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Abstract

This article highlights two global supply chain agreements to tackle gender-based 
violence and harassment in the garment industry—the Dindigul Agreement to 
Eliminate Gender-Based Violence and Harassment in India (2022), and the Central 
Java Agreement for Gender Justice in Indonesia (2025). The article is grounded 
in my experience negotiating and implementing both agreements. Drawing on 
and contributing to feminist theoretical advances in industrial relations, I argue 
that effective anti-GBVH supply chain agreements in the garment industry must 
be founded in freedom of  association and embedded within ODERXU�PRYHPHQW�
HFRV\VWHPV� I introduce the concept of  ODERXU�PRYHPHQW�HFRV\VWHP as a framework for 
analysing labour movement organisations and interrelationships, and the resulting 
impact and interactions within global supply chains, leading up to the signing and 
implementation of  such agreements. 
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Introduction

Addressing gender-based violence and harassment (GBVH) in garment global 
supply chains requires a transformative reworking of  traditional unionism and 
industrial relations theory and practice. Both these transformations require ODERXU�
PRYHPHQW�HFRV\VWHPV, a concept that I introduce and elaborate in this essay through 
the analysis of  two global supply chain agreements.

The Dindigul Agreement to Eliminate Gender-Based Violence and Harassment 
in India, signed in 2022, and the Central Java Agreement for Gender Justice 
in Indonesia, signed and publicly announced in 2024-2025, two anti-GBVH 
global supply chain agreements in the garment industry, are discussed in this 
essay.1�5HFHQW�VFKRODUVKLS�VKRZV�WKDW�WKH�'LQGLJXO�$JUHHPHQW��'$��SURYLGHV�D�
powerful methodology, based in freedom of  association, for the remediation and 
prevention of  GBVH in garment factories.2 Furthermore, when women workers 
trust a workplace’s genuine commitment to prevent GBVH, other workplace 
LVVXHV� JHW� DGGUHVVHG� DV�ZHOO� DQG� IDFWRULHV� EHQHÀW� IURP� UHGXFHG� DWWULWLRQ� DQG�
increased productivity.3

In addition to the contents of  the agreements, it is important to study ecosystems 
and processes that surround them. The article begins by outlining how gender 
and violence are pervasive aspects of  global garment supply chains. It then 
GHÀQHV� WKH� WHUP� ODERXU�PRYHPHQW� HFRV\VWHP and lays out in some detail how the 
DA and the Central Java Agreement (CJA) are institutional innovations in the 
ODERXU�PRYHPHQW��7KLV�LV�IROORZHG�E\�D�UHÁHFWLRQ�RQ�KRZ�WKH�OHDUQLQJV�IURP�WKH�
agreements can revitalise the labour movement and its practices, and a conclusion.

1 Since there have been three assessment reports of  the impact of  the Dindigul 
Agreement, the article focuses on it more than the Central Java Agreement, which is 
newer. However, the implications can be extended to it too. 

2 -�)XGJH�DQG�*�/H%DURQ��¶5HJXODWRU\�'HVLJQ�DQG�,QWHUDFWLRQV�LQ�:RUNHU�GULYHQ�6RFLDO�
5HVSRQVLELOLW\�,QLWLDWLYHV��7KH�'LQGLJXO�$JUHHPHQW·��,QWHUQDWLRQDO�/DERXU�5HYLHZ, vol. 
163, issue 4, 2024, pp. 575–598, https://doi.org/10.1111/ilr.12440. 

3 Asia Floor Wage Alliance (AFWA), Tamil Nadu Textile and Common Labour Union 
�77&8���DQG�*OREDO�/DERU�-XVWLFH�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�/DERU�5LJKWV�)RUXP��*/-�,/5)���
'LQGLJXO�$JUHHPHQW��<HDU���3URJUHVV�5HSRUW, 2023; P Jerrentrup and S Kuruvilla, 'LQGLJXO�
$JUHHPHQW�WR�(OLPLQDWH�*HQGHU�EDVHG�9LROHQFH�DQG�+DUDVVPHQW��<HDU���3URJUHVV�5HSRUW, Global 
Labor Institute, 2024; S Kuruvilla, 7KH�'LQGLJXO�$JUHHPHQW�WR�(QG�*HQGHU�EDVHG�9LROHQFH�
DQG�+DUDVVPHQW��+DV�LW�ZRUNHG", Global Labor Institute, 2025.
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Gender and Violence in Global Garment Supply Chains 

In the twentieth century post-colonial world, while ‘developing’ countries 
focused on advancing industrialisation, ‘developed’ countries focused on 
maintaining advantages secured during the welfare state era. The ‘Global North’ 
multinationals discovered the gains of  outsourcing to the cheaper ‘Global South’, 
OHDGLQJ�WR�JOREDO�FDSLWDO�PRELOLW\�UDGLFDOO\�UH�VWUXFWXULQJ�FRUSRUDWH�DQG�ÀQDQFLDO�
practices.4 This paradigm of  global outsourcing from the North and export-led 
industrialisation in the South resulted in global supply chains (global production 
networks). 

Taking advantage of  a brand’s exclusive and dual access to consumers in high-
income home regions and to cheap labour in low-income production regions, 
apparel brands from the United States and Europe established their global garment 
supply chains.5 By suppressing retail prices and production costs, fashion brands 
encouraged consumers to buy often and more while underpaying production 
workers and violating their freedom of  association.6 Presently, Asia is the largest 
garment production region, and the garment industry is one of  the top employers.7
 
While the apparel industry has created millions of  jobs, especially for women, in 
the Global South, instead of  lives of  dignity and decency most garment workers 
endure penury and debt.8 As Asian governments and supplier companies compete 

4 I use ‘developing’ and ‘developed’ as historical references, while noting their 
FRQWHVWDWLRQV�E\� VFKRODUV�� 6HH�� IRU� H[DPSOH��:�5RGQH\��+RZ�(XURSH�8QGHUGHYHORSHG�
$IULFD, Bogle-L’Ouverture Publications and Tanzanian Publishing House, London and 
Dar-Es-Salaam, 1973. I use more frequently ‘Global North’ and ‘Global South’—terms 
that gained currency later.

5 $�%KDWWDFKDUMHH�DQG�$�5R\��¶%DUJDLQLQJ�LQ�WKH�*OREDO�&RPPRGLW\�&KDLQ��7KH�$VLD�
Floor Wage Alliance’, in K van der Pijl (ed.), +DQGERRN� RI � WKH� ,QWHUQDWLRQDO� 3ROLWLFDO�
(FRQRP\�RI �3URGXFWLRQ� Edward Elgar Publishing, Cheltenham, 2015; A Bhattacharjee 
DQG�$�5R\��¶%DUJDLQLQJ�LQ�*DUPHQW�*9&V��7KH�$VLD�)ORRU�:DJH·��LQ�'�1DWKDQ��0�
Tewari, and S Sarkar (eds.), /DERXU�LQ�*OREDO�9DOXH�&KDLQV�LQ�$VLD, Cambridge University 
Press, 2016, pp. 78–93, https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316217382.006.

6 D Nathan HW� DO., 5HYHUVH� 6XEVLGLHV� LQ�*OREDO�0RQRSVRQ\�&DSLWDOLVP��*HQGHU�� ODERXU�� DQG�
HQYLURQPHQWDO�LQMXVWLFH�LQ�JDUPHQW�YDOXH�FKDLQV, Cambridge University Press, 2022; M Anner, 
¶6TXHH]LQJ�:RUNHUV·�5LJKWV� LQ�*OREDO� 6XSSO\�&KDLQV�� 3XUFKDVLQJ�SUDFWLFHV� LQ� WKH�
Bangladesh garment export sector in comparative perspective’, 5HYLHZ�RI �,QWHUQDWLRQDO�
3ROLWLFDO�(FRQRP\, vol. 27, issue 2, 2020, pp. 320–347, https://doi.org/10.1080/09692
290.2019.1625426.

7 ILO, ‘Asia still “garment factory of  the world” yet faces numerous challenges as 
industry evolves’, International Labour Organization, June 2022, https://www.ilo.
org/resource/news/asia-still-garment-factory-world-yet-faces-numerous-challenges-
industry.

