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				To all the people in the world who earn

				a living by making things.
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					To be independant [sic] for the comforts of life, we must fabricate them ourselves…. He therefore who is now against domestic manufacture must be for reducing us either to dependance [sic] on that foreign nation, or to be clothed in skins…. Experience has taught me that manufactures are now as necessary to our independance [sic]as to our comfort.

					—Thomas Jefferson, during the War of 1812
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			PREAMBLE

			The Traffic Jam That Never Ends

			No one had ever seen anything like it—an infestation of cargo ships—at least seventy of them—clogging up miles and miles of ocean off the California coast. The armada of container ships south of L.A. offered the clearest picture yet of how extensively Americans had exported their economy. Each ship was an enormous floating warehouse packed with more than 7,000 shipping containers. Inside those containers was all the stuff of modern life, including electronics, plastics, furniture, and clothing, the kinds of things people used every single day. More than 90 percent of the cargo had come from East Asia—China, Vietnam, South Korea, and Taiwan—and all of it was stuck, frozen in time, trade interrupted, because Americans couldn’t unload those ships fast enough.

			The container ships had been idling at anchor for days, sometimes weeks, belching diesel fumes into the salty air, as far as the eye could see, waiting for a berth at one of America’s top two busiest ports—Long Beach and L.A.—where 140 gantry cranes worked night and day unloading and loading containers. By the fall of 2021, people familiar with the ports thought they’d seen it all. Thanks to the pandemic, major backups were old news. Even the New York Times and Wall Street Journal got tired of covering it. But somehow, the traffic jam was more impressive than ever. Demand for imported goods hadn’t even peaked yet. In the U.S., 4,000 orders were coming through Amazon every minute, and nearly all those orders were for goods manufactured abroad.

			Jammed into containers and shipped across the Pacific, all that stuff was baking in the heat of another California day.

			It’s impossible to wrap your head around how much stuff goes through these two ports alone, but I’ll throw a few more numbers at you. Each year, the ports handle a combined $370 billion worth of cargo. They load and unload 156.8 million metric tons, or 346,000,000,000 pounds of stuff. That’s roughly equivalent to the weight of the earth’s moon…doubled. And that represents only one third of the goods coming into the United States.

			In the fall of 2021, the global supply chain was cracking under our insatiable need for things.

			The port was experiencing “unparalleled import surge, driven by unprecedented demands by American consumers,” said Gene Seroka, the executive director of the Port of Los Angeles.

			There weren’t enough berths to handle the number of vessels arriving. There weren’t enough cranes to unload the vessels. Crane operators, who make up to $300,000 a year, there weren’t enough of them either. There weren’t enough longshoremen to drive the shipping containers to the vast parking lots surrounding the ports for short-term storage, and there weren’t enough warehouse workers to steer all that stuff to the proper tractor trailer before it hit the interstate. There weren’t enough truckers to pick up the cargo once it was loaded into trailers, and on the other end of the interstate, wherever those trucks were heading, there weren’t enough warehouses and warehouse workers to distribute the goods fast enough.

			“We basically took a year’s worth of product and jammed it into six months of entry,” Matt Priest, president and CEO of the Footwear Distributors & Retailers of America (FDRA), told Sourcing Journal. “We’ve just been jamming it through the ports and that’s going to create a lot of challenges, especially when you couple that with the fact that the longshoremen and others have been impacted by Covid like everyone else. It’s the perfect storm.”

			This is what we’ve become: a nation of shoppers, clickers, and waiters. We fancy something, we hunt for it, we get giddy at the magical words “free shipping” (nothing is ever free), and then we wait, wait, wait for those packages to arrive. Our shoes and dehumidifiers and computers and lifesaving medications are manufactured far away, and often have to travel 10,000 miles to get to our doorsteps. Who has time to think about that? We unbox and unpack so much that watching unboxing and unpacking is a popular genre on YouTube. Our trash bins overflow with cardboard boxes and plastic wrappers, inflatable packing strips, plastic tags, and instruction leaflets written in a dozen languages—some of which gets shipped back to Asia to be turned back into pulp.

			The most destructive myth about it all is that Americans have no choice in the matter.

			But we do.

		

	
		
			
				INTRODUCTION: THE HIGH COST OF CHEAP STUFF

				When we consider the role of manufacturing in our lives, there’s no better place to start than with textiles, which are both ubiquitous and essential to human survival. In the intervening years between our swaddling and shrouding, we wrap ourselves in an astounding array of decorative and protective layers.

				Worldwide, the textile industry is worth about $3,000,000,000,000. That figure includes the production, refinement, and sale of synthetic and natural fibers used in thousands of industries that employ more than 60 million people.

				For most of history, textile and clothing production was as central to society as finding food and shelter.

				Let’s take a moment to thank our ancestors for their ingenuity; it took tremendous imagination and skill to transform plants, animal fibers, and insect threads into fabric. It also took tremendous commitment: preindustrialization, producing clothes could require the combined energy devoted to food cultivation and shelter-building. That’s a lot of work, which may be why “clothe thyself” was one of the Judeo-Christian god’s first commandments when jettisoning Adam and Eve into the world, and we’ve been cranking out garments ever since.

				Many of the fabrics we wear today have been continuously produced for more than five millennia, though the precise dates of their invention are impossible to know due to the inherent vulnerability of natural fibers. Woven cotton fabrics crafted more than 6,000 years ago have been found in Peru, Africa, and India. Linen was extravagantly difficult to make before industrialization; it could take a village a full year to transform the flax plant into ready-to-weave linen threads. When you’re in London, you can marvel at the oldest extant woven garment in the world—a V-neck floor-length fine linen dress with smartly pleated sleeves and bodice, made in Egypt, carbon-dated to around 3400 BCE. The oldest woolen garment is a pair of trousers found in a herdsman’s grave buried 3,000 years ago in what is now western China. And silk threads, made from the hardened spit of the lowly silkworm, was an established Chinese industry by the fourteenth century BCE.

				Perhaps because production of clothing was offshored decades ago, most Americans don’t spend much time thinking about what it takes to make the things we wear. When I first proposed writing a book about domestic apparel manufacturing, everyone in my orbit had something to say, and most of it was discouraging. One friend who teaches at Harvard Business School dismissed the entire project. “Why should Americans care about manufacturing?” he asked. We’re a service economy now, he declared, as if there was something unsavory about making things.

