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-Transnational Assembly Work:

Vietnamese American Electronic
and Vietnamese Garment Workers

Trén Ngoc Angie

What does it mean for Vietnamese Americans to work at home
in the high-tech electronic industry? To what extent are the sweat-
shop conditions in electronic home-working in San Jose, dubbed
the Silicon Valley, shared with the oft-cited garment indusiry in
Viet Nam? To what extent do female and male workers have
different “expected” roles to fulfill in each industry, and how do
they get paid for doing the same tasks/jobs? What factors lead
to their participation in electronic home-working? The focus of
this article is on assembly home-working, part of the temporary
work force of the electronic industry in San Jose, California, in
comparison with the garment industry in Viet Nam. This article
identifies transnational connections in assembly work, pay, and
gender expectations of these two industries.!

While the electronic and garment industries are very differ-
ent in terms of capital and skills intensity, they share similarities
in global production, pay structure, gender expectations, division of
labor, and working conditions. First, the multi-level subcontracting
structure of the garment industry also prevails in the high-tech elec-
tronic industry. There are manual stages, which lead to low-waged
workers working at home to fuse components on electronic boards,
as well as to repair and modify older boards. These low-tech and
manual tasks occur at home alongside the highly automated as-
sembly work on the job floor in companies. Second, unequal
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power relations between workers and employers are similar in both
industries when work js done at home under the prevailing piece-
rate remuneration system. However, in factories electronic work-
ers earn hourly rates compared to piece-rates in Vietnamese gar-
ment factories. Third, this global production system subversively
prevents the implernentation of labor policies to protect workers'
rights in both industries. The existing U.S, Department of La-
bor and Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) in
2002 has devoted much more attention to the well-publicized
home-working in the U.S. garment industry, while giving inad-
equate attention to electronic home-workers for basic labor pro-
tection on pay, health standards, and many severe toxic-related
conseguences. ’

The issue of gender deserves special attention, especiaily in
labor-intensive industries such as the garment industry and the
assembly stage of the electronic industry, Many workers and em-
ployers, both male and female, share deeply ingrained patriarchal,
socially constructed expectations of gender roles in both industries.
These gender expectations result in gendered division of labor and
income gaps between female and male workers. Moreover, im-
pacts of multi-level subcontracting on working conditions and
health of workers in these two industries turn out to be rather simi-
lar upon closer examination. In both industries women workers
tend to suffer more since they bear the double burden of child-
bearing and rearing. This is especially acute when they convert
their homes to work sites for assembly work in the electronic
industry in Silicon Valley. Pregnant workers are especially ad-
versely affected by working in close proximity with flux and
other toxic chemicals.

Finally, preliminary analysis on home-working in the elec-
tronic industry in San Jose sheds light on transnational activities
of the Vietnamese American community there. Reasons for their
participation in home-working are complex and result in the weak-
ening of their bargaining positions with subcontractors and em-
ployers. Major reasons include the desire to maintain close (fi-
nancial, emotional) ties with their loved ones still in Viet Nam,
the need to supplement their income to pay the high rent (some-
times having to work two jobs: factory during the day and home-
assembly in the evening), and the last resort for people who are
categorized into marginalized groups.

Methodology

I synthesized narrative analysis with print sources to bring out the
meaning and nuances from workers' own voices. For the garment
industry, I conducted in-depth interviews with garment workers
and employers during my fieldwork in Viet Nam between 1997
and 20002 For the electronic industry, in 2001 I conducted both
face-to-face and phone interviews with seven Vietnamese Ameri-
can electronic workers in San Jose. This small sample attempts
to bring out gender, skill, and intergenerational differences: four
females (three assemblers and one technician), and three males
(one assembler, one technician, and one engineer). Their ages
ranged from late twenties to early fifties. To protect their con-
fidentiality, all of the names mentioned herein are pseudonyms.
All three female assemblers did not have advanced vocational
training and worked on the assembly lines. Ms. An loaded capaci-
tors onto PC boards; Ms. Binh fused electronic components onto
the boards; and Ms. Duong did touch-up work such as re-fusing
PC boards on which lead was not melted completely. They all
have children: Ms. An, a fifty-three-year-old mother of five chil-
dren; Ms. Binh, an early thirties-year-old mother of a six-month-
old baby; and Ms, Duong, a thirty-eight-year-old mother of two
sons. :
The four skilled wotkers {one female, three males) started off
as assemblers, then obtained advanced vocational training and
engineering degreées and moved up the career ladder, Ms. Chau
and Mr. Huynh were electronic technicians; Mr. Dinh was an
electronic engineer; and Mr, Khanh was a machine shop techni-
cian.®> Ms. Chau graduated from a private vocational college in
San Jose in July 2000 and works at a San Jose company which
builds wafer-cutting machines. Being the only woman in this
higher-skilled group, Ms. Chau is the epitome of an indepen-
dent woman with a cell phone always in hand and a brand-new
luxurious sedan. Mr. Huynh first worked as an assembler when
he arrived in the U.S. in 1991, then moved up to being a techni-

cian in computer testing for three San Jose computer companies

between 1994 and 2000, before moving to his high-paying job
making network components and wireless links. Mr. Dinh started
off with an assembly job for six months in 1994, obtained his tech-
nician degree in 1996, and then an engineering degree from San
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Jose State University in 1997; he was promoted to a supervisory
position in 2000. M. Khanh worked as a cable assembler in 4
company during the day and assembled at home in the evenings
when he first arrived in the U.S. in 1995; at the time of the in-
terview, he was a technician in a machine shop company during
the day and a silversmith assistant in the evening.

