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“The bulk of the inhabitants of a great city, such as London, have very indistinct notions of the means whereby the necessaries, the comforts or the luxuries of life are furnished.


[Money is a] veil which hides the producer from the consumer.”


George Dodd
Days at the Factories
1843
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INTRODUCTION


Made more than 150 years ago, journalist George Dodd’s observation that money is ‘a veil that hides the producer from the consumer’ still rings uncannily true. It is also a reminder that there is nothing new about global trade. Globalised consumer capitalism has simply made the patterns of production and consumption incredibly complex, such that no process of research can easily lift the ‘veil’. We can rarely see the extent to which the things we take for granted in our everyday lives connect us to the lives of so many others across the world, and we struggle to see the relations that drive the larger mechanism. World Factory is a project that explores how we might render visible – and historicise – such interconnectedness. It thus exists in a variety of media: as an exchange of ideas between China and the UK; as a research project; as a digitally enhanced cotton shirt; as an app; as a series of public conversations; as a theatre performance; and now it is the book you are about to read. Each of these elements intersect with one another – and none would have been possible without those that preceded it. Through its various components, the project explores ways of representing and asking questions of global consumer capitalism, using the textile industry as both a lens and a case study. In doing so, World Factory takes us from the heart of the Industrial Revolution in nineteenth-century Manchester to the world behind the ‘Made in China’ labels on our clothes today.


The performances of World Factory first played at the New Wolsey Theatre, Ipswich, and the Young Vic Theatre, London, in May and June 2015, where it sold out; it subsequently toured to Cambridge Junction, ACCA in Brighton and HOME, Manchester in 2016; and was then performed at Brierfield Mill, a former textile mill, at the Fabrications Festival in 2017. At the heart of the performance is a scenario-based card game that invites audiences to make decisions as though they were running a small Chinese clothing factory. METIS worked with Shanghai-based Chinese theatre director Zhao Chuan and his company Grass Stage to undertake the research and development for the project. From the pooled research, Grass Stage and METIS each produced a theatre production germane to their own social and political contexts in China and the UK respectively.


This book reproduces the card game at the heart of the UK theatre performances. Audiences who experience the game in the context of the performance trace a single story route through the ‘pathways’ of the World Factory game, playing in groups of up to six over the course of an hour: ‘a year in the life of a Chinese clothing factory’. Casino-style, audiences trade in workers and money, replicating the capitalist system of production and consumption explored – but whilst World Factory represents the values of capitalism through the structure of a game, implying there are ‘winners’ and ‘losers’, it is nevertheless a game in which players have to decide what it means to win. In performances, most ‘factories’ play between 18 and 24 cards over the course of an hour, interlinking questions of ethics, fashion, environmental impacts, working conditions, migration and globalisation. Almost every card offers a binary decision between two incompatible alternatives, presented as a kind of ethical conundrum. Indeed, frustration with having to decide between two un-ideal options in fact catalyses what is often a utopian discussion of ethics between audience members. In the performance, a bespoke computer system ran the card system. For the book, we have devised an analogue system for reading/playing the cards, which sometimes involves following a short decision tree to identify which card to go to next, depending on earlier decisions made.


Every story on the cards is based on extensive research conducted over several years in the UK and China; and therefore, as well as the entire card game, this book includes a series of essays that continue to explore the wider geopolitical context of the textile industry and of contemporary capitalism. Jenny Chan’s essay is essential reading to understand the Chinese context more specifically, in relation to migrant workers, and the contradictions inherent in the state-sanctioned, manager-controlled trade union. Brendan Burchell and Alex Wood’s piece on precarious work in the UK makes clear the impacts of uncertainty on workers in the UK. Orsola Da Castro, founder of the campaigning organisation Fashion Revolution, sets the scene for understanding the mind-blowing scale of overconsumption of resources inherent in fast fashion, whilst Joe Smith and Renata Tzsyck demonstrate that there are other ways of operating, historically and into the future, focusing on the idea of quality. Mark Sumner’s essay on the complexities of farming organic cotton goes to the heart of the issues at the very start of the supply chain, whilst Lucy Norris explores what happens to our discarded garments – and how they enter a new round of capitalist circulation. Norris opens up some wider questions around sustainability and capitalism which are taken up in Ha-Joon Chang’s contribution, inviting us to think about the relationship between contemporary financial structures and the social dangers of short-termism.


