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Abstract

From the post-World War II era to the present, the US garment industry has turned to
Latinas as a source of low-wage workers in their countries of origin and as migrants to the
United States. The globalization of the garment industry has meant the proliferation of
export processing zones overseas and of sweatshops in US cities. Sweatshops, here and
there, have become a locus of Latinas’ labor in the global economy. This essay examines
the impact of this evolving process on Puerto Rican and Dominican women, in Puerto
Rico and the Dominican Republic, and as labor migrants to New York City. The global-
ization of the garment industry provides an example of the economic and political con-
nections between the United States and countries of origin that shape migrations, as well
as a lens for understanding deteriorating economic conditions in the inner cities.

In 1991, an advertisement in a trade magazine sought to lure the US garment in-
dustry to El Salvador. The ad revealed key elements that had come to define the
globalization of the garment industry and its impact on Latinas. Across the top
in bold print, it announced, “Quality, Industriousness, and Reliability Is What
El Salvador Offers You!” Just beneath this was the picture of a young woman
working at a sewing machine, her eyes focused on the machine in front of her.
She was surrounded by piles of material on one side and neatly folded shirts
complete with tags on the other. The ad continued, “Rosa Martinez produces
apparel for US markets on her sewing machine in El Salvador. You can hire her
for thirty-three cents an hour.” Rosa’s wages had declined, as the same ad the
previous year had boasted wages of fifty-seven cents an hour. In addition to low
wages, there were other advantages, “Rosa is more than just colorful. She and
her co-workers are known for their industriousness, reliability and quick learn-
ing. They make El Salvador one of the best buys.” El Salvador also offered po-
tential investors “excellent road and sea transportation,” Central America’s
“most modern airport,” and “no quotas,” indicating that US companies could
produce and export as much as they wished. Placed by an organization that was
funded in large part by the US government through the US Agency for Inter-
national Development, the ad highlighted the US government’s role in promot-
ing export processing zones, as well as the centrality of the garment industry, and
the key combination of low wages and women’s labor.2

From the post-World War II era to the present, the US garment industry
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has turned to Latinas as a source of low-wage workers in their countries of ori-
gin and as migrants to the United States. The globalization of the garment in-
dustry has meant the proliferation of export processing zones overseas and of
sweatshops in US cities. Sweatshops, here and there, have become a locus of
Latinas’s labor in the global economy. As a result, the globalization of labor in-
tensive industries, like the garment industry, has fostered the labor migrations
of Latinas, both within their countries and to the United States. This essay ex-
amines this evolving process by looking first at the experiences of Puerto Rican
women in the postwar era. As the garment industry relocated to Puerto Rico,
Puerto Rican women migrated and found garment industry jobs, not only in New
York City, but also in urban areas in Puerto Rico and elsewhere in the States.
Yet the postwar economic boom in New York gave way to the industry’s contin-
ued relocation to lower-wage areas, and Puerto Rican women confronted fewer
jobs and deteriorating working conditions. Dominican women then encountered
this changed labor market, as they became the next group of Latinas incorpo-
rated into New York’s garment industry, while also experiencing the impact of
export processing in the Dominican Republic.

Immigration is often portrayed as something that happens to the United
States and that is problematic precisely because the United States does not con-
trol the process. This perspective ignores the impact of US political and eco-
nomic interventions in shaping economic development and in causing out-
migration, as well as the continuing reliance of US economic interests on low-
wage immigrant labor in the United States. The globalization of the garment 
industry provides an example of the economic and political connections between
the United States and countries of origin that shape migrations, particularly
from the region that the United States has historically defined as its backyard.3

In addition, the experiences of Puerto Rican and Dominican women provide an
important basis for exploring how the globalization of labor-intensive industries,
like the garment industry, fostered the labor migrations of women and deterio-
rating economic conditions in the inner cities. My goals are to combine an as-
sessment of the structural factors that constitute the globalization of the garment
industry with women’s own narratives in order to explore sweatshops here and
there, as well as Latinas’ labor migrations.4

Puerto Rican Women and the Postwar Garment Industry

The post-World War II era is often overlooked in the scholarship on the US
garment industry. Historians have focused on earlier periods of the industry’s
growth, while social scientists have focused on the industry’s decline since the
1960s. As a result, Puerto Rican women’s experiences have not been fully inte-
grated into this scholarship.5 Yet in the postwar era Puerto Rico became in
essence the first export processing zone. The political ties between the United
States and Puerto Rico facilitated the emergence of patterns of investment and
migration that would be repeated in other countries. Puerto Rico’s policymak-
ers crafted an economic development strategy based on industrialization by in-
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vitation, and the US garment industry relocated to Puerto Rico to take advan-
tage of low wages for women, as well as tax and other incentives. Puerto Rico
became the model for a particular strategy of economic development that was
based on foreign investment and export oriented industrialization, and that was
accompanied by massive migration. For Puerto Rican women, the globalization
of the garment industry shaped their labor migrations within Puerto Rico, their
increased migration to the States, and their concentration in garment industry
jobs.

Puerto Rico illustrates key elements of the export-processing zones that
then proliferated along the U.S.-Mexico border, in the Caribbean, Central
America, and Asia. Because of the political ties between Puerto Rico and the
United States, Puerto Rico provided a safe and profitable investment site for US
capital. The United States took control of Puerto Rico in 1898 at the end of the
Spanish American War and has retained sovereignty to the present day. In 1917,
the US Congress made Puerto Ricans US citizens and exempted individuals and
businesses in Puerto Rico from federal income taxes. In 1947, Puerto Rico’s pol-
icymakers extended this tax break by instituting their own tax exemptions, as
they shifted from development strategies based on import substitution to strate-
gies based on export oriented industrialization and US investment. US compa-
nies could now manufacture goods in Puerto Rico tax-free and then “export”
those goods to the States without having to pay “import” duties. As a former
employee of Puerto Rico’s Economic Development Administration, David Ross
suggested in 1969, it was “freedom from taxes without leaving the United
States.”6 Despite political ties, federal minimum wages were not applied in Puer-
to Rico until the late 1970s, so that wages were significantly lower than those in
the States. Recognizing the impact of wage differentials in attracting US indus-
tries, Puerto Rico’s policymakers opposed the application of the federal mini-
mum wage. Hence, for the US garment industry, Puerto Rico offered the ad-
vantages of overseas investment without the associated risks.7

