment right of government employees
will also be affected because their jobs should be endangered by the privatization.
All these show that the lower class people do share the same exploitation and
suppression imposed by privatization. in this content, the alliance for protection
of labor right and the campaxgn against privatization will be broader.

8/2005
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