				With all due respect to our nation’s business schools, there seems to be a disturbing lack of knowledge about how the American economy works. In the fourth quarter of 2022, domestic manufacturing contributed $2.9 trillion to the U.S. economy and employed nearly 13 million workers who earned an average salary of nearly $96,000. Further, the National Association of Manufacturers calculated that every dollar spent in this sector injects $2.60 into the overall economy, and for every 1 manufacturing worker, 4.4 are added into the labor force. Those are impressive numbers. In fact, in spite of the offshoring trend hastened by free trade agreements, domestically made exports have doubled over the past two decades, much of it going to Europe.

				Maybe the real thing holding us back from talking about manufacturing is that it’s not as sexy as the billion dollar tech companies that thrive off of selling others’ content, labor, and products. Jimmy Fallon gets more viewers talking about Bored Ape NFTs with Paris Hilton than interviewing a woman making quality underwear in Burlington, Vermont. American manufacturers tend to be small companies. The U.S. Census Bureau reports that a vast majority of the nation’s 250,000 manufacturers have fewer than fifty employees. They’re everywhere, except top of mind.

				There are a thousand political and economic reasons why Americans need to reclaim manufacturing, but first, consider that Americans owe their very independence from England to the homegrown industry.

				The English colonists who made their home in bitter-cold New England depended on regular shipments from the motherland to clothe themselves. Digging through the archives at the Boston Athenaeum, I found the manifest of a supply ship sent from England in 1635 to outfit the colonists of the Portsmouth Plantation (New Hampshire). The ship carried dozens of imported cassocks, breeches, shirts, hats, stockings, coats, along with twelve bolts of canvas and 375 yards of sailcloth—all made in England. Shivering colonists must have been overjoyed to get their hands on these goods.

				But imported clothing was expensive, and in the colonies hard currency was scarce. Because people needed clothing, they turned to home production. Lucy Crawford, a nineteenth-century memoirist from New Hampshire, noted that the men in her family originally wore moose skins, “dressed as the Indians had taught them,” she wrote, “until the country began to be opened a little, and then they got sheep.”

				With a flock of sheep, colonists could gather wool, spin their own yarn, and weave their own fabrics, but clothing production in New England was slow going. “I have heard Grandmother say that she used frequently to work a whole week, both night and day, without undressing herself, while carding and spinning,” Lucy wrote. This slowness was by design: English weavers, continually threatened by the specter of self-sufficient colonists, were assured by the British Parliament in the eighteenth century that only flimsy, cheaply made carding tools were being exported to America.

				After carding the wool and spinning it into yarn, Crawford’s grandmother used a handloom to weave the wool, then dyed the fabric with tree bark and cut and sewed it into garments. “In this cheap, humble, but happy way, these people lived for many years,” Crawford wrote.

				But American homespun was crude and rough. Urban sophisticates wouldn’t deign to wear it. Those folks who suffered scratchy shirts and bulky skirts could feel either shame for being poor or virtue for being self-sufficient and thrifty. Crawford imagined her ancestors in the latter camp. She wrote, “The purity of our forefathers taught simplicity of dress…they then had no ruffles, no ribbons…but all was neat and tidy.”

				While Crawford’s grandmother was carding wool day and night, the British were figuring out how to industrialize their own textile production. Englishman John Kay invented the flying shuttle in 1733, enabling weavers to work faster. In 1770, James Hargreaves received a patent for the spinning jenny—a multiple-spindle machine that semiautomated the task of hand-spinning wool into yarn, greatly increasing the speed at which material was produced.

				Five years later, Richard Arkwright patented the spinning frame, which spun yarn even faster. Once he mastered the machine works, Arkwright built a huge, multistory water-powered carding and spinning factory in Cromford, Derbyshire, and became a very wealthy man. Arkwright’s impact on the textile industry didn’t stop there. As one of the first industrialists, Arkwright was the grandfather of the modern factory. He built an entire town to accommodate the men, women, and children who worked dreary thirteen-hour shifts at his factories. For the first time in history, humans were working in the service of machines, and Arkwright constantly sought ways to increase their efficiency.

				The British fiercely guarded the secrets of their mechanized mills while flooding American ports with inexpensive textiles. Cheaper imports, in turn, disrupted colonists’ self-sufficiency, destabilizing the barter economy and domestic production on which so many of them depended. “The enemy of contentment began to introduce articles of merchandise, which soon created pride,” Crawford wrote with bitterness. “As soon as one came in possession of a newly imported dress, it stimulated others to follow the fashion. In this way has our country since been infested with this foolish pride of dress, making gay the outside; while some, it is feared, have neglected the most important part, the soul.”

				Addicted to imports, early Americans were slow to develop domestic manufacturing. When they finally broke with England, their industry was so undeveloped that even the uniforms the American soldiers wore were made of British wool cloth, imported on Dutch and French ships.

				How to stimulate manufacturing became a central question of George Washington’s administration. In fact, the first piece of major legislation passed by Congress was the Tariff of 1789, which imposed fees on imported goods—in part to finance the federal government, but also to slow the flood of imports into the country.

				But tariffs alone wouldn’t solve the new country’s financial problems. In his first address to Congress in 1790, Washington declared that the United States’ survival depended on building robust domestic production. He warned that when people don’t make things for themselves, they lose control—of their livelihoods, their politics, and their economy. He then asked Congress to “promote such manufactories as tend to render them independent of others for essential…supplies.” And he put thirty-five-year-old Alexander Hamilton in charge of figuring out how the new government could support nascent American industry.

				Economic independence, freedom, solidarity—these were the foundational principles of the United States.

				Alexander Hamilton was keenly aware of the vulnerability of America’s young industries to imports. The threat of ever-cheaper goods from abroad increased every day. Around the time Hamilton was researching his “Report on Manufactures” for Congress, Edmund Cartwright was hooking up the brand-new steam engine to a loom in Doncaster, England, exponentially increasing the speed of production while dooming what was left of the nation’s handweaving industry.

				After a year spent thinking about how to stimulate domestic production, Hamilton convinced the first Congress that the price of American economic and political independence would be a combination of tariffs (to stem the flow of imports) and subsidies (to reduce investors’ financial risk). Entrepreneurs also needed easy access to capital, so Hamilton set up a national bank charged with granting low-interest loans to the country’s first industrialists.