8 S Barrientos, *HQGHU�DQG�:RUN�LQ�*OREDO�9DOXH�&KDLQV��&DSWXULQJ�WKH�JDLQV", Cambridge 



162

ANTI-TRAFFICKING REVIEW 26 (2026): 159-180

for global brands’ cost-suppressive manufacturing contracts, supplier factories pass 
RQ�WKHLU�ÀQDQFLDO�GHÀFLW�WR�ZRUNHUV�WKURXJK�SRYHUW\�ZDJHV��FRHUFLYH�VXSHUYLVRU\�
and managerial practices, and retaliation against unions.9 Governments respond 
to brands’ imposed race to the bottom through competitive de-regulation and 
weakening of  labour laws and standards.10 The poor quality of  these jobs and 
the fragility of  workers’ survival, starkly exposed during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
demonstrate the exploitative structure of  global supply chains.11 

The contracting practices imposed by fashion brands on their suppliers are 
VXVWDLQHG� E\� VXSSOLHUV·� FRHUFLYH� LQGXVWULDO� UHODWLRQV�� H[HPSOLÀHG� E\�*%9+�
against the predominantly female workforce, which enable suppliers to meet tight 
production deadlines. GBVH-driven supervisory practices include physical, sexual, 
and mental abuse, use of  sexual favours, and punitive restrictive access to toilets 
and drinking water (which particularly torment pregnant or menstruating women).12 
The manufacturing contracts between brands and suppliers shape the employment 
contracts between suppliers and production workers.13 In short, brands in global 
garment supply chains determine labour relations in supplier factories. 

Labour relations in garment supply chains leverage social relations in the labour 
market, further enabling coercive control by having management and supervisors 
IURP� VRFLDOO\� GRPLQDQW� JURXSV� VXSHUYLVH� VKRSÁRRU�ZRUNHUV� UHFUXLWHG� IURP�
vulnerable communities.14 In an industry that primarily employs women as sewing 
machine operators, men are typically supervisors and machinists (who can wield 
power by refusing to repair a woman’s machine without favours). Patriarchal power 

University Press, 2019; S S Bhattacharjee, ‘Fast Fashion, Production Targets, and 
Gender-Based Violence in Asian Garment Supply Chains’, in S Saxena (ed.), /DERU��
*OREDO�6XSSO\�&KDLQV��DQG�WKH�*DUPHQW�,QGXVWU\�LQ�6RXWK�$VLD��%DQJODGHVK�DIWHU�5DQD�3OD]D, 
5RXWOHGJH��1HZ�<RUN��������1�.DEHHU��7KH�3RZHU� WR�&KRRVH��%DQJODGHVKL�:RPHQ�DQG�
/DERXU�0DUNHW�'HFLVLRQV�LQ�/RQGRQ�DQG�'KDND, Verso, London, 2000.

9 Nathan HW�DO.
10 AFWA, *DUPHQW�:RUNHUV�8QGHU�7KUHDW�IURP�/DERXU�'HUHJXODWLRQ�LQ�$VLD, AFWA, 2021.
11 AFWA, 0RQH\�+HLVW��&RYLG����ZDJH�WKHIW�LQ�JOREDO�JDUPHQW�VXSSO\�FKDLQV, AFWA, 2021.
12 AFWA HW�DO�, *HQGHU�%DVHG�9LROHQFH�LQ�WKH�+	0�*DUPHQW�6XSSO\�&KDLQ, AFWA, 2018; 

AFWA HW�DO., *HQGHU�%DVHG�9LROHQFH�LQ�WKH�:DOPDUW�*DUPHQW�6XSSO\�&KDLQ, AFWA, 2018; 
AFWA HW�DO., *HQGHU�%DVHG�9LROHQFH�LQ�WKH�*$3�*DUPHQW�6XSSO\�&KDLQ, AFWA, 2018. 

13 AFWA, -RLQW�(PSOR\HU�/LDELOLW\�/HJDO�6WUDWHJ\��+ROGLQJ�JOREDO�DSSDUHO�EUDQGV�OHJDOO\�OLDEOH�IRU�
ODERXU�ULJKWV�YLRODWLRQV�LQ�WKHLU�VXSSO\�FKDLQV�LQ�$VLD, Legal Brief, 2021; GLJ, AFWA, and 
Portland JWJ, &RPSODLQW�WR�WKH�2UHJRQ�%XUHDX�RI �/DERU�DQG�,QGXVWULHV��:DJH�DQG�HPSOR\PHQW�
YLRODWLRQV�LQ�WKH�JOREDO�VXSSO\�FKDLQV�RQ�1LNH�,QF., 29 May 2025.

14 Burawoy observes: ‘Capitalism no longer homogenizes identity (if  it ever did), but 
exploits and recreates heterogeneities, differences, whether ethnic, racial, or gender.’ 
M Burawoy, ‘Marxism after Communism’, 7KHRU\�DQG�6RFLHW\, vol. 29, no. 2, 2000, pp. 
151–174, https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1007065023741.
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dynamics involving GBVH-based supervisory practices amplify management 
FRQWURO�RYHU�ZRPHQ��7KLV�*%9+�RQ�WKH�VKRS�ÁRRU�LV�RIWHQ�EROVWHUHG�E\�PDOH�
company drivers during commutes, domestic violence in the home, and company 
surveillance in the community. 

The contracting practices of  brands lead to ‘industrial and factory-level practices 
that drive informal employment’, which, in turn, undermine laws and standards 
for millions of  women workers, and increases the risk of  GBVH.15 The twin 
phenomena of  brand-driven global supply chains and intentional workforce 
recruitment that leverages oppressive social relations (such as patriarchy) results 
in institutionalisation and normalisation of  oppressive gendered industrial 
relations practices. 

Labour Movement Ecosystems: Beyond traditional unionism

In the context of  the two agreements discussed in this essay, I argue that effective 
anti-GBVH supply chain agreements in the garment industry must be grounded 
in freedom of  association and embedded within ODERXU�PRYHPHQW�HFRV\VWHPV� Both 
agreements are the products of  relatively new (as in, from the last few decades) 
phenomena in labour movements, exemplifed in the global garment industry. I 
introduce the term ODERXU�PRYHPHQW�HFRV\VWHPV to refer to these phenomena.

The term ODERXU�PRYHPHQW� HFRV\VWHPV captures the evolution of  constellations of 
diverse labour and allied organisations, and their collaborative practices within 
an intersectional frame. 

This essay provides a multi-scalar analysis of  ODERXU�PRYHPHQW�HFRV\VWHPV in global 
supply chains, which includes unions, labour and human rights organisations 
and alliances, and transnational labour allies. Such ecosystems are critical to the 
building of  necessary movement power for achieving these agreements in the 
context of  garment supply chains.

These ODERXU�PRYHPHQW�HFRV\VWHPV point the way for meaningful tackling of  GBVH 
in the garment industry. The two agreements show that GBVH prevention 
in garment global supply chains requires two transformations to which ODERXU�
PRYHPHQW� HFRV\VWHPV contribute: an understanding of  the labour movement that 
goes beyond traditional unionism and the development and deployment of 
intersectional perspectives. 

15 AFWA, 7KUHDGHG� ,QVHFXULW\��7KH� VSHFWUXP�RI � LQIRUPDOLW\� LQ� JDUPHQW� VXSSO\� FKDLQV, AFWA, 
2024.
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I use the term ODERXU�PRYHPHQW�HFRV\VWHP to draw attention to and provide insights 
into the ecosystems of  manifold labour movements and allied institutions that 
interact and collaborate, are responsive to workers’ complex inter-connected 
realities, and have a shared goal of  strengthening worker and union power in the 
context of  global industry dynamics and economic structures. Such ecosystems 
have the potential to build a refreshed, expansive, and inclusive labour movement 
that can also become a force for social movements beyond the workplace.16 

The Dindigul and Central Java Agreements as Institutional 
Innovation

In the context of  globalised capitalism, employment relations at the enterprise 
level cannot be understood in isolation from business and production strategies 
and methods of  corporate governance.17 The challenge is ‘to take into account 
the increasing importance of  multinational corporations and supply chains 
that extend beyond national boundaries and that challenge the authority of 
international institutions to provide regulatory frameworks’.18 In the absence 
of  effective international regulatory frameworks, brands have nurtured an 
XQSUHFHGHQWHG�PXOWL�ELOOLRQ�GROODU� LQGXVWU\�RI �DXGLW�ÀUPV��FRQVXOWDQFLHV�� DQG�
public relations to project their compliance with laws and standards, despite 
UHSHDWHG�ÀQGLQJV�WKDW�WKHVH�YROXQWDU\�DUUDQJHPHQWV�GR�QRW�UHVROYH�WKH�SUREOHP�19 
For this reason, labour-led enforceable supply chain agreements, including the 
Bangladesh Accord,20 the Lesotho Agreement,21 and the Dindigul and Central 
Java agreements, discussed herein, are critically important and worthy of  study.