Overall, World Factory requires a different kind of reading from a standard play script – or even a choose-your-own-adventure book. For the stories on the cards are shaped by the conditions under which decisions are being made, conditions which are not directly visible when reading – that is, in particular, the size of your workforce and the amount of money you have. In the performances, audiences were provided with World Factory money and folders of Worker ID Cards, but for ease of reading we have created a chart to help readers keep track of those elements (page 267) that are external to the cards, but integral to the story. It is therefore not just a question of turning the pages, but of keeping note of your factory’s size and financial situation – as decision-making is always conditioned by circumstance.


What follows is a description of the wider context for the game, and its relationship to the theatre performance. If you want to encounter the game directly first (which we would recommend), please turn to page 13 for instructions of how to read/play.


Origins


In October 2010, in a bar in Shanghai, I had the conversation that catalysed World Factory. I had just been introduced to theatre director Zhao Chuan, who runs an independent performance company in Shanghai, by Rachel Parslew, a British arts consultant with long-term links to the Chinese cultural scene. Zhao Chuan was talking to me about communism, capitalism, textiles and factories – and the idea of the ‘world factory’ (a direct rendition of the phrase in Chinese that is more commonly translated into English as ‘workshop of the world’). I sat there, uncomfortable in my skin, wondering which of my clothes had ‘Made in China’ on the label, feeling awkward that I did not know. But Zhao Chuan was not talking about the conditions in contemporary Chinese clothing factories, but about the social and political situation of nineteenth-century Manchester. As the site of the first global cotton exchange, the industrialisation of Manchester in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was globally connected. As well as being the epicentre of the invention of the factory system, Manchester also played an important role in the lives of those who sought to critique the social ravages of industrial capitalism; Marx’s reading of British economic theorists in the Manchester library would change the course of history.


In that one conversation, my perception of myself as simply a privileged consumer with a vague sense of guilt was upended. Suddenly there was a historical as well as a global connection to the question of the making and wearing of garments – and a sense that any given relationship to consumption involved participation in a system much bigger and more complex than any myth of ‘consumer choice’ would allow. With artist and designer Simon Daw, we started to explore the potential for collaboration. In 2012, 2013 and 2014, Zhao Chuan visited the UK to undertake research with us, and for his own performances in China, whilst in 2013 and 2014, Simon and I spent time in Shanghai and Beijing.


On the UK side we decided to focus specifically on the production of clothing for our investigations, given our British history as originators of the factory system in the Industrial Revolution, and its connection with textile production. We then discovered clothing to be the ideal territory for an investigation of contemporary consumer capitalism, thanks to the invention of ‘fast fashion’ in the mid-2000s. Fast fashion is produced by a management system that exponentially increases customer footfall in shops, the number of garments sold, and the speed of design and production. It is often considered to be led by ‘consumer choice’, but the reality is that the system is driven by the maximisation of profit. Shortening the amount of time garments are on the shop ﬂoor has proved spectacularly successful in driving up sales, but produces proportionately more waste. Clothing itself is generally more poorly produced, and is designed not to last, with prices often no indicator of quality. This has led to a situation described by designers we interviewed in both the UK and China, in which even ‘design’ itself becomes extremely fast, and entirely sales-driven, rather than a creative act.