Promotional efforts touted Puerto Rico’s advantages, including low wages.
In February 1949, the New York Times declared, “Puerto Rico Urged on US
Business.” Tax exemptions offered “outstanding advantages to United States
companies,” as a hypothetical textile company with a plant in Puerto Rico could
“retain almost twice as much of its profits.” In addition to tax exemptions, the
article continued, “Puerto Rican labor, which was highly skilled in the textile
field, commanded wage rates from one-third to one-half of those in the United
States, which would allow United States concerns located there to save at least
thirty cents on every dollar of manufacturing value.”8 Similarly, a 1949 pamphlet
by the Office of Puerto Rico pointed out the abundance of workers, extensive
unemployment and underemployment, “orderly and tranquil” labor relations,
and “very few strikes.” Focusing on women workers, it noted that “workers in
the needlework industry, both men and women, but mostly the latter, are many
and are noted for their dexterity and their industry,” and that labor laws had “re-
cently been liberalized to permit night work for women in textile industries.”
With wages in the needlework industry only twenty-six percent of those in the
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United States, the pamphlet concluded, “In virtually all lines and stages of tex-
tile and apparel manufacturing the current wage structure of Puerto Rico offers
the possibility of substantial advantages to the entrepreneur.”9

The garment industry came to Puerto Rico to reap the potential profits, es-
tablishing the dynamics of an export-processing zone in its wake. In the imme-
diate postwar era, both the home needlework industry and garment factories in-
creased. The home needlework industry was, as economist Harvey Perloff noted
in 1950, “developed chiefly by mainland capital” and “based essentially on cheap
labor.” Through a system of contractors and subcontractors, materials were
shipped from the US mainland, contractors in Puerto Rico handled the distribu-
tion and collection of materials, and rural women added the hand details at
home, earning piece-work wages. The finished products were shipped back to
the States for marketing.10 By the late 1950s, the home needlework industry de-
clined, and factory work increased. Yet, these key dynamics remained. The in-
dustry, according to sociologist Robert Laurentz, was characterized by “semi-
skilled workers in contracting shops working at de-skilled jobs for low wages.”11

The garment industry was central to Puerto Rico’s industrialization, and
women’s labor was central to the garment industry. As sociologist Palmira Ríos
contends, “Low-paid women workers are the key to survival of these highly com-
petitive industries in the new global economy.” By 1963, plants established by
Puerto Rico’s Economic Development Administration or Fomento, employed
70,000 workers, with sixty percent of the new jobs filled by women. In 1970, ap-
parel was the largest industrial employer and eighty-seven percent of the work-
ers were women. Women’s labor force participation increased as a result, from
twenty-one to twenty-five percent between 1950 and 1970, while men’s declined
from seventy-one to fifty-nine percent.12 Wage differentials, tax exemptions, and
profits remained central to Fomento’s efforts to recruit the US apparel industry.
In 1973, Fomento attributed their success to “the competence and skill of the
workforce” and to “tax and other incentives.” Yet the wage differential between
Puerto Rico and the United States had increased from $.71 to $.91 between 1965
and 1972, when garment workers earned an average of $2.67 an hour in the Unit-
ed States compared to $1.76 in Puerto Rico. Puerto Rico still offered “a very fa-
vorable profit record,” as firms in Puerto Rico were almost two-and-a-half times
more profitable than those in the States before taxes, and were more than four
and a half times more profitable after taxes.13

Although all of Puerto Rico became an export processing zone in terms of
tax exemptions and low wages, new manufacturing jobs were concentrated in
the San Juan metropolitan area, creating a “zone” in the more geographic sense.
By 1957, small towns received just one-sixth of the new jobs for more than a third
of the population. Fomento conceded, “even though our overall rate of eco-
nomic progress and development is perhaps as rapid and as firmly grounded as
in any part of our hemisphere, there remain groups of workers, individual towns,
and even broader areas of Puerto Rico that have not shared fully in the measure
of advance so far achieved.” The beneficiaries had been “the major cities, their
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surrounding metropolitan areas, and city women.” Despite longer tax exemp-
tions for industries in Puerto Rico’s rural areas, the garment industry remained
concentrated in urban areas.14

Puerto Rico demonstrated that economic development based on export
processing and labor intensive industries failed to generate sufficient employ-
ment. New manufacturing jobs in urban areas did not replace the jobs lost in rur-
al areas, as Puerto Rico’s agriculture and home needlework industry declined.
As Ross noted, “No one could greatly lament the passing of an industry which
made a sweatshop of every poor man’s home in some sections of the island; ex-
cept that this industry provided desperately needed income for several times the
number of families that had been benefitted by the Development Company.”15

Total employment in Puerto Rico declined during the 1950s. As a result, Puer-
to Rico’s industrialization coincided with massive migration.

As Puerto Rico’s rural economies declined, Puerto Rican women became
labor migrants, going to nearby towns, as well as to urban areas in Puerto Rico
and the States in search of work. Doña Genara, who was born in 1926 in a rur-
al area recalled, “We started to leave the barrio little by little and to look for
work.” For Doña Genara, moving to the nearby town to live with her sister in
the early 1950s, enabled her to attend a vocational training program that taught
embroidering, knitting, and sewing by machine. After the training program, she
explained, “I stayed mostly at my sister’s house because in the country there still
wasn’t any electricity. So I stayed to do my work.” Her first job was in a knitting
shop, where she earned $12.80 for the week, “But we had to work fast, if not,
they fired you.” After two years, the shop closed. Doña Genara turned to knit-
ting homework, working longer hours and earning less money, “Three dozen, it
was thirty-six hats to earn four dollars . . . I didn’t have time for anything. I
worked about ten or twelve hours [a day].” She saw few options, “I always
worked in knitting, because there wasn’t anything else, I mean in my town.”16

Seeing few options in Puerto Rico’s rural areas and towns, other women mi-
grated to urban areas in Puerto Rico and the States. As migrants left San Loren-
zo, for example, women were more likely than the men to be married in the
rapidly urbanizing areas of San Juan and Caguas between 1945 and 1965, and in
New York City and Philadelphia, places where garment industry jobs were read-
ily available.17 Even contemporary policymakers and scholars who downplayed
women’s significance as workers revealed the centrality of women’s labor mi-
gration in Puerto Rico’s rural to urban migration. A 1966 dissertation found that
women who migrated to urban areas between 1955 and 1960 were more suc-
cessful than their male counterparts in securing employment.18 Women’s labor
migration was also central in the migration to the States, as sixty-four percent of
women were migrating because they had a job offer or were looking for work,
according to a 1952 survey. The others were joining family members, and per-
haps would look for work as well.19 Women garment workers were among the
labor migrants. According to needlework employers in San Juan in a 1953 sur-
vey, migration to the States was one of the primary reasons their workers quit.20
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A year later a study in Philadelphia found that forty-eight percent of women had
last worked as operatives in Puerto Rico and only twenty-eight percent identi-
fied themselves as housewives.21