16 Erickson and Kuruvilla state, ‘The extent and nature of  system “transformation” 
cannot be evaluated by considering the changes in particular institutions (such as 
bargaining structure) in isolation, or without consideration of  the SURFHVV driving these 
FKDQJHV�·�&�/�(ULFNVRQ�DQG�6�.XUXYLOOD��¶,QGXVWULDO�5HODWLRQV�6\VWHP�7UDQVIRUPDWLRQ·��
,/5�5HYLHZ, vol. 52, no. 1, 1998, pp. 3–21, https://doi.org/10.2307/2525240.

17 5�'�/DQVEXU\� ¶9DULHWLHV�RI �7UDQVIRUPDWLRQ�LQ�,QGXVWULDO�5HODWLRQV��$Q�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�
perspective’, ,/5�5HYLHZ, vol. 69, no. 5, 2016, pp. 1288–1294.

18 ,ELG.
19 G LeBaron, &RPEDWWLQJ�0RGHUQ�6ODYHU\��:K\�ODERXU�JRYHUQDQFH�LV�IDLOLQJ�DQG�ZKDW�ZH�FDQ�GR�

DERXW�LW, Polity Press, Cambridge, 2020. 
20 -�'RQDJKH\�DQG�-�5HLQHFNH�� ¶:KHQ�,QGXVWULDO�'HPRFUDF\�0HHWV�&RUSRUDWH�6RFLDO�

5HVSRQVLELOLW\��$�FRPSDULVRQ�RI �WKH�%DQJODGHVK�$FFRUG�DQG�$OOLDQFH�DV�UHVSRQVHV�
WR�WKH�5DQD�3OD]D�GLVDVWHU·��%ULWLVK�-RXUQDO�RI �,QGXVWULDO�5HODWLRQV, vol. 56, issue 1, 2018, 
pp. 14–42, https://doi.org/10.1111/bjir.12242.

21 :RUNHUV·�5LJKWV�:DWFK��$JUHHPHQWV�WR�(OLPLQDWH�*HQGHU�%DVHG�9LROHQFH�DQG�+DUDVVPHQW�LQ�
/HVRWKR��:5:�������
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Although the DA and the CJA are signed at a particular moment in time, 
crystallising what has occurred and what needs to occur going forward, the labour 
movement ecosystems out of  which these agreements emerged extend beyond 
that moment. The labour movement ecosystem within which these agreements 
are won, implemented, and replicated are ‘multi-scalar’ in keeping with the multi-
scalar industrial relations that cut across ‘numerous levels and locations in a given 
GVC [global value chain], ranging from the workplace to the transnational, and 
is dependent on the leveraging of  structural labour power’.22 

The DA and CJA illustrate the need for new bargaining structures fuelled by 
labour movement ecosystems characterised by multi-level, multifarious, and 
multi-organisational cooperation and coordination. In both cases, the labour 
movement ecosystems represent production workers’ needs by supporting diverse 
and emergent modes of  unionism and new labour leaders. They build Global 
South, labour-led, multi-level bottom-up bargaining in global supply chains along 
with North-South partnerships based on reciprocity and integrity. 

Methodology

I write this essay as a feminist and migrant rights activist, a labour organiser 
and union leader across different industries (including the garment industry), a 
founding member and International Coordinator of  the Asia Floor Wage Alliance 
(AFWA), an Asia-based labour alliance in eight production countries and party to 
both agreements, and as someone who has helped develop and implement both 
DJUHHPHQWV��,�KDYH�KDG�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�WR�UHÁHFW�RQ�WKH�GLYHUVH�FRPSRVLWLRQV�RI�
labour movement ecosystems and what it takes for unions to win such agreements. 

0\�SRVLWLRQDOLW\�DV�ÀUVW�D�SDUWLFLSDQW�DQG�DQ�LQGHSHQGHQW�VFKRODU�UHÁHFWLQJ�RQ�
the implications of  the Dindigul and Central Java agreements provides a unique 
vantage point for understanding the internal dynamics, tensions, and innovations 
within these labour movement ecosystems. The analysis is based on triangulating 
GDWD�DQG�EHLQJ�JURXQGHG�LQ�GRFXPHQWDWLRQ��UHÁHFWLRQ��DQG�SHHU�UHYLHZ�ZLWKLQ�
the broader movement over a period of  time. My methods include engaged 
participant observation and analysis of  documentation concerning the negotiation 
and implementation of  the agreements. 

In my leadership role within AFWA, I have strategised and worked with AFWA’s 
member unions and labour organisations, such as AFWA’s strategic ally Global 

22 E Josserand and S Kaine, ‘Labour Standards in Global Value Chains: Disentangling 
workers’ voice, vicarious voice, power relations, and regulation’, 5HODWLRQV�,QGXVWULHOOHV�
,QGXVWULDO�5HODWLRQV��YRO������QR�����������SS�����²�����KWWSV���GRL�RUJ����������������$5��
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/DERU�-XVWLFH��*/-���DQG�EURDGHU�DOOLHV�VXFK�DV�WKH�:RUNHU�5LJKWV�&RQVRUWLXP�
�:5&���ERWK�RI �ZKRP�DUH�UHOHYDQW� WR� WKH�DJUHHPHQWV�XQGHU�GLVFXVVLRQ��7KH�
documents relating to the two agreements were produced by AFWA and other 
signatories to both agreements and include meeting minutes, training curricula, 
grievance data, implementation reports, and communication with brands and 
suppliers. 

AFWA and Anti-GBVH Supply Chain Agreements as Institutional 
Innovation

$):$�HPHUJHG�DV�WKH�ÀUVW�*OREDO�6RXWK�OHG�ODERXU�DOOLDQFH�IRU�JDUPHQW�XQLRQV�
across production countries in Asia, where most of  the world’s clothing is 
manufactured.23 AFWA has built a union-led alliance in Asia from a wide spectrum 
of  political traditions24 within a shared framework—bringing together emerging, 
established, and independent unions, alongside aggregating and supporting labour 
rights organisations. 

Since apparel brands base their sourcing decisions on regional rather than national 
considerations, AFWA builds trade union unity through its member unions in 
$VLD·V�SURGXFWLRQ�FRXQWULHV�WR�SURMHFW�JOREDOO\�D�UHJLRQDO�ODERXU�YRLFH�ZLWK�XQLÀHG�
demands for bargaining. AFWA’s goal has been to build the broadest union alliance 
possible to demonstrate unity and power nationally and regionally, and facilitate 
diversity of  experience, history, and leadership. It is important to note that from 
the time of  its inception, AFWA made a political decision to not register as an 
International NGO. AFWA is a representative alliance of  member garment 
unions expressed through its structures, bargaining bodies, and decision-making. 

In 2019, AFWA’s Women’s Leadership Committee (WLC)25 began dialogues with 
fashion brands on GBVH prevention after AFWA’s publications demonstrated 

23 Asia Floor Wage Alliance (AFWA) is an Asia-based labour-led international alliance 
of  unions and labour rights organisations. AFWA works across eight Asian production 
countries and has allied partners in Europe and US. Founded in 2007, AFWA has 
established precedents for the Asian and global labour movement and changed the 
terms of  global labour organising, representation, and bargaining at an industrial level 
in the garment industry. A women-centred approach has been at the core of  AFWA’s 
work on living wages, GBVH, freedom of  association, and global supply chain 
accountability.

24 3ROLWLFDO�WUDGLWLRQV�DFURVV�&ROG�:DU�GLYLVLRQV��DIÀOLDWLRQV�DFURVV�WKH�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�7UDGH�
Union Congress (ITUC) and the World Federation of  Trade Unions (WFTU); and 
independent unions.