				Finally, Hamilton lobbied Congress to sever dependency on foreign shippers. When you control your supply chain and logistics, he argued, you control your economic destiny. Only American-made ships owned by Americans and sailed by an American-majority crew could move goods from American port to American port. (An updated version of this law, commonly called the Jones Act, is still on the books today.) It’s a tactic China would copy two hundred years later.

				The United States wouldn’t have survived the nineteenth century if it weren’t for the tariffs and shipping laws that Hamilton proposed. Together, they spawned New England’s textile industry, which fueled the early American economy while creating opportunities for America’s best and brightest, such as Eli Whitney.

				After the Massachusetts native graduated from Yale in 1792, Whitney was too short on funds to pursue a law degree, so he traveled to Georgia, where he witnessed the brutal reality of plantation life. It was there that he invented the cotton gin—a simple mechanism that quickly removed the seeds from cotton, the most time-consuming step of cotton production. Whitney hoped that his gin would ease the work of enslaved laborers in the South, but it had the opposite effect. As the price of cotton dropped due to ease of processing, demand increased for both cotton and workers to grow and harvest the crop.

				Seven years later, Bostonian Francis Cabot Lowell would commit one of the most egregious acts of international corporate espionage, thereby jump-starting the American industrial revolution. Lowell was already a wealthy merchant in 1810 when he traveled to England posing as an American bumpkin, which aligned nicely with British views of the former colonists. Feigning ignorance, Lowell talked his way into textile factories, where he used his photographic memory to record the inner workings of power looms. As soon as he got back to Boston, he drew up what he remembered of the machinery. He didn’t quite get the whole story, but aided by English, Welsh, and Scottish mechanics, Lowell and several other investors successfully built America’s first fully integrated cotton mill in Waltham, Massachusetts, in 1814, powered by the Charles River.

				Swept up in the Second Great Awakening, the Transcendentalist movement, and lingering revolutionary fervor, Lowell was America’s first utopian industrialist. He shared Thomas Jefferson’s vision of the American manufacturing town as a safe place where decent people (mostly New England farm girls) could earn cash, worship, read classic texts, and attend lectures from learned and spiritual men. When Lowell’s textile mills were up and running, they drew much admiration from philosophers, writers, and legislators, domestic and foreign alike, including Charles Dickens, who admired the stamina and morality of the girls and women living and working there.

				Soon, mill towns popped up all over New England, many founded on utopian principles.

				It wouldn’t last. As the nineteenth century progressed, Europe and Russia became increasingly unstable, and immigrants began arriving in the States in great numbers—first the Irish in 1846, then the Italians, Quebecois, Eastern Europeans, Chinese, and eventually South Americans. They came with new religions, languages, and traditions. New England’s wealthy, second- and third-generation factory owners began to see less of themselves in their workforce and consequently took less responsibility for their employees’ welfare.

				By the 1850s, New England’s factories looked much like the dire English factories Lowell had tried to avoid. Men and women were poor and powerless, children as young as five years old were working long days in the dangerous mills, labor organizers were castigated, and strikes were sometimes broken by violence.

				The immigrants may have been desperately poor, but they also brought novel ideas about the role of government, labor, and workers’ rights to the United States. In the stifling, deafening textile mills where tens of thousands of workers enriched the few at the expense of the many, factory workers occasionally united to demand better pay, more humane shifts, and safer conditions in a world where unions, the forty-hour workweek, and the weekend were still unknown.

				Collective bargaining, as well as ideas about workers’ rights, spread from New England textile factories to West Virginian coal mines to Pennsylvania steel mills. It took more than a century of organizing—and bloodshed—for worker protections to be enshrined by American law. But once they were, the movement gained incredible momentum.

				By the 1960s, roughly one third of the American workforce was unionized, and Americans made nearly everything they wore.

				And then…the unions destroyed American manufacturing, right?

				When I was growing up in the 1980s, the United States was recovering from a tumultuous decade marked by the war in Vietnam, the OPEC oil embargo, and runaway inflation. Europe and Asia had recovered from the devastation of World War II and were beginning to produce things for themselves. American exports dropped.

				Nostalgia for an imagined past glory swept across the nation, and plenty of Americans began to buy the antiunion narrative being pushed by big business.

				Ronald Reagan rebranded the U.S. based on a distorted vision of mid-century America: fightin’ mad eagles, flags-a-flying, roaring anthems. Freedom was the zeitgeist—an angry, aggressive freedom, the kind that might use a flagpole as a spear.

				One major difference between 1950s and 1980s populist conservatism was the demonization of unions, wrapped in the new mystical language of free trade.

				Conservatives had always alleged that labor laws were hostile to business. Since the New Deal, they’d been hard at work unraveling worker protections (as well as banking regulations, shipping laws, and protectionist tariffs) via constitutional challenges. In the 1980s, those ideas took flight.

				Free trade wasn’t a new idea, but it got considerable traction on both sides of the aisle. In his brilliant book Evil Geniuses: The Unmaking of America, Kurt Andersen details how free market theory—a radical, reactionary hypothesis developed by then-fringe economists Milton and Rose Friedman in the 1960s—crept into intellectual circles, then oozed into the Beltway, and finally exploded into the mainstream, captivating Democrats and Republicans alike.

				The Friedmans preached the idea that the market had a magical natural order. If left on its own, free of the corrupting influences of tariffs, labor regulations, and checks of any kind, the market would not only self-correct, but ultimately benefit all of humanity.

				Their theories took on Darwinian tones but were about as scientific as palm-reading.

				In human society, there never was a free market, nor would there ever be. Someone is always putting a thumb on the scale. Actually, there are a million thumbs everywhere. But socialism and communism and trade unions were convenient scapegoats, said to be choking the life out of a stunning, yet fragile, natural order.

				The Friedmans’ theory was based on a misreading of a then-little-known phrase in Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations, published the year the American colonists revolted against Mother England. The Friedmans repackaged Smith’s so-called invisible hand, a divine force that led humans to act selfishly, which paradoxically would lead them down the most beneficial path.

				In fact, Smith mentions the invisible hand only three times. Most importantly, he uses it only to refer to domestic industries, not international trade. Smith argued that when entrepreneurs are bound to place, they keep their money in their community. Local banks, for example, have a natural incentive to lend locally, spurring investment in the people and businesses that in turn drive the bank’s revenue. That marks the extent of the invisible hand in Smith’s world.