Both government programs and informal networks facilitated women’s la-
bor migration to the States. In their efforts to reduce Puerto Rico’s population,
policymakers fostered migration, providing training programs and alerting po-
tential migrants to the availability of jobs in the States. As one policymaker com-
mented in 1948, “Any man or woman who can earn a substandard living at nee-
dle work in Puerto Rico can earn a standard living at the hosiery plants around
Philadelphia.”22 Referring to her sewing instructor, Doña Genara explained,
“She told us, ‘You can work here, and in the United States there are also good
jobs on the sewing machine.’ She told us, ‘Try to do well on the machine because
this is the most important work that all of you are going to find.’” A sister al-
ready living in Philadelphia eased her migration in 1954, “I had a sister here, and
I came to my sister’s house.” She found work easily, “As soon as I arrived from
Puerto Rico, I started in that factory.” The wage differentials that lured the US
garment industry to Puerto Rico also made garment work in the States appeal-
ing to migrants. “I wanted to come for a better life . . . I worked as much as I
could . . . I wanted to earn more money,” said Doña Genara, adding, “I earned
more money. I, for example, in Puerto Rico I earned twelve dollars a week and
here I earned forty, they took out two, I kept thirty-eight.”23

Finding jobs readily available, Puerto Rican women helped each other mi-
grate and get garment industry jobs. Sewing in a rural area in Puerto Rico, Doña
Anastasia came to New York in 1951: 

I worked on a sewing machine making blouses by the dozen and I sewed to sell on
my own. I set up a little business . . . Then, Comadre Miguelina came to this coun-
try and I wanted to come even more than before and she would write about how
good it was here and that you could make money . . . making dresses.

When she arrived, she explained, “I started to work right away.”24 Doña Juani-
ta came to Philadelphia with the help of her sister. Leaving Naguabo in 1953 be-
cause “there wasn’t any work,” Doña Juanita’s first job was in the garment fac-
tory where her sister worked, making men’s suits. Their neighbors from
Naguabo, a family of twelve, gradually made their way to Philadelphia, “They
wanted to come to the United States. They wrote to my sister, and we helped
each other out . . . It was my sister who first received them and got them work.”
They all worked in the garment industry, as Doña Juanita explained, “because
there were a lot of garment factories in Philadelphia. You would get a factory
job anywhere.”25

At the end of World War II, Puerto Rican women in New York City were
entering what was still the center of the US garment industry.26 The war had tem-
porarily halted the industry’s relocation and had pent-up consumer demand. In
1947, New York City accounted for forty percent of US employment in women
and children’s apparel, and the New York metropolitan region accounted for
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forty-nine percent. Within the region, employment in women and children’s ap-
parel increased from 239,000 to 260,000 between 1947 and 1954.27 In 1953, New
York City still produced seventy-eight percent of unit-priced dresses, seventy-
three percent of coats and suits, seventy-two percent of blouses, and sixty-eight
percent of underwear.28

Employers and union representatives complained of labor shortages of
skilled workers, and urged the admission of displaced persons from Europe. In
a letter to the editor of the New York Times in February 1947, the general pres-
ident of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America wrote, “The needle-
trade industries alone, both men’s and women’s, could not only absorb but would
welcome thousands as workers.”29 Revealing the gender-based segmentation in
the industry, the demand was particularly acute for “trained men” for the cloak
and suit industry.30 Nevertheless, Puerto Rican women found work more easily
than Puerto Rican men, according to an article in the New York Times. In Feb-
ruary 1947, the International Ladies Garment Workers Union had 7,500 Puerto
Rican women members and estimated that an additional 4,000 to 8,000 worked
in other small shops.31

As a result of their labor migrations, Puerto Rican women became con-
centrated in New York City’s garment industry, but only within certain trades.32

During the 1940s, Puerto Ricans became the “major new source” of labor for
the undergarments trade, and constituted half of the skirt industry’s labor force.
Puerto Ricans, along with African Americans, constituted half of the new mem-
bers of the unit-priced dresses local by 1948. Puerto Ricans became the largest
ethnic group in dressmaking, skirts, and blouses. The skirt and dress trades, how-
ever, were the lowest skilled and lowest paid trades. Puerto Ricans had not found
work in the skilled and higher paid suit trades; nor had they entered the skilled
cutters’ and pressers’ locals.33 Successful in finding jobs, Puerto Rican women
were more likely than other women in the city to be in the labor market by 1950,
forty compared to thirty-five percent. The overwhelming majority of Puerto Ri-
can women, seventy-two percent, worked as operatives.34

Nevertheless, contemporary observers failed to consider Puerto Rican
women as labor migrants. Writing in 1959, Roy B. Helfgott wondered why more
Puerto Ricans were not migrating to New York City, given the demand for un-
skilled labor in the women’s and children’s apparel industries. He explained,
“The answer seems to lie in the fact that the garment industry attracts almost ex-
clusively women workers, while the crucial factor in migration is job opportuni-
ties for men.”35 Similarly, Raymond Vernon excluded Puerto Rican women from
the ranks of labor migrants. He noted in 1960, “Most of these in-migrants can be
thought of as responding to economic opportunities, but not all.” He added,
“Some of the Puerto Rican women, for instance, probably came to the mainland
because of their husband’s job opportunities, not their own, then joined the la-
bor force when they discovered that some apparel plants were begging for their
services.” From this perspective, labor migration was a male phenomenon, while
women followed “their” men and “discovered” work in the receiving society.36

Even with the postwar boom in the garment industry, Puerto Rican women
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encountered a range of working conditions in union and non-union shops. For
journalist Dan Wakefield, “The seventy-two hour week, at less than a dollar an
hour, sounds like a tale of life in the New York sweatshops of thirty years ago.
To the lady at the Sano garment shop, it was not a remote fact of history but a
fact of life in Spanish Harlem in 1958.” She earned $.35 per garment, regardless
of the difficulty of the piece, and the most she had ever earned was seventy dol-
lars in a week, a feat she accomplished by working from 7:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m.
for six days. In union shops, piece rates were set based on the difficulty of the
piece, with some set at $.70 to $.90. Another woman suggested that non-union
jobs were easier to come by than union jobs, “I’ve worked in a lot of them around
the neighborhood, and the one where I am now is the best. I tell you, you don’t
find many like this one. Well lighted, and clean, and nice machines.” Wakefield
considered the “farmed-out needlework of garment shops” and “the small often
fly-by-night dress shops” as “the main chance of employment within the neigh-
borhood,” and concluded that “very few girls grow up in these streets without
getting a touch of it.”37 In Philadelphia, most of Doña Genara’s shops were rep-
resented by the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America, and she consid-
ered these good jobs, “The factory was good. The bosses were good. It was good
work.” Yet in one of her shops, “They didn’t turn in social security, they found
themselves in trouble . . . It seems they didn’t pay taxes or something, I don’t
know. And we had to go to another factory.” Others did homework, “I didn’t
sew at home . . . but I saw a lot of people sewing at home . . . They got home-
work . . . because the factory gave them clothes to sew at home.”38