25 AFWA’s Women’s Leadership Committee is composed of  women garment trade union 
leaders from the production countries.
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*%9+�LQ�VXSSO\�FKDLQV��FRLQFLGLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�ÀUVW�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�/DERXU�&RQIHUHQFH�
on violence at work in 2018.26 The WLC members, with AFWA support, collected 
evidence to show that brands’ factory training programmes and voluntary 
initiatives achieved little by way of  GBVH prevention and remediation. Most 
workers were unaware of  such trainings, faced management disapproval for their 
DWWHQGDQFH��DQG�WKRVH�ZKR�DWWHQGHG�GLG�QRW�ÀQG�ODVWLQJ�LPSDFW��

It was then that AFWA, with the WLC, began to pursue an outcome-driven 
bargaining methodology for a remediation and prevention system at the workplace 
and in the industry, based on a strategic analysis of  GBVH in garment factories. 
The DA and the CJA are based on this methodology of  GBVH prevention 
and remediation called the ‘Safe Circle Approach’ which prescribes multi-level 
JULHYDQFH�PHFKDQLVPV�IURP�WKH�VKRS�ÁRRU�WR�WKH�IDFWRU\�OHYHO��,W�DOVR�LQFOXGHV�
the concept of  ‘Escalation Ladder’, which is based on the understanding that 
GBVH in the workplace escalates in intensity over time and it brings together 
the learnings of  the women’s movement and the labour movement.27 

Key Elements of the Dindigul Agreement (India) and Central 
Java Agreement (Indonesia)

The Dindigul Agreement (DA) could not have been won and sustained without 
the labour movement ecosystem comprising the Tamil Nadu Textile Common 
Labour Union (TTCU), AFWA, and GLJ, spanning local, regional, and global 
levels. The three orgganisations were already in a collaborative relationship prior 
to the tragedy—the murder of  Jeyasre Kathiravel, a 21-year-old Dalit woman 
worker at Natchi Apparel, by her supervisor28—that led to the agreement. In 
addition, during the implementation of  the agreement, a key Tamil Nadu-based 
women’s organisation, Vaanam, became part of  the ecosystem and provided 
invaluable trainings, capacity building, investigative support for GBVH cases, and 
counselling for local and migrant workers and management. Labour movement 
ecosystems have the potential for building cross-movement synergies.

26 AFWA HW�DO., *HQGHU�%DVHG�9LROHQFH� LQ� WKH�+	0�*DUPHQW�6XSSO\�&KDLQ; AFWA HW�DO., 
*HQGHU�%DVHG�9LROHQFH�LQ�WKH�:DOPDUW�*DUPHQW�6XSSO\�&KDLQ; AFWA HW�DO�, *HQGHU�%DVHG�
9LROHQFH�LQ�WKH�*$3�*DUPHQW�6XSSO\�&KDLQ�

27 AFWA, $):$·V�6WHS�E\�6WHS�$SSURDFK�WR�3UHYHQW�*HQGHU�%DVHG�9LROHQFH, AFWA, 2019. 
These agreements also incorporate learnings from the Lesotho Agreement won in 
2019.

28 A Kelly, ‘Worker at H&M supply factory was killed after months of  harassment, claims 
family’, 7KH�*XDUGLDQ, 1 February 2021, https://www.theguardian.com/global-
development/2021/feb/01/worker-at-hm-supply-factory-was-killed-after-months-
of-harassment-claims-family.
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The DA is composed of  two interlocking agreements covering three levels of 
industrial relations in the global garment supply chain. One agreement is between 
the union and management (TTCU and Eastman Exports) witnessed by regional 
and global labour organisations (AFWA and GLJ). The other is a global agreement 
between all labour parties (TTCU, AFWA, GLJ), global brands (H&M, Gap, 
PVH), and supplier (Eastman). 

Many of  the workers in the Natchi Apparel factories (the set of  Eastman 
factories covered by the DA) are Dalit and/or migrant workers from Eastern 
India. Therefore, the DA addresses the intersection of  gender, caste, and 
migration. TTCU is a women-led majority Dalit union representing the local 
factory garment workers in the Agreement. TTCU is deeply rooted in the local 
community, drawing its strength and legitimacy from long-standing relationships 
with women workers and their families. It is part of  the local union-management 
dialogue, the Implementation Committee and the Oversight Committee, which 
are structures in the Agreement. AFWA’s role in the Agreement is both at the 
local and regional levels. AFWA-India (National Committee of  AFWA in India), 
of  which TTCU had already been a member, represents garment unions in India. 
AFWA-India is part of  the Implementation Committee and is represented by a 
QDWLRQDO�WUDGH�XQLRQ�OHDGHU��$):$�5HJLRQDO�UHSUHVHQWV�JDUPHQW�XQLRQV�UHJLRQDOO\�
through its National Committees of  member unions across production countries. 
$):$�5HJLRQDO�LV�SDUW�RI �WKH�2YHUVLJKW�&RPPLWWHH��*/-��D�86�EDVHG�1*2��LV�
a strategy hub supporting transnational collaboration among worker and migrant 
organisations to expand labour rights. It is a member of  the Oversight Committee. 

3ULRU� WR� WKH�DJUHHPHQW�� WKHUH�ZHUH� VLJQLÀFDQW� IUHHGRP�RI �DVVRFLDWLRQ� �)2$��
violations at the covered factories such as management ban on union access to 
factories and retaliation against union members. Leading up to the demand for an 
agreement, TTCU and AFWA worked closely on navigating and resolving multiple 
local impediments and attacks mounted by local actors to block the negotiations. 
TTCU’s credibility in the community was crucial in overcoming challenges. During 
the later stages of  the DA negotiations, TTCU, AFWA, and GLJ negotiated 
77&8·V�ÀUVW�IRUPDO�YLVLW�WR�WKH�IDFWRU\�ZKHUH�77&8�OHDGHUVKLS�DQG�PDQDJHPHQW�
made a joint announcement that workers had FOA rights and that management 
would respect them. It is DA, through its structures and practices, that seeded, 
established, and facilitated labour–management dialogue and by the third year, it 
EHJDQ�WR�IXQFWLRQ�ZLWK�VXIÀFLHQW�PDWXULW\��$V�7KLY\DUDNLQL��3UHVLGHQW�RI �77&8��
said in 2023: ‘The agreement has created a space of  social dialogue between union 
and management. This has enabled us to help both workers and management 
LPSURYH�ZRUNLQJ�FRQGLWLRQV�DV�ZHOO�DV�HIÀFLHQF\�RI �SURGXFWLRQ�·29 

29 $):$��77&8��DQG�*/-�,/5)�������



A Bhattacharjee

169

The DA provides a multi-scalar governance structure and grievance mechanism 
encompassing three levels of  industrial relations.30�7KH�ERWWRP�LV�WKH�VKRSÁRRU��
ZKHUH�ZRUNHU� VKRSÁRRU�PRQLWRUV� �6)0V�� �RQH� VKRSÁRRU�ZRUNHU� IRU� HYHU\�
WZHQW\�ÀYH�ZRUNHUV�� DUH� VHOHFWHG� DQG� WUDLQHG� E\�77&8�ZLWK� VXSSRUW� IURP�
$):$��WUDLQHUV��DQG�LQGHSHQGHQW�ZRPHQ·V�ULJKWV�H[SHUWV��DV�ÀUVW�UHVSRQGHUV�ZKR�
identify and respond to GBVH occurring on production lines. The middle level 
comprises the weekly union-management dialogue between TTCU and the local 
factory management; and the regularly convened Implementation Committee (IC). 
The IC brings together TTCU, AFWA-India, Eastman’s corporate leadership, 
and Natchi management—an ecosystem of  actors who, together, helped shape 
the industrial relations mechanism of  the DA. Given the long history of  strain 
between Eastman and TTCU, moving towards constructive dialogue required time 
and careful support. The national union leader representing AFWA-India on the 
IC, with decades of  experience in union-management relations, contributed to 
IRVWHULQJ�WKH�WUXVW�DQG�FRQÀGHQFH�WKDW�PDGH�WKLV�JUDGXDO�VKLIW�SRVVLEOH��7KH�WRS�
level is the Oversight Committee of  brands, labour, and supplier, where labour is 
represented at the local (TTCU), regional (AFWA), and global (GLJ) levels that 
allow for multi-layered roles. 