				International trade, in contrast, often involves exploitation of an imbalance in resources, political power, or wealth between nations. That’s why Smith absolutely believed that international commerce should be carefully regulated. Otherwise, he argued, multinational corporations would mercilessly exploit weaknesses and become destructive.

				Smith had seen the devastation wrought by free trade in real life. While he was writing his treatise, the British East India Company (EIC) was choking the life out of India, once the world’s fourth-largest manufacturing economy. Chartered by the English crown in 1600, the EIC was founded to launch a British spice trade, but when the Dutch locked up Indonesia, the EIC looked to India. The Indian subcontinent was enjoying a period of relative peace that allowed manufacturing and trade to flourish. A robust supply chain of fantastic raw materials stretched all the way from Persia to China to the tip of India, enabling an eye-popping variety of textile-making traditions.

				The EIC traders loaded up their ships with luxurious dyed silks, opulent brocades, and bright calicos, chintz, paisley, palampore, bandanna, plus fine muslins, khaddars, and ikats and sailed back to England. One can imagine what it was like when a seventeenth-century Londoner—clad since birth in earth-colored woolens and linens—first laid eyes on the vibrant, lushly patterned textiles fashioned by Islamic, Hindi, and Buddhist craftspeople in the exotic East.

				Cottons and silks were soft to the touch, cool in summer, and eagerly took on dyes of every imaginable hue. Under the gray skies of London, how could anyone resist?

				But Indian fabrics threatened England’s domestic wool industry, so Mother England enacted high tariffs, patents, royal charters, and outright bans to protect her textile manufacturers. These were the regulations that Smith was thinking about when he published The Wealth of Nations on the eve of the American Revolution in 1776.

				Here’s where things get spooky for twenty-first-century readers: to keep prices down and maximize profits, EIC operatives began to stoke rebel factions against the Indian ruling class. Eventually, the British corporation employed its own private army of highly paid native Indians to use terrorist tactics to break up the remains of India’s empire. Which sounds much like the CIA’s work in South America, the Middle East, and Asia during the Cold War.

				Between 1750 and 1800, destabilization led to widespread deindustrialization in India. Travel and trade became dangerous, which prevented exchange of goods, people, and ideas. To protect populations, resources were redirected from manufacturing and growing crops to outfitting militias. Food became scarce. India stopped producing goods for trade, let alone for domestic use.

				When the Indian trade collapsed, the East India Company looked elsewhere for opportunities and began importing Bengal-grown opium to China to trade for tea. Soon, Chinese cities and towns were flooded with the narcotic; addiction was endemic. When the Chinese emperor tried to ban the opium trade, the British government—now inseparable from the EIC—sent ships and guns. British naval forces crushed the emperor’s armada in 1838.

				British conquerors forced the Chinese emperor to sign a series of “free trade” treaties that gave the EIC carte blanche to pillage. Twenty years later, the opium trade and human trafficking were so lucrative that European allies—including the United Kingdom, France, and the Russian Empire—again invoked the free trade trope (backed by bombs and bullets) to force China to fully legalize opium, expand the export of “coolies” (Chinese laborers), and grant British merchants and opium traffickers access to all of China while removing any duties on foreign imports.

				Free trade indeed. Adam Smith would have scoffed at the Friedmans’ oversimplification of his precepts, especially the childlike belief that unchecked globalization—multinational corporations financed by free-floating capital—would lead to a harmonious future. Smith wrote, “I have never known much good done by those who affected to trade for the public good.”

				In the U.S. in the 1980s, free market jargon made mediocre thinkers sound smart. It had an aura of magic and mystery, plus it was illogical, like a religion. When an ideological construct can’t be explained because it’s based on specious arguments, advocates lean heavily on the language of faith.[*1] Then the herd mentality kicks in. Afraid of missing out on the next big thing, people sign up, attributing their lack of understanding to their outsider status rather than a shortage of reason.

				Some American policymakers argued that the free market would be good for business and good for workers. Others thought workers might lose their jobs, but in the new economy, they’d simply find new jobs. At the very least, America’s consumers would love the low, low prices of foreign-made goods—cheaper to produce, cheaper to buy.

				The free market also promised to boost the middle class, now heavily invested in the stock market through their brand-new 401(k)s, because cheaper production would leave more room for profit. And a more economically robust Mexico would create a new market for American exports.

				Besides, free market had the word free right there in its name, and if you weren’t for freedom, you were against it.

				

				—

				When I got to college, George H. W. Bush was hammering free trade theory into law. He was the perfect guy for the job. As America’s first industro-intelligence president, he’d built his career on forging an unholy union of big business and the intelligence community to bend foreign governments to the corporate will.

				During Bush’s brief time as the head of the CIA in 1976, for example, the agency was mucking about with Operation Condor, a cartel of seven military dictatorships in South America. The CIA’s charge was to keep South America wide open to big business and hostile to socialists and Marxists who might want to nationalize resources. The cartel’s main weapon was terror. An estimated 80,000 people—trade unionists, socialists, political activists, and students—were murdered during Operation Condor, and at least 400,000 more people were imprisoned.

				Bush unlocked the agency’s potential to bend smaller nations to capitalism’s will. Four years later, he became vice president under Ronald Reagan. It’s not difficult to see his fingerprints in the secret sale of arms to Iran to fund the anti-Marxist, paramilitary Contras in Nicaragua.

				Bush’s first attempt at freeing the market would be an agreement among the United States, Mexico, and Canada. Bush was so confident that Congress would support his treaty that he demanded more than permission to negotiate. He insisted that all of America’s elected lawmakers allow his agents to negotiate with Mexico and Canada behind closed doors. Once his appointees agreed on terms, Congress had to either accept the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in its entirety or kill the whole deal.

				Bush’s gamble paid off. Few legislators wanted to be “freedom killers,” and a Democrat-majority Senate passed the treaty under Bill Clinton in 1993, 61 to 38.

				Cooked up during the mergers and acquisition fervor, steeped in antiregulation and free market dogma, NAFTA was much more than just a trade pact among three nations. NAFTA eliminated tariffs for goods mostly sourced within the three countries. Another alarming new feature baked into NAFTA: the agreement gave foreign investors the right to sue a nation for implementing environmental, labor, and health regulations that the investors believed undermined their profits. As such, it was a grand free trade experiment that created a radically new model, one that privileged corporate power over government sovereignty and organized labor. By accepting the terms, signatory governments agreed to waive domestic procurement preferences (in other words, adios “Buy American”); limit their regulation of services ranging from trucking to banking; honor pharmaceutical patents; and limit regulation of food, product, and workers’ rights.