Working for piece-work rates created challenges in non-union and union
shops. Doña Anastasia described her first garment industry job in New York City:

The lady, the owner of the shop, was from Mayaguez. We would sew dresses 
for the Bella Hess Company, but I wouldn’t get far ’cause I was too slow. So, I
would make twenty dollars a week. They were supposed to pay me thirty, but they
wouldn’t. There was no union there. All there was was sew, sew, sew.39

Doña María had trouble with her boss in a union shop, where she was one of two
people trained on a zigzag machine. She explained, “Every time that a garment
was new and it took me longer I had to fight for the price. So at one point [a new
garment] came in and this work was very hard. I cannot make enough money for
the hours . . . [My boss] told me if you don’t want to do the work just go home
but at this time I had the protection of the union.” Instead of going home, she
went to the union. The union agent accompanied her to work and established
the piece rate with her boss.40

The availability of garment industry jobs gave women a certain leverage in
the labor market, enabling them to switch jobs for better conditions or to strug-
gle to improve conditions in their shops. Doña María, who had confronted her
boss about piece-work rates, did not appreciate being fired in front of fifty
coworkers. She waited until her skills on the machine were needed and then quit,
creating a predicament for her boss, “I worked Monday and Tuesday and on
Wednesday I didn’t report to work. I went next door and I find another job, this
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time in bathing suits . . . They paid me about seventy-five cents a garment which
at that time, this was in 1956, was good money.” Her interviewer, Blanca Váz-
quez Erazo concluded, “Because of the relative ease of finding work in the boom
era of the 1950s and 1960s, María had the same option as other women did: to
go from factory to factory, to ‘shop’ for better salaries and working condi-
tions.”41 Similarly, Doña Anastasia left her first job, “So when I found that I 
wasn’t satisfied but already had the experience to work on any machine, I said
‘No, I’m not staying here. I’m going somewhere else.’” As the “chairlady” in one
of her factories, Doña Anastasia helped other women and took their complaints
to the union, contrary to her boss’ wishes. Her interviewer, Ana Juarbe, ex-
plained that Doña Anastasia “engaged in more direct confrontation with unfa-
vorable situations without fear of losing her family’s livelihood. She could always
find work in another shop.”42

Women also learned to sew on the job, and balanced paid employment and
household responsibilities by leaving and reentering the workforce as needed.
Upon arriving in New York in 1948, Doña María realized, “All the jobs avail-
able were for sewing machine operators and I said to myself, ‘My God, I have
to learn to sew.’” She taught herself to sew by getting jobs and getting fired af-
ter fifteen minutes or less, but with more practice each time.43 In Philadelphia,
Doña Juanita recalled, “I sewed too even though I didn’t know how to sew any-
thing . . . I learned to sew what they gave me there [at the factory], but I didn’t
like the idea of piece-work, to earn your money.”44 Given that in Philadelphia,
“It was very easy to work before,” Doña Genara explained, “Before, it was good
here. You left one factory and you could get work in another. And since I had
five children, I had to stop working for a while. But when I could, I returned to
a factory and started to work again.”45

Although labor migration has often been portrayed as a male phenomenon,
the globalization of the garment industry sparked and shaped the labor migra-
tions of Puerto Rican women. Globalization brought the U.S. garment industry
to Puerto Rico. Puerto Rican women became labor migrants as they were dis-
placed from rural economies and migrated in response to the availability of gar-
ment industry jobs. During the postwar economic boom, Puerto Rican women
found jobs easily, which increased their migration and concentration in the gar-
ment industry, and gave them a certain leverage in the industry. Puerto Rican
women, however, had entered and become concentrated in an industry that was
on the verge of fundamental changes. After slowing during and immediately af-
ter the Second World War, the relocation of the garment industry was about to
accelerate as the industry continued its search for lower-wage workers. Both
working conditions and Puerto Rican women’s position in the industry would
change as a result.

The Changing Nature of New York City’s Garment Industry

Responding to increased competition from imports, the US garment industry re-
lied increasingly on contractors, which fostered sweatshops in US cities and fa-
cilitated the industry’s relocation to lower-wage areas at greater distances. The
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ratio between imports and domestic production of all women’s and men’s ap-
parel grew from seven to fifty-one percent between 1959 and 1980. By 1984, half
of all clothing sold in the United States was imported from abroad.46 As US ap-
parel manufacturers and US apparel retailers sent production overseas, they
contributed to the increase in imports that they bemoaned.47 While many schol-
ars and labor leaders have decried the loss of US jobs, others have argued that
offshore assembly benefits US workers. Scholars Edna Bonacich and David
Waller argued that “. . . labor standards are much lower in the countries of ori-
gin, allowing a substantial savings to US garment manufacturers and avoiding
the proliferation of sweatshops on US territory.”48 I argue, instead, that compe-
tition and contracting exerted downward pressure on wages in the United States,
as well as overseas. They hastened the continued relocation of the industry 
and the low-wage incorporation of Puerto Rican women in New York. These
changes affected Puerto Rican women and more recent immigrants from the
Dominican Republic.