7KHVH�DJUHHPHQW�VWUXFWXUHV�UHVRQDWH�ZLWK�5XVVHOO�/DQVEXU\·V� LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�RI�
three levels of  industrial relations activity: the bottom, ‘the workplace level, [that] 
involves worker-supervisor relations on a daily basis’, a middle functional level 
where agreements are negotiated and administered, and a top level which he 
LGHQWLÀHV�DV�¶WKH�VWUDWHJLF�OHYHO��>WKDW@�LQYROYHV�ERWK�PDQDJHULDO�DQG�XQLRQ�VWUDWHJLHV�
DQG�VWUXFWXUHV·�ZKLFK�KDYH�ORQJ�WHUP�LQÁXHQFH�RQ�KRZ�FROOHFWLYH�QHJRWLDWLRQV�
between the parties are shaped.31�7KH�VWUXFWXUHV�DOVR�UHÁHFW� WKH�EUDQG�GULYHQ�
global supply chain split but conjoined governance mechanism: the Oversight 
Committee ensures overall governance enforcement while the Implementation 
Committee, union-management dialogue, and worker SFMs are focused on the 
day-to-day execution of  the agreement at the workplace levels.32 

Moreover, the DA approach, based on AFWA’s Safe Circle approach to combatting 
*%9+��LV�JURXQGHG�LQ�WKUHH�NH\�HOHPHQWV��7KH�ÀUVW�LV�)2$�DQG�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�
of  engaging a union and providing a non-retaliatory workplace for workers to 
join a union. The second is developing the agency and collective leadership 
RI �ZRUNHU� 6)0V� �ZRPHQ�XQLRQ�PHPEHUV� DQG�QRW� VXSHUYLVRUV��� DV�ÀUVW�OHYHO�
responders due to their proximity to the daily occurrences of  GBVH. The third 
is an understanding of  GBVH as a heterogenous phenomenon ranging from low-

30 For a detailed discussion of  the governance structure and grievance and remediation 
mechanisms, see Fudge and LeBaron and Jerruntrup and Kuruvilla. 

31 Lansbury.
32 The DA also provides for an independent DA Programme, based locally, to support 

the implementation.



170

ANTI-TRAFFICKING REVIEW 26 (2026): 159-180

intensity harassment to death or murder, and the importance of  timely resolution 
of  lower-intensity harassment to prevent escalation to higher levels of  violence.33 
As Jeeva, General Secretary of  TTCU in 2023 pointed out, ‘A lot of  times, big 
issues arise when the small misunderstandings between management members 
and workers are not resolved immediately. This is what we try to address through 
our weekly meetings with management.’34

7KH�&HQWUDO�-DYD�$JUHHPHQW��&-$��KDV�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�PRUH�SDUWLHV�DQG�LV�VLJQHG�
between four Indonesian unions,35 regional and global labour organisations 
�$):$��:5&��DQG�*/-��DQG�)DQDWLFV��LQFOXGLQJ�ERWK�)DQDWLFV·�RZQ�SURGXFWV�
and, under licence, Nike branded apparel) and Korean-owned supplier company 
Ontide. The structures and the programme are more complex due to increased 
QXPEHU�RI �SDUWLHV�DQG�OLFHQVLQJ�DJUHHPHQWV�RI �:5&�DIÀOLDWHG�XQLYHUVLWLHV��EXW�
overall, they too cover the three levels of  industrial relations and are attentive to 
the three key concepts described above. CJA covers two factories, one with one 
union, and the other with three unions representing the workers. 

Whereas in Dindigul, the Agreement helped to establish industrial relations (as 
described above), in CJA, the unions at the two factories already had collective 
bargaining agreements (CBA). It is beyond the scope of  this article to analyse 
the interactions between CBAs and anti-GBVH supply chain agreements (also 
called enforceable brand agreements—EBAs); however, the necessity of  an 
anti-GBVH supply chain agreement (CJA) embedded in labour movement 
ecosystems to complement the local CBA, is worthy of  note. The CJA also has 
ZRUNHU�VKRSÁRRU�PRQLWRUV��FDOOHG�6DWJDV�LQ�%DKDVD��DQG�WKH�*%9+�(OLPLQDWLRQ�
Committee, which is the main local implementation body for CJA in Indonesia 
and has a majority of  women members. 

The CJA could not have been won and implemented without the labour movement 
HFRV\VWHP�FRPSULVLQJ�,QGRQHVLDQ�XQLRQV��$):$��:5&��DQG�*/-��DOO�RI �ZKRP�
had already been collaborating together for several years, again spanning local, 
regional, and global. Here too, Perempuan Mahardika, a women’s organisation in 
Indonesia, has been valuable in documenting and exposing GBVH in the garment 
sector and shaping women-centred worker organising approach, as well as the 
Local Initiative for Occupational Safety and Health Network (LION) that has  

33 See ‘Chapter 2: The GBV Escalation Ladder’ in Safe Circle Approach: AFWA’s Step-
by-Step Approach to Prevent Gender-Based Violence, AFWA, 2019, https://asia.
ÁRRUZDJH�RUJ�VDIH�FLUFOH�DSSURDFK�DIZDV�VWHS�E\�VWHS�DSSURDFK�WR�SUHYHQW�JHQGHU�
based-violence/. 

34 $):$��77&8��DQG�*/-�,/5)�������
35 Serikat Pekerja Nasional (SPN), Konfederasi Serikat Pekerja Seluruh Indonesia (SPSI), 

and Kongres Aliansi Serikat Buruh Indonesia (KASBI) at factory PT Batang Apparel 
Indonesia, and SPSI at factory PT Semarang Garment Indonesia.
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contributed through its feminist education programme to strengthen women 
workers’ leadership. Collaborations with both organisations have added cross-
movement synergies within the already-existing labour movement ecosystem.

Both agreements have adopted the 2019 International Labour Organization’s 
9LROHQFH� DQG�+DUDVVPHQW� &RQYHQWLRQ� ���� �&����� DQG�5HFRPPHQGDWLRQ� ���·V�
H[SDQVLYH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI �*%9+�DQG� DSSURDFK� WR� HUDGLFDWLQJ� LW��7KH�'$�DOVR�
VDWLVÀHV�DQG�JRHV�EH\RQG�,QGLD·V�6H[XDO�+DUDVVPHQW�RI �:RPHQ�DW�:RUNSODFH��3UHYHQWLRQ��
3URKLELWLRQ�DQG�5HGUHVVDO��$FW—a powerful legislation that provides for Internal 
Complaints Committees composed by equal numbers of  members drawn from 
workers and management with a majority of  women members, chaired by a senior 
woman employee and an independent member, at every enterprise with over 10 
employees. Although hard won by India’s social movements, it is often misused 
by garment factory management as the committees are not truly independent of 
the management. The CJA is embedded in Indonesian labour laws and the 6H[XDO�
9LROHQFH�&ULPH�$FW (Tindak Pidana Kekersan Seksual (TPKS)) (which unlike India 
is not workplace-based). Both agreements integrate international and national 
VWDQGDUGV�DQG�ODZV�HYHQ�LI �DQ�,/2�FRQYHQWLRQ�LV�QRW�UDWLÀHG�RU�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�
national law is inadequately implemented.36

Negotiating Power and Legitimacy Across Scales

A critical feature of  the DA and CJA is to develop governance and grievance 
structures that address the twinned phenomena of  brand-driven governance of 
global supply chains and the consequent leveraging of  oppressive social relations 
at the workplace. These agreements are based on the idea that effective industrial 
relations for global supply chains require new bargaining structures and practices 
that are multi-scalar, involving actors at the local, regional and global levels. They 
also require scrupulous documentation of  the labour abuses in global supply 
chains to bring pressure on brands to change their contracting practices.

%DUJDLQLQJ�DFURVV�VFDOHV

AFWA’s strategy and team typically traverse three levels to organise in global supply 
chains and move towards bargaining: the local and national through member 
unions and labour organisations in AFWA’s national committees, the regional 
(Asia) through regional committee of  leaders nominated from the national, and 
the global with allies from brands’ home regions.

36 Fudge and LeBaron. 
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The negotiation process for the two agreements involved two parallel channels. 
One is the global channel of  actors representing industry (brands and suppliers) 
and labour (local/ national, regional, and global labour organisations). This global 
channel is recognised in literature and is externally visible. The other channel, 
equally important, traverses the local/national and regional levels of  AFWA’s 
internal structures. This channel is often invisible to external view as it is the 
internal work of  AFWA and member unions. Lack of  recognition of  this work 
can lead to an incomplete understanding of  what it takes to build new practices 
and capacities in the labour movement for anti-GBVH, gender-focused and 
global bargaining. 

This internal channel requires AFWA to ensure meaningful integration and 
representation of  local unions in the global negotiation process. It requires 
adapting industrial relations concepts, issues, and frames to union leaders’ lexicon 
and local contexts. It involves continual creation of  internal multilingual strategy 
documents, and conducting numerous trainings, socialisation and consensus-
building sessions in several languages, whose distilled contents percolate upward 
to the top layers of  negotiation. 