				Since America’s founding, taxes and tariffs had protected domestic goods from foreign competition, but these required extensive negotiation. NAFTA bypassed that process. In its place, NAFTA established new privileges and protections for business, testing world leaders’ stomach for the coming corporatocracy.

				Shortly after NAFTA passed, the United States and dozens of other countries established the World Trade Organization (WTO), the sole international organization dedicated to setting and enforcing the rules of global trade. The WTO was the successor to a post–World War II organization, known at GATT, but charged with a broader mission that included agriculture. Birthed during the height of free trade zeal, the WTO’s main mission remains to lower trade barriers among all nations to stimulate global growth.

				Volumes have been written about the impacts of this organization since its inception. Great thinkers have interrogated whether the WTO’s complex tangle of rules fostering ever-freer trade privilege multinational corporations, wealthy nations, and large-scale industry at the expense of Indigenous groups, labor protections, and the environment. Back in 1999, the answer for an estimated 40,000 protestors was decidedly yes. When the WTO convened in Seattle in late fall of that year, a loose coalition of anti-globalization groups showed up to demonstrate against what some called the “World Take Over.”

				When evaluating the WTO now, there’s a tremendous amount to tease out, but here’s where I fall on the question: the unconsidered pursuit of constant growth will only hasten environmental decline. Recently, more thoughtful economists have begun to question our slavish commitment to gross domestic product as a full measure of a nation’s health.[*2] Some economists are now arguing for alternative metrics that tell a much richer story about how a nation’s economics intertwine with the welfare of its citizenry and environment.

				What economists are realizing is that growth alone, without societal and environmental safeguards, often makes everyone unhappier. Multiple studies have shown that as the rich get richer, they find themselves stuck in a numbers race with those who have even more. Those citizens who don’t directly benefit from growth “feel excluded and frustrated by not being able to keep up” with those around them, notes British sociologist David Bartram, and their happiness sinks.

				Of course, globalization has had real material effects on people’s livelihoods. In January 1997, Public Citizen’s Global Trade Watch found that in three years, NAFTA had already cost the United States a net loss of close to 400,000 jobs. Some estimate that up to a third of those job losses were due to increased automation of production methods. But the worst-hit industry in those early years of NAFTA? That would be apparel, which is extremely difficult to automate and thus remains labor-intensive. American clothing companies shifted the most mobile (and worker-centric) part of their industry—stitching—to Mexico. Textile-producing looms followed.

				As a result, the first victims of this iteration of free trade in the U.S. were the highly trained women, mostly people of color living in rural communities, who once made America’s shirts, pants, jeans, underwear, and sweatshirts.

				Few people spoke up for America’s needleworkers and textile workers when NAFTA passed, but maybe they should have. Once apparel companies proved that offshoring worked, nearly every industry in America began offshoring—sending the “work” part of its operations to Canada or Mexico.

				When China earned most-favored-nation status from the WTO in 2001, many of those same companies, along with the remaining domestic holdouts, shifted their manufacturing to Asia.

				Communications technology, shipping containerization, and the internet expedited the process.

				Since NAFTA’s implementation, more than 60,000 American manufacturers permanently shut their doors. Five million American manufacturing jobs vanished between 1994 and 2013. In textiles alone, more than a million manufacturing jobs evaporated between 1990 and 2019.

				Americans who had worked good-paying manufacturing jobs were forced to take new low-paying, low-skill service sector jobs. From 2001 to 2003, the average manufacturing worker’s income plummeted from $40,154 to $32,123 when that person was reemployed in the service industry, a 20 percent drop in earnings. In general, U.S. workers without college degrees (more than 65 percent of the workforce) lost about 12.2 percent of their wages under NAFTA-style trade, even after adjusting for the benefits of cheaper goods. That means any worker, not just in manufacturing, who earned $27,000 before NAFTA is now earning the equivalent of $23,700. With recent inflation, that spending power is further diminished.

				Income inequality also went through the roof. Since NAFTA’s implementation, the richest 10 percent of Americans have taken 18 percent more of the pie, while the top 1 percent’s share has increased by nearly 40 percent.

				After thirty years of free trade policy, the American economy has drifted from producer-exporter to buyer-importer and American consumers now find themselves in a dire situation. They are dependent on other nations to provide the bulk of their basic needs—medicines, technology, vehicles, energy, furniture, and, of course, clothing. This dependency was felt very acutely when Covid shut down trade between the States and China and imports were abruptly cut off.

				In January 2020, NAFTA was so roundly despised, its destructive nature laid bare after years of economic trauma, that a bitterly divided Congress overwhelmingly ditched it for Trump’s new United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA), which was essentially NAFTA, but with a few tweaks.

				So maybe free trade played a much bigger role in destroying domestic manufacturing than the unions.

				

				—

				I grew up in a postindustrial landscape surrounded by the evidence of our dwindling manufacturing economy. I could see the scars of offshoring everywhere. Traveling by train back and forth from New York to Philadelphia, I saw the wasteland that mill closures left in their wake, especially in North Philadelphia, where the ruins of huge brick factory buildings where people once made Stetson hats, Baldwin locomotives, and Schomaker pianos cast deep shadows across once-vibrant neighborhoods.

				Acres and acres of vacant row houses stared blankly at empty streets.

				When the train crossed the Delaware River into New Jersey, I puzzled over the bridge emblazoned with the words “Trenton Makes, the World Takes.” Because by the time I’d found myself on that train, it seemed the world had already taken all that it could.

				I asked myself how anyone could do this to their own city, their own countrymen.

				Whenever we buy stuff made abroad, we leave a lot of questions unanswered. Was someone exploited to make that thing? Did they earn a living wage? Did they have the freedom to leave the factory when they needed to? Did they have access to protections in the factory, like masks or helmets? Did they have a safe place to report sexual harassment? Did they get regular breaks? Were they expected to work reasonable hours? What happened when they got sick or their children fell ill? Was the factory building even safe?