As Puerto Ricans entered the garment industry in large numbers, wages de-
clined. The garment industry was shifting from a higher paying to a lower pay-
ing industry, and New York City itself was changing from a high to a low wage
area.49 Between 1946 and 1949, wages in the dress trade, a major employer of
Puerto Rican women, decreased from $1.44 to $1.37, while wages for all manu-
facturing increased from $1.08 to $1.40.50 The deskilling of the industry contin-
ued. As consumer demand shifted to casual wear, the more simple, standardized
garments could be produced by unskilled workers. Garment production was
broken down into particular tasks or section work, with each worker responsi-
ble for a single task. These tasks were increasingly parceled out to contracting
shops, which relied heavily on the labor of Puerto Rican and African American
women. Manufacturers and jobbers were larger employers responsible for sev-
eral dimensions of garment production, while contractors were smaller employ-
ers that focused on a particular task, usually sewing. Between 1953 and 1961,
dress shops operated by manufacturers and jobbers decreased by twenty-two
percent, while those operated by contractors decreased by less than one percent.
The proportion of dress workers in contracting shops increased from sixty-
nine to seventy-nine percent. This contributed to declining wages, as workers in 
shops operated by manufacturers and jobbers earned 1.6 times more than their 
counterparts in contracting shops.51 While competition and contracting exerted
downward pressure on wages, the International Ladies’ Garment Workers Union
supported wage restraint, opposing increases in New York’s minimum wage dur-
ing the 1960s in an effort to keep the garment industry in the city.52

Puerto Rican women’s low wages temporarily slowed the industry’s reloca-
tion. Writing in 1959, Edgar M. Hoover and Raymond Vernon suggested, “A
plant may cling to the central city for similar reasons: because of the availabili-
ty in some neighborhoods of a group of Puerto Rican or Negro women who have
not yet acquired the mobility or skills to command a higher wage.”53 Similarly,
Laurentz found that “the abundant supply of black and Puerto Rican labor with-
in New York led to a temporary deceleration of the rate of relocation of the in-
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dustry to out-of-town areas.”54 Even as shops relocated within the region, they
continued to rely on Puerto Rican women workers. Between 1953 and 1961,
dressmakers in Manhattan’s core garment area decreased by thirty-two percent.
But they increased slightly in Harlem, Brooklyn, and the Bronx, where Puerto
Ricans and African Americans worked in large numbers and where wages were
lower, averaging $62.54 a week in contrast to $88.72 a week in Manhattan in
1961. Wages were even lower in the Northeast region, $47.30 a week, and 
in Pennsylvania, $46.55 a week, and the wage gap was increasing. While wages
in Manhattan rose by thirty-three percent, those for the Northeast and Penn-
sylvania rose sixteen and fifteen percent, respectively.55

Also, deskilling, section work, and contracting lessened the industry’s de-
pendence on New York City, with its skilled labor force. Merchandising was 
separated from sewing, with the former remaining in the city and the latter re-
located elsewhere. Improvements in transportation lowered the costs of con-
ducting business beyond the city’s limits, at the same time that high rents, limit-
ed manufacturing space, and traffic congestion increased the cost of doing
business in the city.

Employment in New York’s apparel industry plummeted, as did the quali-
ty of the remaining jobs. Between 1947 and 1982, New York City’s share of pro-
duction of women and children’s apparel decreased from forty-two to sixteen
percent.56 Employment in the apparel industry decreased by 54,000 jobs be-
tween 1947 and 1958, and the next decade witnessed the loss of another 72,000
jobs. After losing 20,000 jobs in 1969 alone, the city lost an average of 12,500 jobs
per year between 1969 and 1975. By 1975, fewer than 150,000 people worked in
apparel, just one-third of the 1969 labor force.57 While manufacturing jobs that
were secure, unionized and paid above the minimum wage declined during the
1970s, as Saskia Sassen suggests, a “downgraded manufacturing sector” ex-
panded, relying on sweatshops and homework. Small garment shops provided
flexibility and absorbed the risks and instability of the market. Wages in the ap-
parel industry continued to decline relative to other manufacturing wages. In
1977 garment workers earned just sixty-four percent of average manufacturing
wages, a sharp contrast to ninety-five percent in 1947. Nevertheless, labor still
constituted twenty-seven percent of the production costs in apparel, in contrast
to ten percent for manufacturing as a whole, propelling the industry’s search for
cheaper labor.58

The continued globalization of the garment industry meant that Puerto 
Rican women in New York City confronted fewer jobs, economic displacement,
and deteriorating working conditions. Laurentz found that after 1950, “Garment
employers, especially in the dress trade, where the largest concentrations of
blacks and Puerto Ricans were found, were quicker than ever to flee to lower-
wage areas outside the city.”59 In 1969, the New York Times reported “an in-
crease in illegal home work.”60 During the 1970s, an estimated 400 to 600 non-
union shops operated in the Bronx, employing primarily Puerto Rican and
Dominican workers, according to one union organizer. A Puerto Rican woman,
who worked a forty-five hour week with days up to fifteen hours, averaged fifty-
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four dollars per week without any benefits, at a time when union wages ranged
from eighty-five to ninety-five dollars for a thirty-five hour week. As Laurentz
concluded, “The contraction of the garment industry in New York City has thus
led to the proliferation of non-union shops in which opportunities for Puerto 
Rican workers have been reduced from what they had been when the industry
was healthier and union shops were more prevalent.”61

As the garment industry continued its search for cheap labor via sweat-
shops in the States and continued relocation, Puerto Rican women became dis-
placed labor migrants. Puerto Rican women’s labor force participation de-
creased as the garment industry declined, poverty among Puerto Ricans in the
inner city increased, and Puerto Rican women turned to the state for the finan-
cial assistance they needed to sustain their households.62 In Philadelphia Doña
Genara described the change, “All those lots that are vacant over there, those
were factories.”63 Some jobs disappeared, while as anthropologist Judith Goode
notes, “A somewhat clandestine garment industry has developed based on 
Korean and Chinese capital and using newcomer Asian labor.”64 Hence, the gar-
ment industry shaped not only Puerto Rican women’s labor migration patterns,
but also their economic wellbeing and that of their households and communi-
ties. Writing in 1984, Elizabeth Weiner and Hardy Green described New York’s
two-tiered garment industry with its “legitimate” and “underground” sectors.
Instead of a simple equation of Puerto Rican citizens in the legitimate sector and
undocumented “Hispanic” immigrants in the underground sector, they found
Puerto Rican women in non-union shops and taking in homework.65 This was
the labor market that Dominican women then confronted.

Dominican Women’s Labor Migrations

Like Puerto Rican women, Dominican women were affected by export pro-
cessing in their home country, as well as by the continuing decline of New York’s
garment industry. The growth of export processing zones in the Dominican 
Republic echoed Puerto Rico’s economic development. Policymakers in the 
Dominican Republic lured foreign investment through incentives that resem-
bled those in Puerto Rico, while US policymakers instituted trade policies to
promote the assembly of manufactured goods abroad. US investment and the
garment industry dominated export-oriented manufacturing. Wage differentials
and women’s labor remained key ingredients in the economic development
strategy and in the industry’s relocation. Here too, economic development based
on foreign investment and export processing failed to generate sufficient em-
ployment, and was accompanied by internal and international migration.
Women figured prominently in both migration streams, finding garment work in
export processing zones and in New York City. Although not a colony of the
United States, export processing zones in the Dominican Republic highlight the
impact of US political and economic interventions in shaping economic devel-
opment and migration.