In the DA, AFWA’s strategic alliance with GLJ, which has experience in movement 
lawyering and labour organising, has been critical in developing multi-level circular 
practices during negotiations. In this process, unions’ needs are distilled into 
movement-sensitive legal drafting and circled back to local and national unions 
WR�FKHFN�DQG�DGDSW��,Q�WKH�&-$��$):$�ZRUNHG�ZLWK�*/-�DQG�:5&�WR�HQJDJH�LQ�
such a process with the four Indonesian unions in which the global allies brought 
their distinct expertise to the multi-level circular process. 

These strategic, intentional, and long-term alliances that form labour movement 
ecosystems attempt to build structural power commensurate with the global 
supply chain structure. They maintain union and women workers’ primacy and 
integrity while co-creating a labour movement ecosystem spanning local to 
regional to global. The labour movement ecosystems can respond in a context-
sensitive manner to the diversity of  needs for building bargaining power in global 
supply chains.

'RFXPHQWDWLRQ�DV�3RZHU

Documentation and evidence-building that carries legitimacy in the global 
discursive space is central to lending credibility to labour’s demands. Unlike 
TXDQWLÀDEOH� LVVXHV� VXFK� DV�ZDJHV��ZKLFK� DUH� UHODWLYHO\� HDVLHU� WR� GRFXPHQW��
GRFXPHQWLQJ�*%9+�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG�LV�YHU\�FKDOOHQJLQJ��
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In 2018, AFWA developed a ‘spectrum theory’ that goes beyond restricted 
GHÀQLWLRQV� RI �*%9+�EDVHG� RQ� VH[XDO� DVVDXOW� WR� LQFOXGH� EURDGHU� JHQGHUHG�
industrial relations practices on a women-dominated workforce.37 Therefore, 
documentation involves integrating this broader perspective to include not 
only behavioural practices but also factory-wide policies targeting women’s 
vulnerabilities that contribute to the perpetuation of  GBVH. 

Although GBVH is a collective phenomenon, it manifests individually, most 
often with fearful or no witnesses. The broader culture of  social stigma and 
victim-shaming is a powerful deterrent against survivors speaking out. Indeed, 
the International Labour Organization reports that only one in two people share 
their experience of  violence and harassment at work out of  fear of  reputational 
damage and lack of  trust in authorities.38 

Given the historical gap in the broader labour movement to identify, let alone 
tackle, GBVH, most garment unions do not possess GBVH documentation 
systems or skills. Therefore, embedding documentation of  GBVH as a core activity 
requires a political re-orientation within unions towards valuing documentation 
as part of  their organising practice. Such practices require: knowledge of  how to 
identify GBVH, the will and capacity to creatively and sensitively collect stories 
while supporting courageous survivors, analysis of  the evidence in terms of 
soft and hard legal norms, and presenting the results of  this documentation to a 
global audience. In AFWA, this has been a multi-layered and multi-skilled activity 
within a labour movement ecosystem spanning the local to the global involving 
LQWHQVLYH�ÀHOG�ZRUN�ZLWK�XQLRQV�DQG�ZRPHQ�ZRUNHUV��VXUYLYRU�VXSSRUW��DQDO\VLV�
for regional convergence and power-building among member unions, and global 
discourse building and promotion with global allies. 

The documentation of  GBVH is made more challenging by the auditing industry 
utilised by global brands, since such audits fail to detect GBVH or to report 
RQ�WKHLU�ÀQGLQJV�39 At the same time, global brands demand transparency and 
independent investigations when faced with reports of  labour abuse. In this 
context, investigators who are seen as legitimate by brands and labour are critical, 
DOWKRXJK�UDUH��7KH�:5&�ÀOOV�WKLV�YDOXDEOH�UROH�E\�SURYLGLQJ�FUHGLEOH�DQG�ULJRURXV�
ZRUNHU�FHQWUHG�LQYHVWLJDWLRQV��,Q�,QGLD��DOO�SDUWLHV�WR�WKH�'$�DJUHHG�WR�KDYH�:5&�
investigate the workplaces to satisfy brands’ demand for an independent report. 

37 AFWA, 9LROHQFH�$JDLQVW�:RPHQ�DQG�0HQ�LQ�WKH�:RUOG�RI �:RUN, AFWA, 2018.
38 International Labour Organization (ILO), ([SHULHQFHV� RI �9LROHQFH� DQG�+DUDVVPHQW� DW�

:RUN��$�JOREDO�ÀUVW�VXUYH\, ILO, Geneva, 2022.
39 +XPDQ�5LJKWV�:DWFK�� ¶2EVHVVHG�ZLWK�$XGLW�7RROV��0LVVLQJ� WKH�*RDO��:K\�VRFLDO�

DXGLWV�FDQ·W�À[�ODERU�ULJKWV�DEXVHV�LQ�JOREDO�VXSSO\�FKDLQV·��+XPDQ�5LJKWV�:DWFK�����
November 2022.
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:5&·V�ÀQGLQJV�FRQÀUPHG�ZKDW�ODERXU�KDG�DOUHDG\�H[WHQVLYHO\�UHSRUWHG�HDUOLHU�40 
In Indonesia, the CJA was created in response to a pattern of  GBVH investigated 
E\�:5&�LQ�UHVSRQVH�WR�ZRPHQ�ZRUNHUV·�FRPSODLQWV��

In DA, oversight processes required skilful documentation and data gathering on 
mandated meetings, trainings, grievance resolution, worker SFM development, and 
dialogue outcomes at union-management and Implementation Committee levels. 
The grievance documentation process involved ground-level evidence collection 
to detailing, framing, and distillation to meet evidentiary requirements and legal 
frames in the agreement. Moreover, to be legible to industry and reviewers, it 
required multi-organisational work and coordination, building the skills of  DA 
programme’s staff, and processing the evidence from the local to the global level 
by the TTCU, AFWA, and GLJ. This again demonstrates the power of  the labour 
movement ecosystem that allows labour to draw on multiple skills and knowledge 
where the sum is greater than the parts.

Revitalising the Labour Movement and its Practices: Learnings 
from the anti-GBVH supply chain agreements

The anti-GBVH agreements suggest that to revitalise the labour movement to 
meet the challenges of  global value chains, we have to discard commonly held 
images of  masculine industrial trade unions—an image that never completely 
UHÁHFWHG� WKH� ODERXU�PRYHPHQW� LQ� WKH�SDVW� HLWKHU��2UJDQLVLQJ� LQ� WKH� JDUPHQW�
industry has taken diverse forms in Asia. New unions and organising efforts 
led by present-day women leaders in countries such as India and Sri Lanka are 
distinct from national federation-led unions by recognised leaders in Indonesia 
or Cambodia. In India, where the mainstream labour movement has ignored the 
export garment industry,41�QHZ�JDUPHQW�XQLRQV�ZLWK�IHZ�ÀQDQFLDO�UHVRXUFHV��RIWHQ�
led by women leaders, have emerged. In contrast, in Indonesia with a different 
historical trajectory, established national federations have unionised across the 
JDUPHQW�LQGXVWU\�EXW�FRQWLQXH�WR�VWUXJJOH�ZLWK�VXIÀFLHQW�ZRPHQ·V�OHDGHUVKLS��

As organising strategies have unfolded in the global garment industry, the labour 
movement has expanded beyond unions, which remain the anchoring force to 
include diverse forms of  labour organisations that augment and strengthen union 

40 :RUNHU�5LJKWV�&RQVRUWLXP��:RUNHU�5LJKWV�&RQVRUWLXP�)DFWRU\�$VVHVVPHQW��1DWFKL�$SSDUHO�
�,QGLD�.�)LQGLQJV��5HFRPPHQGDWLRQV�DQG�&RUUHFWLYH�$FWLRQV��:5&��:DVKLQJWRQ�'&�������

41 Traditional union leaders have noted to me that garment workers are ‘hard to organise’. 
Forrest theorises ‘hard to organise’ and draws attention to gender-bias in industrial 
UHODWLRQV�DQG�WKH�XQLRQ�ZRUOG��$�)RUUHVW��¶:RPHQ�DQG�,QGXVWULDO�5HODWLRQV�7KHRU\��
No room in the discourse’, 5HODWLRQV�,QGXVWULHOOHV���,QGXVWULDO�5HODWLRQV, vol. 48, no. 3, 
1993, pp. 409–440.
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power locally, regionally, and globally. These organisations add power through 
research and investigation, legal theorising and support, knowledge and capacity 
development, campaigns, advocacy, bargaining support, and alliance building. 
The expanded cross-disciplinary labour movement extends to the global and is 
building new forms of  North-South partnerships that go beyond traditional global 
union structures. Labour movement ecosystems are formed out of  this broader 
labour movement and these ecosystems, in turn, enrich the broader movement.