				In 2017, Americans spent $380 billion on apparel and footwear, nearly all of it made somewhere else. Buying a sweatshirt manufactured abroad means you won’t ever know the true price that humans, animals, and the environment paid to get it to market for $28. You can be sure, however, that the money didn’t go into workers’ pockets in other countries. Most of it went into marketing and profit.

				One sweatshirt, cheaply made abroad, gives middlemen and brands a dozen opportunities for profit. A few years ago, the Swiss-based watchdog group Public Eye broke down the cost of a $28 Zara hoodie. (See pie chart below.) Nearly 70 percent of the retail price went to tax, profit, and Zara’s operational costs (including marketing, rent, and staff). Just over 7 percent of that price went to the women and men in Turkey who cut and sewed the garment.

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				

				Public Eye concluded that Zara’s demand for a low price point and a 16 percent profit reverberates across the global supply chain, impoverishing the people harvesting the cotton, transforming raw materials into fabric, and cutting and sewing the hoodie. So what does Zara actually pay workers per hoodie? Just over $2. (For reference, an American cut-and-sew team of stitchers paid an average of $20 per hour can produce a zip-up hoodie for around $4.) Given the cost of living in Turkey, were the workers manufacturing the Zara hoodie paid fairly? When Public Eye calculated the living wage in regions where the garment was made, the answer was a hard no. From the cotton fields to the textile factories to the shops, if workers had been properly compensated for their labor, that Zara hoodie would retail for an additional $3.60.

				Buying foreign-made goods allows us to ignore the environmental impact of our choices as well. Textile manufacturing is the second-most-polluting industry in the world. While American factories are highly regulated, developing countries lack the political will, resources, or international permission to monitor everything that goes on. (The WTO, for example, is forever on the watch for environmental or labor laws that could be said to impede free trade.) Fabric dyes, which can be quite toxic, might be dumped into the closest river, turning a region’s water supply lethal. It’s precisely that lack of regulation in developing countries which contributes to making some foreign goods so cheap to produce.

				There’s also the question of quality. When compared with garments manufactured just a couple of decades ago, it’s difficult to express how poorly our modern clothes are made, even those sold by higher-end brands. Well-made clothes are exponentially more expensive than they once were, and more difficult to find. We might think we spent a lot for that wool skirt or silk tie, but only the wealthiest among us can afford to clothe themselves with dignity.

				Because our clothes are cheaply made, Americans discard more than a billion and a half pounds of used clothing a year, exporting much of it to sub-Saharan Africa. At the Kantamanto Market in Accra, Ghana, 30,000 vendors pick through more than a billion pounds of secondhand T-shirts, jeans, and jackets exported from the U.S. each year. Some of the garments will be sold as-is, but many will be locally tailored (few people wear size XL in Ghana, for example), dyed, and otherwise fashioned to appeal to the regional consumer.

				Finding clothes to resell in Kantamanto isn’t as easy as it used to be. When bundles of used clothing first began showing up in the early 1970s, locals called them obroni we wu, meaning “the white person has died,” death being the only logical reason why, to a Ghanaian, anyone would give away their personal garments. These days, much of the used clothing sent to Africa from those ubiquitous donation bins in parking lots is literally garbage. The quality of the garments we wear and discard has dropped so low that 40 percent of shipments to Ghana end up in landfill, or worse, on the country’s beaches. Tons of unwanted cast-offs dam up rivers, contaminating water supplies with petroleum-based yarns and chemical dyes. And sometimes the piles of cheap T-shirts and sneakers inexplicably combust. Kantamanto was leveled by such a conflagration in 2014. European and American cast-offs have created an environmental catastrophe halfway across the globe.

				The imported sweatshirt also embodies political problems. Many watchdogs would argue that unfettered capital causes democratic erosion. More than two thirds of the world’s population is now living under authoritarian rule, reports the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). The “number of countries undergoing ‘democratic backsliding’ (a more severe and deliberate kind of democratic erosion) has never been as high as in the last decade,” IDEA reported in 2021, with more than a quarter of the world’s population living in democratically backsliding countries.

				The reason for backsliding may be free-range capital, which has no ethical or social agenda.

				It has no inherent concern for any one nation’s political fate. Foreign buyers just want manufacturers who can deliver. Factory owners scramble to get contracts. It’s a purely transactional relationship.

				Contract buyers for big brands hunting for cheap producers prefer to operate within clear political structures that are easy to control and navigate. They’re looking for predictability and a compliant workforce.

				Democracy can be messy and slow.

				When a developing country lowers barriers to trade and capital flows in, the local people in power tend to use their influence to secure their positions by selling access to foreign contracts, shunting work to their most ardent supporters. Income inequality rises as a result and political power becomes more concentrated.

				Once factories are up and running, people with little education (usually young women) relocate to manufacturing centers (often unequipped for the influx of workers), where they work long hours for chronically low wages without employment protections. As soon as the workers begin training, the clock is ticking. In the world of borderless capital, workers will always be vulnerable to competition from an even cheaper source of labor waiting to be cultivated in some other part of the globe.

				Contractors dictate prices, then put on the squeeze. Factory owners scramble to make more for less, operating under the assumption that if they can’t match the prices the contractors demand, the money will dry up. They operate on ever-slimming margins, and impoverished garment workers take the hit.

				Courting global capital operating under the free trade paradigm doesn’t offer a nation a path toward a diverse and robust economy. While multinational brands strive to monopolize their own markets, they foment fierce competition among small, local manufacturers to keep production prices down.

				When capital pulls out of a country in pursuit of cheaper labor, which it inevitably does, the effects can be devastating. Developing countries that build their economies around a single industry—say, Bangladesh and textile manufacturing—lack the economic resiliency to care for abandoned workers. As a result, they find themselves at the mercy of aid organizations.

				That’s a phenomenon we witnessed in real time when Covid-19 hit in 2020.

				When Americans and Europeans stopped buying clothes during the pandemic, major brands canceled orders with their small manufacturers around the world. The Worker Rights Consortium (WRC), a D.C.-based organization that investigates global factory conditions, estimates that between April and June 2020, clothing orders worth $16 billion were canceled by brands such as Adidas, The Children’s Place, Express, Gap, H&M, JCPenney, Nike, PVH Corp (which owns numerous brands, including Tommy Hilfiger and Calvin Klein), Gildan (owner of American Apparel), and Walmart.