US policymakers facilitated overseas investment in ways that made the 
Dominican Republic and other Caribbean nations more like Puerto Rico. Trade
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policies reduced tariffs and hence the costs for US firms doing business beyond
the boundaries of the United States. Beginning with Tariff Item 807, the US re-
duced the duties on imports that were made from US components but processed
or assembled abroad. Tariffs were collected only on the “value added” or on the
low-wage labor that companies had sought. From 1965 to 1983, the value of Item
807 imports increased from $578 million to $9,226 million. Mexico sent the most
in 1983, over $156 million worth of Item 807 clothing exports, and the Domini-
can Republic was second, sending almost $130 million.66 Although the 1983
Caribbean Basin Initiative excluded garments and textiles from duty-free status,
three years later the Caribbean Basin Textile Access Program provided unlim-
ited access to the US market for apparel products provided that the fabric was
made and cut in the United States. Quantitative limits were set for those gar-
ments assembled abroad but not from US made and cut fabrics. In addition to
favorable trade policies, the US government has provided financial assistance to
firms that invest overseas, as well as to the governments of host countries that
welcome them. Investment and project financing, and investment insurance
have been provided by the Overseas Private Investment Corporation and by the
Agency for International Development, which also supported organizations
promoting export-oriented manufacturing and advertised free trade zones dur-
ing the 1980s.67

As in Puerto Rico, policymakers in the Dominican Republic shifted from
import substitution to export-oriented industrialization with foreign investment.
Establishing free trade zones in the Industrial Incentive Act of 1968, policymak-
ers exempted industries from local taxes, from customs duties on imported cap-
ital and semi-finished goods, and from export duties on finished or semi-finished
goods. Employment in manufacturing increased from 20,000 to 47,562 between
1968 and 1977. More than 125 subsidiaries of US firms were among those pro-
viding manufacturing jobs.68 The number of free trade zones, foreign invest-
ment, and imports to the United States all increased dramatically between the
mid-1980s and the early 1990s. By 1988, garments accounted for seventy-eight
percent of manufacturing exports. In that same year, sixty-three percent of 
export-processing firms were US owned, while only ten percent were Domini-
can owned. Indeed, most garment factories were direct subsidiaries of US
transnational corporations rather than subcontractors.69

The US garment industry relied on the low-wage labor of Dominican
women in the export processing zones, providing “low-paying and extremely in-
secure” jobs.70 Wages in the Dominican Republic were significantly lower than
in the United States, and they were declining. In 1984, US apparel workers
earned an average of $7.00 an hour.71 Between 1984 and 1990, wages in the Do-
minican Republic plummeted from $1.33 to $.56 an hour. Meanwhile, industrial
exports grew to $850 million in 1991.72 By 1991, women held three-fourths of the
135,000 jobs in the free trade zones. Between 1960 and 1990, women’s labor force
participation increased from nine to thirty-eight percent, while men’s decreased
from seventy-six to seventy-two percent. This was a more dramatic increase in
women’s labor force participation than among Puerto Rican women.73

Economic development via export-oriented industrialization fostered in-
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ternal and international migration, and the rural population decreased from 
sixty-five to forty-five percent between 1965 and 1984. The assassination of Tru-
jillo in 1961 and changes in US immigration policies in 1965 increased Do-
minican immigration to the United States. “From 1968–1972, the height of eco-
nomic expansion, international migration averaged 10,804 annually,” and it
increased to almost 15,000 people per year from 1973 to 1980.74 During the first
half of the 1990s, immigration averaged over 26,000 per year, and by 1997,
832,000 Dominicans lived in the United States. Sixty percent lived in New York
City, where Dominicans were the fastest growing ethnic group and constituted
the second-largest Latino group after Puerto Ricans.75

Dominican women became labor migrants. As early as 1970, anthropolo-
gist Nancie L. González observed that “According to informants in the U.S. con-
sulate, as well as among prospective migrants themselves, women find jobs more
easily from afar than men.” Although most secured labor certification and visas
for work as domestics, “Employment is really not so difficult for Dominicans to
find, once they arrive in New York. Most of the women work as domestics or in
the garment industry.” For undocumented workers, “there are many jobs avail-
able in New York where employers are glad to avoid having to pay their own
share and can thus lower the wages since the employee then has no deductions.”
Women were also among the rural migrants to the capital, Santo Domingo, and
another industrial zone being constructed in Santiago.76 A 1982 survey of 231
women working in three free trade zones found that more than seventy-eight
percent of the women were migrants, with sixty percent having lived in the city
for ten years or less.77 Women were fifty-five percent of internal migrants from
a village in La Sierra in the early 1980s, according to anthropologist Eugenia
Georges. Many headed to the export processing zone in Santiago, which em-
ployed 6,275 workers in 1980, almost all of whom were women. With the avail-
ability of jobs in New York City’s secondary labor market a key reason for their
migration, women were fifty-two percent of international migrants, as well.78

Dominican women found garment industry jobs readily available in New
York City. The garment industry, according to González, was one of “the few av-
enues open to these women to improve their situation.” “For the working-class
woman, work is available, regular, and though poorly paid by United States stan-
dards, nevertheless enables her to live better than at home.”79 In 1974 Glenn
Hendricks explained that “Most informants insisted that with enough persis-
tence some work could always be found; the problem was not merely finding a
job, but finding a ‘good’ job.” Social networks helped migrants find garment in-
dustry jobs. One shop, owned by two cousins from two neighboring villages, em-
ployed twenty-seven workers, all from their villages and all connected by kin-
ship networks. This was a nonunion shop that subcontracted piece-work for a
clothing manufacturer. Garment factories offered more employment than any
other occupation for the 309 workers from the village studied by Hendricks, 
accounting for thirty percent of all workers and fifty-six percent of working
women.80

As Dominican women continued to migrate to New York City, they became
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concentrated in the now downgraded garment industry. As Sherri Grasmuck
and Patricia Pessar explain, “The comparatively high rates of labor-force par-
ticipation of Dominicans show that they were generally successful in finding
work, despite the economic downturns characterizing New York City during the
1970s.”81 By 1980, Dominican women were more likely to be in the labor force
than women citywide, fifty percent compared to forty-seven percent, and most
worked as operatives. Both documented and undocumented women worked in
blue-collar jobs, sixty-three and seventy-one percent respectively, according to
their survey of 301 Dominicans in the early 1980s. Undocumented workers, how-
ever, were more often in smaller, informal firms that paid workers lower wages
and in cash. Almost sixty-five percent of the undocumented and thirty-one per-
cent of the documented workers were in non-union firms. As Grasmuck and Pes-
sar noted, “Our female informants voiced concern that garment work was vir-
tually the only avenue of ‘honorable’ employment opened to female immigrants
with little or no proficiency in English. They also observed, correctly, that jobs
in the apparel industry were becoming scarcer.”82