Early on, it had become clear that standard methods of research were not bringing us tangibly closer to understanding this global system – so we decided to attempt to have a shirt manufactured in a Chinese clothing factory. To our surprise, our investigations proved successful. After being turned down by a number of factories once it became clear we wanted to interview workers, we found several factories willing to engage with the project. As well as visiting a button factory and a fabric factory, we were able to have a shirt manufactured, whilst watching every stage of its production in the garment factory – from pattern-cutting to button-holing to final packing – as well as interviewing the workers involved. As the minimum order was for two hundred shirts, the World Factory shirt is for sale online – and it is digitally enhanced (with barcodes that unlock stories of its production) to enable wearers to explore all the people and processes behind its making. It later turned out that factory owner Madame Wang had herself once been a textile worker, from farmland then just outside Shanghai that is now a factory district. Being too sickly as a child to work in the fields, she was assigned to a clothing factory. After borrowing money from friends and families, she then opened her own factory – which folded under the pressures of business after just a few years. Being aware that she would never be able to repay her debts from a worker’s wage, after a few years she took on further debt to start up again. Her factory is now a long-established, successful business producing workwear for all over China, the USA and beyond, specialising in using fabrics designed to withstand extreme temperatures.


The process of having to engage with the realities of manufacture provided a very different insight into the way this world works, particularly in terms of our recognition of the degree of day-to-day uncertainty, and the way that negotiation is everything when it comes to price and timescale. Madame Wang’s biography further profoundly affected our perspective, justifying our decision to focus on the position of the managers of small factories, under pressure from all sides. By coincidence, we were in the midst of research and development at the National Theatre Studio when the Rena Plaza garment factory complex in Bangladesh collapsed in April 2013, killing over a thousand people and injuring many more. It was the response to this disaster that turned our attention to the way that the position of factory manager encapsulates the relationship between individual decision-making and systemic pressure, and shone a light on how we find it easier to blame individuals than change systems. The dramaturgical aim of creating a game structure was to explore this world, and then to offer an immersion in the conundrums faced by those at the sharper end of those global pressures brought to bear by consumer capitalism. Therefore, rather than the traditional relation between audience and characters, where we judge or empathise with them from a position external to the world represented, we invite our audiences to take up a position within it.


The Performance Structure


In both the performances and the book, it might appear that World Factory is fundamentally structured as a game – but this is not so. It deliberately lacks the key to any game: what the objective is, and therefore how to win. Indeed, our theatrical provocation consists of inviting audiences to reﬂect critically on what constitutes success in this system. There is a clear divergence between the values, on the one hand of profit and moneymaking (which involves speed, lack of care, and concentration of power in the hands of the bosses), and the values on the other, of people’s rights (including children’s) and care for the environment. In this, the game is mimetic of the system as it currently operates, with a disabling lack of transparency and little incentive or reward for ethical practice. Yet it is rarely a case of active amorality; the conditions in which most factories produce the goods for consumer capitalism do not allow for long-term, considered strategies that are run on ethical principles. It is often simply a case of sink or swim. Ethical practice takes time: real-life situations are complex, and the ‘right’ course of action is rarely evident. But taking time to make decisions ﬂies in the face of the breakneck speed of contemporary business practice. What audiences have discovered in playing the game is that very Brechtian thing: if you are going to play, you are going to get your hands dirty. When it comes to survival, it is often a case of ‘eat first, think later’.


The ‘game’ that is reproduced here was originally designed to be played in the context of the environmentally immersive performance. Audiences of up to 96 at a time were seated around 16 tables within a design that mixed a catwalk with a factory ﬂoor (see here for the original ground plan). The performance opened with Lady Gaga’s pop classic ‘Fashion!’, complete with quick-fire quotations from three of the architects of contemporary consumer capitalism: Ronald Reagan, Margaret Thatcher and Deng Xiaoping. You will find some of these statements reproduced amongst the cards. This deliberately theatrical opening was followed by verbatim stories from the front lines of the ‘world factory’ phenomenon, spanning the UK’s history of garment craft to the production of fast fashion in present-day China. In every performance, each ‘factory’ (up to 6 audience members grouped around a table) then received a red box from their ‘dealer’ (a member of the cast). The box contained instructions for how to play the game, with the idea being to evoke the culture of the family board game and the tangible pleasures of unpacking stuff from a box. It was a reminder that this game is less one of role-play than of decision-making – a bit like a cross between Monopoly and Poker.