				Throughout the pandemic, WRC reports, these mega-buyers demanded steep discounts from producers, “greatly exacerbating a state of emergency that has already resulted in widespread factory closures and the loss of millions of jobs.” Many of these brands remained profitable, with some reporting record sales.

				The result was stress, and in some cases, starvation. WRC investigators interviewed one Indonesian worker who said she sewed clothes for Nike, the biggest clothing brand in the U.S. ($37.4 billion annual revenue in 2020) but was “curtailing her food intake because she was drowning in debt and wary of taking on more.”

				Things didn’t get better. In April 2021, Elizabeth Paton wrote a New York Times story describing the continuing effects of capital’s retreat in the global garment industry. The people in Paton’s story were making clothes and shoes for companies like Nike, Walmart, and Benetton, but in the last twelve months, she writes, “those jobs have disappeared, as major brands in the United States and Europe canceled or refused to pay for orders in the wake of the pandemic and suppliers resorted to mass layoffs or closures.”

				Paton detailed stories of despair. She described Ashraf Ali, a thirty-five-year-old father and garment worker in Bangladesh, who was “desperate to feed his family.” In Cambodia, garment worker Sokunthea Yi told Paton that “she spends sleepless nights worrying about how she will pay off loans she took out to build her house.” Dina Arviah in Indonesia told Paton “she was hopeless about her future as there were no longer any jobs in her district.”

				“The high levels of hunger reported by workers in our survey are alarming, especially since so many of these workers are still in employment,” Genevieve LeBaron, coauthor of the WRC study, said in a statement. “Hunger and food insecurity appears already to be widespread and is growing across the supply chain.”

				International labor organizations and watchdog groups have been hard at work trying to get workers back pay, and fortunately, they’ve had some success.

				Now think about how these phenomena are playing out at the Mexican-American border.

				Following the ratification of NAFTA, agricultural work in Mexico was consolidated, local economies were gutted, jobs disappeared and wages sank, forcing rural Mexicans to leave their villages and join the 11 million undocumented workers competing for low-wage jobs in the United States, a labor pool compounded by the influx of Americans who had also lost their manufacturing jobs to Mexico and beyond. The World Bank, a major cheerleader of trade liberalization, estimates that the number of people struggling to earn enough to eat doubled in the first four years of NAFTA alone.

				Incidentally, the Pentagon warned in 2009 that Mexico now “bear[s] consideration for a rapid and sudden collapse.”

				Yet the U.S. government continues to encourage offshoring.

				I shouldn’t have been surprised when the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) sent out a press release in 2021 recommending that American companies consider shifting their manufacturing to Africa. USAID was founded in 1961 during the Cold War to promote U.S.-friendly development throughout the world and expand markets via economic and intellectual assistance. For decades, countless NGOs (nongovernmental organizations) funded by the American government had been priming the continent to become a reliable source of inexpensive labor. I’d seen the same phenomenon when I visited Vietnam in 2012—traveling the countryside by bus and motorcycle, I passed dozens of sewing training schools filled with students recruited from villages. A decade after my visit, it seems like all the running sneakers, puffer jackets, and snow pants sold in America were made in Vietnam.[*3]

				Indeed, in 2021, nearly all big American apparel brands now come with an asterisk. Nike makes nothing here. New Balance makes a few things domestically, thanks to government contracts. Pendleton may make fabric in the U.S., but the company sends much of it abroad to be cut and sewn. L.L. Bean, with its iconic Maine hunt-and-canoe culture, is essentially an importer of Asian-made goods, with the notable exception of some Bean Boots, canvas boat bags, and, curiously, dog beds.[*4]

				Or consider Carhartt, “an American apparel company,” around since 1889, whose website features laborers (men and women) tugging, pulling, pushing, or leaning on heavy equipment—always in the great outdoors. Carhartt’s website would make a nice pairing with a Chevy Silverado 2500 HD. In fact, the Carhartt edition of that pickup launched with the brilliant tagline, “The uniform of hard work now comes in a truck.” It boasts a towing capacity of 36,000 pounds.

				Carhartt’s rugged-looking models wear leather work gloves, thick knit hats, and heavy canvas duck coveralls sporting the Carhartt logo. I wonder how its wearers would feel knowing that most of that gear is made abroad, as reported in Esquire in 2017: “Despite its appeal to right-leaning values,” wrote journalist Tonya Riley, “the reality of the brand’s operations are a conservative nightmare: Since 1997 it’s been predominantly produced in Mexico.”

				

				—

				What once seemed impossible now feels inevitable. Americans don’t make things. It’s too messy. It’s too expensive. It’s too complicated.

				Americans are good at justifying things that turn out to be bad for them. We have a bad habit of thinking that the twists and turns of history are inevitable or irreversible. That the internal combustion engine was destined to rule the world. Or that Reconstruction was doomed to fail. Or that offshoring manufacturing and the growth of the service economy was as natural as evolution.

				Thinking about all the critical items we import every day, and how much we depend on shipping to move all those goods across the ocean, I began looking for someone who was trying to correct course. Someone actually attempting to manufacture things in the U.S.

				What I sought was a unicorn: a person as committed to manufacturing—completely and totally—in America as they were to running their company ethically.

				That quest became my obsession. Lots of companies swear up and down they’ll never offshore, but even when they peddle the Made in USA ethos as a key part of their brand, they often end up sending work abroad just the same.

				When companies do offshore, they don’t post a big banner across their website. And they might continue making a few things domestically or do a little finishing work here in the States just to maintain the illusion. There’s a lot of bait-and-switch going on. I nearly gave up. Then, in the summer of 2020, I finally found the real deal. While working on a story for Down East magazine, I met Ben and Whitney Waxman, founders of the Maine-based, union-made apparel company American Roots. The Waxmans’ factory manufactured 100 percent American-sourced cotton hoodies.

				As soon as I got Ben on the phone, I had to pinch myself. He seemed like the real deal. He was unwavering about his commitment to rebuilding manufacturing and organized labor in America. He truly believed that reviving both would stitch together communities and reshape our fractured political narrative. When Ben and Whitney started American Roots, they were young and childless, two fiercely independent millennials hunting for something that would give their lives more purpose. They opened their factory, invited in the union, and gave their employees everything they could afford, including health insurance, paid sick leave, and vacation time.