(QJHQGHULQJ�,QWHUVHFWLRQDO�3HUVSHFWLYHV�LQ�2UJDQLVLQJ�DQG�%DUJDLQLQJ

Gendered power relations42 and GBVH percolate through brand-driven business 
models, policies, and behaviours in garment supply chains. Centring gendered 
power relations entails foregrounding GBVH, access to FOA for women workers, 
and nurturing of  women leaders. 

Both new and established unions are often ill-equipped to address gendered power 
relations and the pervasive nature of  GBVH in a labour movement that has been 
historically male-led and focused more on quantitative matters of  wages (the 
daily bread) in organising and bargaining. As Anne Forrest noted, ‘[c]onventional 
industrial relations thinking implicitly sets gender consciousness apart from, and 
positions it in competition with, worker/union consciousness.’43 

Feminist scholarship and activism have challenged the sidelining of  gendered 
power relations and GBVH in the workplace and industrial relations. As Ardha 
Danielli explains: 

Early attempts to delineate the legitimate concerns of  industrial 
relations researchers made a distinction between personal and 
industrial relations…The relegation of  some behaviors as 
merely personal has of  course been challenged by the feminist 
dictum, ‘the personal is political’ and has been instrumental in 
showing how relationships which had previously been dismissed 
as ‘trivial’, as part of  the ‘natural’ order, have contributed to the 
maintenance of  gender inequality both within and outside the 
workplace.44 

42 ,�XVH�¶JHQGHU·�QRW�DV�D�ELQDU\�RU�D�ELRORJLFDO�WHUP�EXW�DV�D�ÀHOG�RI �SRZHU�DQG�UHODWLRQV��
Gender has been theorised by feminists across political thought and geography (e.g. 
-XGLWK�%XWOHU��3DWULFLD�+LOO�&ROOLQV��*D\DWUL�&KDNUDYRUW\�6SLYDN��6XVLH�7KDUX��5DHZ\Q�
Connell).

43 A Forrest, ‘Connecting Women with Unions: What are the issues?’, 5HODWLRQV�,QGXVWULHOOHV�
��,QGXVWULDO�5HODWLRQV, vol. 56, no. 4, 2001, pp. 647–675.

44 A Danieli, ‘Gender: The missing link in industrial relations research’, ,QGXVWULDO�5HODWLRQV�
-RXUQDO, vol. 37, issue 4, 2006, pp. 329–343, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2338.2006.00407.x.
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Feminists have long emphasised the dangers of  shoring up of  the distinction 
between the public and private realms that promote domination and control. 
However, feminists across race and nationalities have also cautioned against a 
singular and totalising feminism. Instead, they have called for a feminist theory 
DQG�SUDFWLFH�WKDW�UHÁHFWV�WKH�JURXQG�UHDOLWLHV�VKDSHG�E\�JHQGHU��FDVWH��UHOLJLRQ��
migration, colonialism, and imperialism.45 Feminism is ‘a process, a collective 
and individual construct that is constantly renewed in the present. Feminists are 
not born, they are made.’46

Making gender and GBVH central to the labour movement and to industrial 
UHODWLRQV�KDV�ZLGHU�LPSOLFDWLRQV�IRU�LQIXVLQJ�RXU�ZRUN�ZLWK�VRXO�IXOÀOOLQJ�VSLULW��
A male-centred outlook on gender and GBVH as ‘women’s issues’ that is seen 
as opposed and secondary to broader ‘workers’ (bread and butter) issues must 
be rejected. Centring gender is not only about women workers, but about 
understanding the social fabric of  all workers to build robust union power.47 
Ultimately, workers are agents of  change in the workplace and beyond and not 
XQ�VRFLDO�ÀJXUHV�LQ�DJUHHPHQWV�

:RPHQ·V�7UDGH�8QLRQ�/HDGHUVKLS�

Women labour leaders often experience an alienation akin to homelessness—the 
women’s movement may be unaware of  them and the labour movement may not 
recognise them. Women leaders may also be survivors of  abuse and violence. 
They often struggle between victimhood shaped by injustice that robs their sense 
of  agency, survivor consciousness, and power and responsibilities of  leadership. 
Supporting such leaders requires critical empathy, which demands solidarity and 
VXSSRUW�� EXW� DOVR� GLIÀFXOW� DQG� FULWLFDO� FRQYHUVDWLRQV� DV� FROOHFWLYH� EXLOGHUV� RI�
alternate realities and as menders of  internal injuries.

As the women’s movement has shown, it is naive to ascribe women-centredness 
or male-centredness to biology. Shortcuts such as hiring a few women supervisors 
surrounded by male supervisors without organisational culture change, electing 
one woman leader in an otherwise male-led trade union, or for women activists, 
researchers or leaders to uncritically assume a biologically awarded self-
righteousness are unlikely to yield transformative results.48

45 C T Mohanty, ‘Under Western Eyes: Feminist scholarship and colonial 
discourses’, %RXQGDU\��, vol. 12/13, no. 3, pp. 333–358, https://doi.org/10.2307/302821.

46 *�(�'DPLiQ��¶7KH�)UXLWIXO�DQG�&RQÁLFWLYH�5HODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�)HPLQLVW�0RYHPHQWV�
and the Mexican Left’, 6RFLDO�-XVWLFH, vol. 42, no. 3/4, 2015, pp. 74–88.

47 C T Mohanty, ‘Transnational Feminist Crossings: On neoliberalism and radical critique’, 
6LJQV, vol. 38, no. 4, 2013, pp. 967–991, https://doi.org/10.1086/669576.

48 As Sayce argues, ‘Feminist theorists have argued that gender is less about being what 
one is but more about what one does in interaction with others, in other words “doing 
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AFWA’s work with women leaders and workers and in building a diverse labour 
DOOLDQFH�ZLWK�PHQ� DQG�ZRPHQ�KDV�GHPDQGHG�GLIÀFXOW�EXW� HVVHQWLDO� UHODWLRQDO�
practices that are often considered unimportant by the traditional labour 
movement but awarded a high place in the women’s movement. This work is an 
integral part of  AFWA’s role in implementing the two supply chain agreements. 
Such relational work is never ‘done’, but provides an ever unfolding of  learnings 
and corrections. It necessarily involves a continual trust-building and trust-
repairing process at different levels: personal, political and ideological, and 
constituency-wide. This work is never-perfect, never-complete, and ever-changing, 
and that is what one must be continually open to. 

In AFWA’s experience, we have had to engage with member unions and women 
OHDGHUV�LQ�D�FRQWLQXRXV�SURFHVV�RI �LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�DQG�GRFXPHQWDWLRQ�RI �*%9+�
in workplaces through creative means, seek out the expertise of  leaders in the 
women’s movement to support survivors, and generate learning spaces for women 
workers and leaders to move from individual narratives to collective negotiation. 
The Safe Circle Approach provides opportunities for embarking on the journey 
from narratives to negotiation.

'HSOR\LQJ�,QWHUVHFWLRQDO�3HUVSHFWLYHV�LQ�2UJDQLVLQJ�DQG�%DUJDLQLQJ

5HVKDSLQJ�WKH�ODERXU�PRYHPHQW�WR�PHHW�WKH�FKDOOHQJHV�RI �JOREDO�JDUPHQW�VXSSO\�
chains requires cultivating skills at the intersection of  the women’s movement and 
the labour movement. The principles and skills in the women’s movement can 
be transformative, not just for women workers but also men workers. Dominant 
approaches in the mainstream labour movement and industrial relations that 
make the male worker the gender-neutral norm, end up as a disservice to not just 
women workers but also men workers. As Anne Forrest reminds us: ‘The narrow 
construction of  the industrial relations system as a “web of  rules” … separate 
the institutions and processes of  collective bargaining from the working lives 
of  … workers … The men themselves never appear...’. This denial of  workers’ 
complex social identities that impact their experiences in the workplace cannot 
be strategic because it ‘conveniently forget[s] that the underside of  managerial 
authority is workers’ obedience.’49 

It is important to nurture new unions, varied organising styles, and women leaders 
to develop pathways for a refreshed labour movement. This requires an ecosystem 
of  relational organising that challenges transactional modes of  organising, 
requires organisers to contend not only with objective external conditions but 
also with internal subjectivities, and paying close attention to individuals as well 
as the collective. 

gender”’. S Sayce, *HQGHU�FKDQJH"�/RFNHG�LQWR�LQGXVWULDO�UHODWLRQV�DQG�%RXUGLHX, Bournemouth 
University Business School, Dorset, 2005.