Further cards were dealt by a ‘dealer’, each one managing 4 teams, with the stories on these cards unfolding to a backdrop of video footage of Chinese garment factories at work. As well as the general soundscape characteristic of a garment factory, a localised, desk-mounted sound system also played to each ‘factory’ a unique soundtrack that was specific to their chosen path through the game. For example, when the factory had ‘completed’ an item of clothing, the audience received an actual example of it from their dealer, to the accompaniment of an audio advertising jingle from the garment’s brand. Over the course of the performance, each factory’s clothes rail gradually filled with a variety of garments, the style and number of which was determined by the decisions taken. This tangibility of garment production is not easily replicable in the context of reading the book, but we have suggested keeping track of manufactured garments as a way of gaining a more specific sense of your factory’s productivity.


In the book, you simply turn to the page with the card on it corresponding to the option you have chosen. In the performance, a barcode scanner was provided to each factory. When a decision over which option to take had been reached by the group, the barcode on the card was scanned corresponding to the option that had been chosen – with a satisfying beep that recalled a shop assistant scanning your latest purchase. The beeps slowly started to punctuate the soundscape of sewing-factory machinery and mixed with the live chatter of discussion – soon everyone was busy playing to a subliminally effective juxtaposition of production and consumption. Added to this was the increasingly sinister power dynamic between each factory and their ‘dealer’. The dealer’s role involved dealing the cards, and handling money, workers and garments. What might initially appear to audiences as simple service changed into something rather darker, for the dealers mediated the relationship between audiences and the game through giving encouragement, making threats and offering gnomic pieces of wisdom: like latter-day capricious Greek gods. Pages 253–60 details some of the ways in which the dealer interacted with the audience throughout the game.


Overall, the challenge that we set ourselves in creating the game – with the awareness that the original audience would only ever experience one route through – was to ensure that every individual route touched on a range of issues. The result is an overall structure that is best described as a story jigsaw. If you read multiple routes, you will re-encounter pieces of that jigsaw, but in different combinations, with different implications for the decisions that you are making. Demonstrated in grey on the Map of Card Routes (page 263) are the cards at which decisions occur in relation to stories that happen in almost all routes; these do not necessarily immediately alter the direction generally of your story pathway, but will have implications for the stories on later cards. There are 416 cards in total – with a significant number sharing similar segments of story occurring in different routes – but the structure of the relationship between these cards overall, the different implications for the numbers of workers, and the amount of money you have at any given point, means that there are more than 100,000,00 mathematically different routes through the game.


Despite mimicking a game, the atmosphere at a performance of World Factory was only tacitly competitive – at no point were the ‘factories’ in actual competition with one another. However, the effect of modelling the factory system, with 16 separate routes being taken through the World Factory cards in every performance, was to simulate a feeling of needing to fight to survive. Decision-making was also driven by an increasing sense of time pressure, partly generated by the show’s immersive, multi-sensory design, and partly by the attitudes of the dealers. The slogans interspersed between the cards are a selection of those used by the dealers in conversation with their factories. Indeed, at the time of writing, no factory in the performance has ever gone ‘bankrupt’, although this possibility is built into the way the card system works in performance, demonstrating perhaps the power of survivalism.


Once the hour of playing the game was over, the performance offered back to its the audience the aggregate of their decisions in the form of data, displayed on vast graphs. Entitled ‘The Reckoning’, this theatrical finale was played out as a merging of game-show, award-ceremony, and political-news broadcasting – and it was performed with presentational ﬂair, mixed with some ambivalence, by the performers/dealers. The script for this section of the performance is reproduced here (pages 285–302); although the data was different every night, here we include as an example the data from one night’s performance, 6 June 2015 at the Young Vic. As a finale, at the end of every performance, each member of the audience received a printed till-roll receipt. This snake-like curl of paper – sometimes as much as a metre long – showed every decision their factory had made that night, and also gave links to the real-world situations on which the stories were based.
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