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a translator he told me the whole story of the union. How six people had been killed by the death squads.  He took 

me to the prison where kids of the union leaders were imprisoned just because the union leaders signed a contract.  

These children described to me how they had been tortured.  They had burn marks on their arms still from the 

electroshock treatment.  They would put them in tubs of urine and excrement and hold them under until the point that 

they were almost drowned and then drag them out and give them electroshocks.   

 

All across El Salvador, coffee workers told me that when they were picked up by the military they would be 

stripped naked and the military would hang them from a tree with a metal belt on and apply electroshocks and they 

would fly around in circles, out of control.  They had a special torture: they would put a bag over your head called a 

capucha with lime in it.  The bag would only be over your head for a little while before you passed out.  But because 

of the lime, before you passed out you would see bright flashes of color and then they would pour acid on you to 

wake you up.   

 

By the time I got out of there, and I was only there a very brief period of time, I came right back to my 

apartment and I started to organize from that very second.  I remember getting off the plane and being so tired. But I 

didn’t take a day off or anything. I just sat at my desk and started writing about the experience.  I was really naïve. 
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from Catholic nuns all over the country. We work closely with Rev. Peter Laarman [of Judson Church in lower 

Manhattan]. He is one of our heroes; he is the intellectual. We respect him immensely. 
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They were saying they could handle the rest.  “We can’t get the big guy.”  And, so, they let us out of the factory with 

the film because they were afraid of this guy.   

 

We went back to New York with the film.  We walked 
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don’t see anything written in stone. I think that if this whole movement continues around worker’s rights and a living 

wage and  corporate disclosure, I think we can bring a lot of this stuff up for re-negotiation. 

 

 

 

Q: Are you encouraged by the fact that so many unions and the AFL leadership came out to criticize the  

Nike/Reebok/Liz Claiborne agreement on this and attacked the lack of a living wage? 

 

CK: Yes. Not enough, but they did.  The AFL-CIO under Sweeney, of course, is a different AFL-CIO.  The “New 

Voices” came in.  I’ve said this a bunch of times.  For us it is like night and day.  Years ago, if I went into the AFL-

CIO, they would throw a net over us and put us into the basement somewhere.  I went into the AFL-CIO for the first 

time after Sweeney was elected and did a press conference with him.  In the old days they would have literally locked 

us up.  There is an openness now within the AFL-CIO to work with human rights groups, women’s groups, student’s 

groups.  There is a willingness now that was never there before.  They were inbred.  They were terrified of women’s 

groups, coalitions, things like that.  So I think we are going to see the good stuff happen more frequently but it takes 

a long time to take that union structure and turn it around.  They haven’t been in office that long.  I expect things to 

change considerably. 

 

Q: Last year, the U.S. Congress passed the Bernie Sanders Amendment, banning imports of goods made using 

child labor.  It’s amazing that it only happened a year ago.  Already some unions, like the Teamsters, have 

used that to highlight the alleged use of child labor in some Brazilian juice factories.  The ILO has made the 

campaign against child labor a major issue worldwide.  It really has gotten an extraordinary amount of 

attention lately.   Do you see that and the Sanders Law as very complementary to what you are doing? 

 

CK: Yes, absolutely.  I think Sanders is brilliant.  He is among the top people in Congress that we frequently consult 

with.  We are very interested in what his perspective is.  He has been an enormous help.  He is one of the people that 

you really can call and get good advice on how to move things politically.  What is and what is not possible.  For an 

independent with a so-called small base, he has a great sense of strategy.  Of course he is also a human being and not 
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will be exporting to Haiti. How is someone there -- making $0.28 an hour, raising her children on sugar water 

because she can’t afford to buy milk – how is that person going to be able to buy anything made by the United 

States?  People start putting the whole picture together.  Then we say, in the United States, 10% of the retail price of 

a garment is labor.  The markup in the United States is 100% when it goes from the manufacturer to retail, what 

happens when it goes offshore?  The companies reduce the cost of labor to almost nothing.  From 10% to almost 

4/10 of a percent.  So they wipe out the cost of labor and what happens to the markup?  The markup becomes 600, 

700, 1000%.   

 

I think the most important thing is to write the stuff in a language that real people can understand.  That’s 

why we use a lot of anecdotes and props and things like that.  I believe that people can be brought into the issue.  I 

think they want to be brought into the issue.  I think they want to do the right thing.  No one has ever given them the 

chance before.  No one has gone out there with the material in a way they could understand and understand the 

impact on their own lives.  Therefore, I think that this issue of worker’s rights, as marginalized as it is now, can 

become one of the most important human rights. Because it is not only morally the right thing to do, it is also your 

own job that is at stake. 

 

Q: Do you see much chance that this might emerge as an important issue in the year 2000 elections?  Or do 

you think the politicians have moved away from it now and it is more a matter of the people? 

 

CK: Yes.  I think it is in the hands of a social movement.  The politicians have moved away.  Especially with the 

economy doing relatively well -- not for working people and certainly not people working for Wal-Mart and that sort 

of thing.  Certainly, though, there is this image that the economy is holding down inflation, low unemployment, 

plenty of money is around, average wages have gone up. Of course, the average wage means absolutely nothing, but 

average wages have gone up.  People have been bamboozled and people who have been marginalized from the 

debate have been marginalized in the mainstream media. I think the struggle for the future is really out there, in the 

community.  I’m not so interested in solidarity groups anymore.  Sitting around talking to the converted, talking to 

each other.  I think we need to take the movement right out there.  Right into union locals and synagogues and 

parishes.  Right into high schools, grammar schools and universities.  The most important thing is right in the heart 

of the community and that is where I think this movement can become a national movement.  But we have to get out 

there to talk to real people in real communities.  

____________________ 
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