Still, women’s labor migration continued. In search of work at the age of fif-
teen, Nerida left a rural area in the Dominican Republic and came to New York
in 1993. In the Dominican Republic she had lived near an export processing, but
she noted: “I never worked there . . . I couldn’t work because until you are of
age, you can’t work.” In New York, she explained, “I couldn’t study because I
had a baby to support. Since I arrived, I was working under the table because I
wasn’t of the age that they require for one to be able to work . . . But almost al-
ways, where I tried to find work was in a store, because there they don’t require
papers.” Nerida had left her child in the care of family and joined her parents in
the city. After working in a couple of stores, she found work in the garment in-
dustry.83 Nerida was not alone. Women accounted for fifty-nine percent of all
Dominican immigrants in the United States in 1996, and most immigrants were
young, sixteen percent were between sixteen and twenty-four years of age, and
forty-nine percent were between twenty-five and forty-four.84 Like Puerto Ri-
can women, Dominican women who migrated in search of work, found them-
selves concentrated in low-wage jobs and then displaced.

Dominican Women Workers: “A lot of work and a little money”

Confronting the two-tiered garment industry, Nerida’s work experiences in New
York City suggest the conditions Dominicans confronted and the effects on their
households and community. Debating the impact of the garment industry on 
Dominicans in New York City, some scholars have suggested that it offered op-
portunities for small businesses or that garment industry jobs were compatible
with women’s domestic ideologies.85 Others have pointed to the exploitation of
workers.86 While changes in the garment industry may have created some op-
portunities for ethnic entrepreneurs, most Dominican women, like Nerida,
found low-paid, dead-end jobs, less demand for labor, and deteriorating work-
ing conditions. Their options and leverage in the garment industry were much
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more circumscribed than those initially encountered by Puerto Rican women in
the post-war era.

In 1998, Nerida was working in New York’s garment district in a nonunion
packing shop that handled women’s sportswear for several brand-name labels.
During the year and a half that she was there, the work force shifted but work-
ing conditions did not:

When I started, we were only six people working legally—everyone was illegal.
But then there were a lot of problems with immigration. The owner of the facto-
ry, he withheld taxes from the people but was not reporting it to the government.
That is to say, he had a lot of problems. He decided not to have any more illegals
. . . There were . . . about sixty-five, seventy people . . . It was completely empty,
completely. It was a Saturday, in the middle of the day, when everyone left. . . .
They were all Mexicans. The six people that had papers, we were four Dominicans
and two Mexicans.

The shop was no longer mostly Mexican and undocumented, but now employed
about forty workers, mostly Dominican and documented, women, and young,
under the age of thirty. As Nerida suggested, however, “Everything stayed the
same. Already they were paying overtime to those who didn’t have papers the
same as to those who had them.”87

In describing their shop, workers emphasized the long hours, strict super-
vision, the tiring pace of the work, and the low wages. One worker summarized
the conditions as, “a lot of work and a little money.”88 Their regular work week
was Monday through Fridays from 7:30 a.m. to 5:30 p.m., with breaks from 12:00
to 12:30 and from 4:00 to 4:15; and Saturdays from 7:30 a.m. to 4:00 p.m., with
just the one break from 12:00 to 12:30, a total of fifty-three and-a-half hours.
During busy times, they were expected to work late and occasionally on Sun-
days and holidays, as Nerida recounted, “Maybe until 7:00 at night, or 7:30, or
8:00, until the time they say that there’s work, depending on whether I want to
stay . . . If there is enough work in the factory, almost always there is enough
work until after 5:30 and there is work seven days a week or six . . . The latest I
have stayed, not always, until 10:00 at night.” While stating that overtime was
optional, workers suggested that there were repercussions for those unwilling to
work overtime and added that they needed the money.89

The work pace is intense, Nerida explained, referring to their new supervi-
sor. “The one that is currently there, I don’t know if it’s because he has only been
there for a short time, I don’t know if it’s because he’s learning, I don’t know the
reason, but he leans on people, ‘do it well, try to do it a little faster.’” Compared
to working in stores, Nerida found:

It was a bit more difficult, because when you are used to working with people, it
is more difficult to work in a shop where you have to be quiet, you can’t talk, you
can’t go to the bathroom as many times as you could in the store. You have to be
standing in the same place—in the store you are walking, you get less tired.
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The faster pace also increased the potential for injuries:

The machine that is used for packing, if you put your hand in, it can cut it. If it
doesn’t completely catch your hand, it will burn it . . . I have burned myself many
times, many times . . . Almost always it happens when you are more pressured be-
cause there is a lot of work. In trying to do the work a little faster, you forget your-
self and you forget that your hand is there.

Workers who pressed also suffered from burns.
Having worked in two other garment shops, Nerida considered this shop

neither the best nor the worst. Her first garment industry job was in a union shop
that sewed collars on t-shirts, paid above the minimum wage, and provided ben-
efits:

The shop is very efficient. It has health insurance, it has a union, they pay your va-
cation. This shop, after you have been there a certain amount of time, they increase
your salary. Later, the month they put you in the union, they increase it a quarter.
It wasn’t much but they increased it some. And my brother . . . is there, he is earn-
ing about eight dollars an hour, which also isn’t much, but there are other shops
that are only paying $5.15, $6.

Hers was the night shift, however, and because she had a child to care for, Ner-
ida kept this job for just two to three weeks. When she was laid off from her cur-
rent shop for three months, she went to work in a large shop in Brooklyn that
occupied two floors and made sweaters. While most of the work was sewing, a
small packing section employed about six workers, including Nerida. She trav-
eled two hours to work and discovered that this shop paid the minimum wage
but not overtime:

I was only working forty hours a week because I said I wasn’t going to work over-
time if they weren’t going to pay it . . . They didn’t pay overtime. They paid it the
same . . . But I only stayed the three months, until [my] factory called me [back]
. . . Because this is the protection we have if they pay us overtime.