				Their mission statement went something like this: “For people who actually give a shit about how and where their clothes are made—and want others to know it—American Roots is the only maker of socially responsible and ethically made clothing for hands-on life. With American Roots, you can wear your values with confidence knowing your clothes are completely sourced from and made in America by American union labor.”

				Ben and Whitney trusted that profit would happen along the way, that good things happen to good people. Since their founding in 2015, they pulled some seventy Portland families out of poverty.

				Manufacturing hoodies in the U.S. seemed like the perfect marriage of product and consumer. Americans love their sweatshirts; in 2020, they spent $5.5 billion on them, which makes the U.S. the world’s top sweatshirt importer—comprising a quarter of the global market. Nearly half of those sweatshirts are made in China, Bangladesh, and Vietnam. Maybe it was time to make some here.

				Ben and Whitney had committed their lives to doing the impossible. To prove the naysayers wrong. To show how ethical manufacturing of even the most basic goods could return to our shores.

				By following Ben and Whitney’s journey, I hoped to understand the stories that shaped their vision and the history that informed their quest. And finally, I hoped to see how manufacturing could be revived. Because actually, I’m convinced that Americans don’t have a choice.

				The stakes are sky-high. If Americans want to control their fate, if they truly want to innovate, if they want to forge an ethical future, if they really care about the environment and each other, then they need to start making things for themselves.

			

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 Consider all the hype around cryptocurrencies. Apparently smart people breathlessly tossed around inscrutable jargon, enticing investors who didn’t want to miss out on something big. With the collapse of the cryptocurrency exchange FTX in November 2022, the skeptics were vindicated: it was all just a massive Ponzi scheme, after all.

				

				
					*2 This isn’t a new concept. Two days after Robert Kennedy announced his presidential candidacy in 1968, he gave a speech at the University of Kansas which included this remarkable passage: “Even if we act to erase material poverty, there is another greater task. It is to confront the poverty of satisfaction, purpose, and dignity, that afflicts us all. Too much and for too long, we seemed to have surrendered personal excellence and community values in the mere accumulation of material things. Our Gross National Product, now, is over $800 billion a year, but that Gross National Product, if we judge the United States of America by that, that Gross National Product counts air pollution and cigarette advertising, and ambulances to clear our highways of carnage. It counts special locks for our doors and the jails for the people who break them. It counts the destruction of the redwood and the loss of our natural wonder in chaotic sprawl. It counts napalm and counts nuclear warheads and armored cars for the police to fight the riots in our cities. It counts Whitman’s rifle and Speck’s knife, and the television programs which glorify violence in order to sell toys to our children. Yet the Gross National Product does not allow for the health of our children, the quality of their education, or the joy of their play. It does not include the beauty of our poetry or the strength of our marriages, the intelligence of our public debate or the integrity of our public officials. It measures neither our wit nor our courage, neither our wisdom nor our learning, neither our compassion nor our devotion to our country, it measures everything, in short, except that which makes life worthwhile. And it can tell us everything about America except why we are proud that we are Americans.”

				

				
					*3 And the wheel keeps turning: in December 2022, as I was finishing a draft of this book, Agence France-Presse reported that more than 1,200 companies—“mostly foreign businesses in the garment, footwear and furniture sectors”—have laid off people, as orders from the U.S. and Europe have plummeted up to 50 percent since last year due to inflation and the war in Ukraine. The Vietnam General Confederation of Labour reported that more than 470,000 workers have had their hours slashed in the last four months of the year, while about 40,000 people have lost their jobs—30,000 of them women aged thirty-five or older. One worker told Agence France-Presse, “We have no one to help us. I will have to get us through this on my own.”

				

				
					*4 The balance of L.L. Bean’s snow pants, fly rods, and fleece vests are labeled “imported,” and you can find an eleven-page list of the more than two hundred facilities Bean worked with in 2021, including plants in Bangladesh, India, Vietnam, Dominican Republic, and Sri Lanka.
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THE SHIPPING TEAM
TAGS, POLY-BAGS,
AND BOXES HOODIES.

ZIPPERS
ARE MADE IN

€ CALIFORNIA.

ONE WORKER SETS THE RIGHT SIDE OF THE
ZIPPER; ANOTHER SETS THE LEFT. THE LAST AN INSPECTOR LOOKS FOR FLAWS
PERSON ON THE LINE TOPSTITCHES THE ZIPPERS. AND SNIPS STRAY THREADS.

GARMENTS ARE SHIPPED TO
CUSTOMERS AROUND THE COUNTRY.
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What Makes Up the Price

of a Zara Hoodie?

Zara Profit
(cost: $4.47; wage: n/a)

Value Added Tax (VAT)

(cost: $4.72; wage: n/a)

Total Retail Cost of Hoodie: $28.39 I

Total Wages Paid to Workers: $2.07
Wages as Percent of Total Retail Cost: 7.29%

Cotton Farming
(cost: $.28; wage: $.15)

Separating Fibers from Seeds
(cost: $.45; wage: $.01)

Spinning Plant
(cost: $.59; wage: $.06)

Fabric Factory

(cost: $4.39; wage: $.62)

__Textile Factory

(cost: $1.63; wage: $1.10)

L Printer

(cost: $.18; wage: $ .09)

Sourcing Agency
(cost: $ .76; wage: n/a)

Inditex Costs
(parent company of Zara)
(cost: $10.92; wage: n/a)

Source: Public Eye (see publiceye.ch/hoody for details on these estimated figures)
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Average U.S. Tariff Rate (1821 to 2016)

70 ‘
o Tariff of Abominations (1828) Srroot—HaWIey Tariff (1930) l
Trade Agreement Act (1934)

__ 50 1
s A \
U 1
T ~l / \ IA N
?.E | ' | Underwood Law W
E \ \I\ 1y (1913) \\GAI'I'(1947)
g, 30 } N / KA ‘V.,‘ .
s 1M / W) \
= l [\ | A | w

20 ‘\A 7 \ \ ‘V \ )

" \ Jj Moril Tariffs (1861) \\ N \ Kennedy Round (1967)
Tariff of 1857 \ 1YY M Y Tokyo Round (1979)
10 ] i} Uruguay Round (1993)7
— g — -~ - _

1820 1830 1840 1850 1860 1870 1880 1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

= == = = Total Imports

Dutiable Imports

Sources: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Historical Statistics of the United States,
U.S. International Trade Commission, dataweb.usitc.gov
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THE ALMOST IMPOSSIBLE QUEST
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