49 Forrest, 1993, p. 430.
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Local stories and individual narratives must inform macro-level research, policy 
formulation, and formulation of  labour’s demands. In the context of  bargaining, 
the journey of  abstraction from the local and the individual to the macro is 
essential for formulating workplace and industrial demands. An intersectional 
journey from the local and individual to the business model and structure of 
the industry is required to shape effective bargaining structures and demands in 
brand-driven global supply chains. However, this still requires more study.

Labour movement ecosystems which also incubate cross-movement synergies 
are required to bring an understanding of  intersectionality into labour organising 
and bargaining. As described above, women’s organisations have greatly enriched 
the impact of  the DA and the CJA.

1RUWK�6RXWK�'\QDPLFV

The multidimensional labour movement ecosystem needed for effective and 
sustainable collective bargaining in global garment supply chain must span the 
Global North and South. In this sector, but also in social movements more 
generally, North-South relations have evolved and are in the process of  moving 
from colonial-style paternalism to partnerships. The term partnership signals 
equality and reciprocity, and it is essential for building sustainable political 
communities as agents for transforming the global order into a just and equitable 
world. 

However, the locus of  power in an organisation or partnership is typically 
GHWHUPLQHG�E\�WKH�LQWHUQDO�ÁRZ�RI �SRZHU�DQG�ÀQDQFLDO�UHVRXUFHV��6LQFH�XQLRQV�
emerged with industrialisation, initially in the Global North, their patterns and 
SUDFWLFHV�KDYH�GRPLQDWHG��0RUHRYHU��WKH�FRQFHQWUDWLRQ�RI �ÀQDQFLDO�UHVRXUFHV�LQ�
the North results in unequal powers: a Global North organisation can convene 
organisations in the Global South with greater ease and thus can project their 
practices onto their Southern counterparts. 

North-South partnerships are powerful vehicles for global campaigning and 
bargaining. However, it is important to appreciate the difference between 
campaigning and bargaining. A campaign may result in an agreement at the global 
level or at the national level without necessarily transforming union power at the 
workplaces. But the ultimate test of  bargaining is the transformation of  relations 
between the local union and management at the level of  the workplace. Vigilance 
is required to manage the three levels of  industrial relations (local, regional, and 
global) so that union power is built on the ground through labour movement 
ecosystems.
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AFWA’s strategic alliance with GLJ has provided valuable learnings on the 
North-South dynamic. These include understanding the different roles of  the 
organisations, avoiding overreach, cultivating complementarity, developing a 
solidarity as opposed to a transactional framework, and trust building and repairing 
in order to pursue a shared goal of  invigorating union power in a globalising 
world. Building such partnerships is always work in progress.

Conclusion: Centring gender, building labour movement 
ecosystems, and scaling results-based bargaining

This essay has introduced the term ODERXU�PRYHPHQW�HFRV\VWHP as a model to describe 
multi-purpose, multifarious, and multi-scalar collaborations between diverse 
labour-centred organisations and the development of  layered bargaining structures 
spanning local/national, regional, and global levels in the garment industry. These 
ecosystems span movements. It is not a fortuitous convergence of  organisations, 
but a systematic knitting together of  strategic intentions and practices based on 
a solidarity framework as opposed to a transactional framework.

Centring gender and GBVH at the workplace provide a rich opportunity for 
cross-movement collaboration. The historic passage of  C190, which embraces 
the full scope of  GBVH through the inclusion of  ‘economic harm’ and expands 
the geography of  ‘world of  work’ to include locations outside and related to 
the workplace such as transportation, company-controlled hostels, home, and 
community, has brought into global prominence the decades-long concerns raised 
by the women’s movements and women leaders in the labour movement. The 
implementation process of  agreements such as the DA and CJA that integrate 
C190 has shown the potential to magnify intersectional collaboration between 
labour and women’s organisations. 

The labour movement ecosystems required to organise towards, achieve, and 
implement anti-GBVH supply chain agreements push us to go beyond the 
commonly held perceptions of  collective bargaining between the union and 
management. In Dindigul, the DA reversed an intensely union-hostile workplace 
by seeding and bringing to stability union-management dialogue. Brand-driven 
global garment supply chain governance is characterised by an obscure layering 
RI �UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV�DQG�GHFLVLRQ�PDNLQJ�WKDW�LQÁXHQFHV�VKRS�ÁRRU�SUDFWLFHV�DQG�
control. Meaningful and transformative interventions require a high degree of 
alignment across multiple levels, organisations, roles, and activities—from the local 
and the regional to the global. For labour activists envisioning labour movement 
as an expansive social movement, the labour movement ecosystems around the 
anti-GBVH supply chain agreements provide valuable learnings.
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Brands continue to promote what they claim as ‘scalable’ activities, such as 
training modules, hotlines, and app-based complaint mechanisms. However, 
WKHVH�LQLWLDWLYHV�KDYH�GHPRQVWUDWHG�OLWWOH��LI �DQ\��LPSURYHPHQWV�LQ�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ��
remediation, or prevention of  labour violations and violence.50 Brands enter into 
JOREDO�IUDPHZRUN�DJUHHPHQWV�WKDW�KDYH��WR�GDWH��SURGXFHG�LQVXIÀFLHQW�UHVXOWV�51 
The most important factor that can block ‘scalability’ of  anti-GBVH supply 
chain agreements from select factories to the industrial level is brands’ aversion 
to genuine results, FOA, and preference for performative non-results-based 
initiatives.

The two anti-GBVH supply chain agreements discussed in this article challenge 
brand-driven exploitative supply chains, and coercive gendered industrial relations. 
Such agreements have the potential to reverse the imbalance in global supply 
chains and women’s loss of  dignity and power at the workplace and in the industry. 
Hard evidence from the results of  the DA show what is possible. As builders 
of  labour movement ecosystems, we must continue to demand results-based 
agreements, globally and locally framed and executed, as the pathway towards 
YLROHQFH�IUHH�� ODZ�DELGLQJ�� ULJKWV�KRQRXULQJ�� DQG� GLJQLÀHG�ZRUNSODFHV� LQ� WKH�
global garment industry.

Anannya Bhattacharjee is the International Coordinator of  Asia Floor Wage 
$OOLDQFH��(PDLO��DQDQQ\D�E#DVLD�ÁRRUZDJH�RUJ

50 AFWA has worked closely with member unions in production countries to evaluate 
WKH� HIÀFDF\� RI � EUDQGV·� WUDLQLQJ� LQLWLDWLYHV� DQG� DSS�EDVHG� FRPSODLQW�PHFKDQLVPV��
Workers belonging to our member unions have repeatedly asserted their lack of  impact. 
7KH�UHVXOWV�FRQVLVWHQWO\�VKRZ�WKDW�HYHQ�JRRG�WUDLQLQJ�PRGXOHV�UROOHG�RXW�HIÀFLHQWO\��
at scale, across factories have achieved almost no meaningful reduction, remediation 
or prevention of  GBVH. These documents are internal to AFWA. 

51 AFWA has had several consultations with member unions on the effectiveness of 
*)$V��1RWZLWKVWDQGLQJ�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�RI �*)$V��LQ�UHDOLW\��WKH\�KDYH�SURYHQ�GLIÀFXOW�
WR�LPSOHPHQW�IRU�D�PXOWLWXGH�RI �IDFWRUV��6HH�0�$�+HQQHEHUW��,�5REHUJH�0DOWDLV��DQG�
U Coiquaud, ‘The effectiveness of  international framework agreements as a tool for 
the protection of  workers’ rights: A metasynthesis’, ,QGXVWULDO�5HODWLRQV�-RXUQDO, vol. 54, 
issue 3, 2023, pp. 242–260, https://doi.org/10.1111/irj.12398.