The next time she was laid off she applied for unemployment instead.
For Nerida, meeting her household expenses as well as balancing her job

and household responsibilities presented challenges. She had remarried and was
living with her husband and their daughter, while sending money to the Do-
minican Republic to support her first child. Household finances were tight, “If
the work is good, I work the whole week, for example until 7:00 at night, I can
pay my bills . . . If this week I don’t work much, I pay the babysitter, I can’t pay
any bills. So, yeah, it depends on how the work is.” Her husband contributed fi-
nancially, working as a wholesale delivery driver, and shared in household chores
and childcare. She described their daily routine:
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I leave the factory at 7:00. I get home at 8:00, 8:15. I get a bath and I eat. Basical-
ly, I get together the things for the baby for the next day. I prepare lunch, look for
clothes, it’s already time to go to bed. Before I leave [in the morning], I don’t have
to do anything because . . . he gets the baby ready to take her to the babysitter be-
cause he leaves later than I do.

Her husband also picked up their daughter after work and cooked dinner, as 
he came home earlier than she did. Nerida and her husband were both taking
English classes, on different nights so that one of them was home with their
daughter. They barely saw each other, “He arrives from class at 10:00, I arrive
home more or less at 10:00 . . . about half an hour, an hour, we go to bed.”

In defining a “sweatshop,” Nerida pointed to the physical conditions, ex-
ploitation, and oppressive supervision. Her current shop paid the minimum
wage of $5.15, and time-and-a-half for overtime. Workers were paid weekly, by
check, their shop had never missed a payroll, and workers were not owed back
wages. Workers had been paid off the books and in cash only on rare occasions,
mostly for holidays, Sundays, and excessive overtime. But there were no bene-
fits, except unemployment once workers were eligible. Seasonal fluctuations
meant overwork at times, and layoffs at others, decreasing workers’ incomes and
providing supervisors with a means to reprimand workers. Was it a sweatshop?
Nerida answered:

That term, I believe means because where you work that is where you leave your
sweat . . . I think that word should be used for when there is exploitation in the
shops. Even though all of them are exploiters, but some are more extreme than
others. But I suppose that term should be used where it is really believed that the
workers are being exploited . . . I think that [my shop] would fall in the middle. I
wouldn’t say that it’s good, because it isn’t good . . . It isn’t a shop that has benefits
or anything like that . . . For me, where you are working, without subjection and
without them pressuring you, in a certain way they are abusing you, yeah, I believe
that they are exploiting, but in a certain way they do demand that you work, but
without being overbearing and other conflicts.

Nerida concluded:

Sometimes I feel like I don’t want to keep doing it, because it’s tiring. It’s some-
thing that everyday I know that tomorrow I’m going to the same thing. A year
passes me by, and I’m back again to the same thing . . . It’s sort of difficult to know
that you are sacrificing so much for work and at the end of the year you say, ‘Let
me see how much I’ve saved.’ When you see it’s a pittance . . . That’s the bad thing
about this country.

Long hours, low wages, and layoffs strained her household economy and her as-
pirations.

Dominicans’ economic status has parallels to that of Puerto Ricans, sug-
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gesting the impact of the garment industry in shaping not only women’s migra-
tion patterns, but also the well-being of migrants in the city. Dominican women’s
concentration in the garment industry had consequences for their households
and for the Dominican community. As manufacturing employment declined by
almost 90,000 between 1989 and 1995, so did Dominican women’s labor force
participation. By 1997, forty-two percent of Dominican women were in the la-
bor force compared to fifty-one percent of all women citywide. Like Puerto Ri-
can women, Dominican women had gone from higher than average to lower
than average labor-force participation. And Dominicans were still overrepre-
sented as operators, laborers, and fabricators: thirty-six percent of all Domini-
cans in contrast to twelve percent of workers citywide. Dominican women were
especially concentrated in manufacturing: thirty-three percent compared to
eighteen percent of Dominican men in 1990. As New York began to witness a
growing disparity in incomes during the 1990s, Dominicans’ earnings decreased.
Poverty levels increased from thirty-seven to forty-six percent for Dominicans
and from seventeen to twenty-four percent citywide between 1989 and 1996.90

While their low-wage labor may have kept some garment industry jobs in New
York City, for Dominican women, working in the garment industry has increas-
ingly meant a life of working poverty for individuals, as well as households and
communities confronting poverty.

Conclusions: Repeating Patterns?

Parallels in the experiences of Puerto Rican and Dominican women suggest that
the globalization of the garment industry is resulting in repeating patterns of
economic displacement, labor migration, and sweatshop jobs in US cities. The
garment industry continues to be marked by relocation and by the persistence
of sweatshops here and there. The garment industry figures prominently in a par-
ticular model of economic development based on export-oriented industrializa-
tion and foreign, often US, investment. In both Puerto Rico and the Dominican
Republic this model was accompanied by internal and international migration
as insufficient employment and wages too low to sustain households sent people
in search of work; Latinas became labor migrants. These economies remain de-
pendent and mired in low-wage assembly jobs that are always poised to relocate
to even lower-wage areas. Nevertheless, “It is the dominant world policy,” as
Edna Bonacich and her colleagues conclude, dictated by international agencies,
such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, and by US eco-
nomic interests and policies.91 Indeed, as the ad at the beginning of this essay
suggests, export-processing zones and the garment industry have spread to Cen-
tral American countries and elsewhere, bringing the same model of economic
development to different countries at different times. Displaced, Latinas will
likely continue their search for paid employment that will sustain their house-
holds.

Meanwhile, Latinas working in New York City’s garment industry have be-
come more diverse, with many coming from countries where the US garment in-
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dustry and export processing zones have taken hold. Here too, competition and
contracting exert a relentless downward pressure on wages, creating jobs that
are notable for their low wages, long hours, pressured pace, hash supervision,
poor working conditions, and instability, as the possibility of shop relocation to
lower-wage areas remains a constant and very real threat. For Puerto Rican and
Dominican women, as well as for newcomer Latinas, the garment industry has
been one of few avenues for employment. Yet garment industry jobs have trans-
lated into working poverty, offering few opportunities for improvements. For
Puerto Rican and Dominican women, concentration in the garment industry was
followed by economic displacement as employment continued to decline, at the
same time that employers’ search for the lowest-wage labor appears unrelent-
ing. The repercussions for Puerto Rican and Dominican women, their house-
holds, and their communities have had sobering parallels. The US model for eco-
nomic development in inner cities seems a repeating pattern as well, based on
recruiting low-wage labor and then displacing it, abandoning communities in its
wake. Here too, Latinas will likely continue their efforts to provide for their
households and to improve conditions for their communities.
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Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic, as well as of Puerto Rican and Dominican women
in New York City, based on my research with the Sweatshop Project. Although I have argued
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