Global Subcontracting and Income Distribution X

The multilevel subcontracting for global production and its as-
sociated piece-rate remuneration system has a similar impact on
the Vietnamese garment industry and electronic home-working
in the Silicon Valley.* This system creates unequal power rela-
tions between workers and owners, by providing flexibility for
subcontractors and owners while requiring workers to bear the
burdens of production fluctuations and the loss of control over
their own labor. Assembly workers in both industries learn and
practice to assemble products in their own time, and they often
work overnight to finish rush jobs for timely deliveries without
overtime pay. But there are more health risks in the electronic
industry: home-workers liberally absorb all the fumes and toxic
materials, as well as job-related accidents in their homes.

Unequal power relationships characterize this process: for-
eign corporations with their finance capabilities and technical ex-
pertise determine how resources are allocated and final products
distributed. The resuiting income distribution between workers
and owners is grossly unequal in each industry in which employers
maximize profits by cutting labor costs, and in electronic home-
working, not always paying the minimum wage, and no overtime
pay, health insurance, and other benefits to home workers.

The Garment Industry

The concept of triangle manufacturing provides a static analyti-
cal framework to explain the resulting division of labor and the
power relationships between the key actors in the garment indus-
try.® But it does not explain the dynamic changes in the roles of
these main players and offers no gender analysis. The three main
actors forming the triangle manufacturing static model include the
Vietnamese garment producers and workers, the middlemen, and
the corporate buyers. I found, however, that the triangle model has
become flattened over time as more foreign firms deal directly with

Vietnamese producers fo cut out middlemen’s costs. The East
Asian middlemen also have increasingly become corporate buy-
ers themselves and placed their own orders directly with Vietnam-
ese firms to capture even higher value-added, defined as income or
profits accumulated at each stage of production. Many East and
Southeast Astan firms even set up factories (fiber, fabrics, ac-
cessories, etc.) in Viet Nam to take advantage of cheap labor and
other Viet Nam state incentive programs directly, These direct
working relationships developed as Viet Nam has further integrated
into the global capitalist economy since the late 1980s.

Over 80 percent of workers (of about half a million) who as-
semble garment products for the world market are women. Most
corporate buyers come from developed countries such as the EUJ,
Japan, Canada, Norway, and the U.S. They either set up offshore
production networks in developing countries directly (many have
buying offices/headquarters in Hong Kong and Taiwan such as
The Gap and Liz Claiborne), or place their orders via middlemen.
Most middlemen are from East Asian Newly-Industrializing-Coun-
tries (NICs)—such as Taiwan, South Korea, Hong Kong, and
Singapore--who assure competitive inputs pricing, quality and
delivery schedules, as well managing the production process and
quality control. For instance, huge mass-merchandise stores such
as JC Penney, K-Mart, Target, and Wal-Mart place orders with
some contract manufacturers who subcontract to East Asian
middlemen from South Korea, Taiwan, or Singapore, who then
supply fabrics, clothing patterns (based on those foreign corpo-
rate buyers’ designs), and other accessories to the Vietnamese
garment (state or private) factories,

But the story does not end there as work orders are subcon-
tracted to Vietnamese workers at many levels based on this logic:
the more rushed the delivery date, the more levels of subcontract-
ing. When large state firms cannot produce all garment orders
“in house,” they subcontract the remaining to local state firms
(most often smaller) or to private firms. Depending on the ur-
gency of the delivery dates, smaller firms, in turn, either fulfill
the contracts themselves or further subcontract out simpler as-
sembly tasks to household units. Most of these networks are small
and involve mostly women working on their own sewing machines
at home, During my fieldwork, I found these households in the
suburbs of Ha Noi and other provinces throughout Viet Nam,

MO AIGLUSSSY [BUOBUSUR!



X VI

4 e At WAL LA

Assembly lina in a non-state garment firm in Nam Dinh, North Vist Nam.
Photagraph by Trdn Ngoc Angle, 2002

Most Vietnamese garment workers earned about 2 percent
of the total retail price of a garment product; East Asian middle-
men garnered 16 percent for inputs, accessories, and manage-
ment; and foreign corporate buyers reaped the remaining lion
share of 80 percent for designs, marketing, retail mark-up, etc.§
On average workers earned about $1 per day for a job that did
not even guarantee full-time employment throughout the year.

The Electronic industry

Similar to the garment industry, multi-level subcontracting also
characterizes the production structure of the high-tech electronic
industry. At the low-tech end of this high-tech industry, piecework
continues to take place mostly within a close-knit, word-of-mouth
community in the same manner as the age-old putting-out system.
While most designs in the electronic industry and other upstream
stages of production (such as R & D) are performed in the labo-
ratory or on the factory floor, there remain manual stages involving
placement and soldering of various components on new boards and
repairing or modifying older boards, often performed at home.
The age-old putting out system is alive and well in the U.S.

where subcontractors drive their trucks or cars to drop off elec-
tronic components or unfinished computer printed circuit boards to
be assembled and fused by home-workers. They then pick up the
finished products several days later, or in rush cases, the follow-
ing moming before they head to their day jobs.” Most products as-
sembled by home-working activities in San Jose are for the higher-
end U.S. market, whereas products for the world market are as-
sembled in developing countries such as China and the Philippines
whose workers receive even lower wages. Higher skilled and
higher-paid tasks such as R & D design and quality control con-
tinue to be done in the U.S.%

There are at least four levels of employment above the elec-
tronic home-workers who are employed at the low-tech end of
this high-tech industry. At the highest level are the huge com-
puter and server giants such as IBM, Hewlett-Packard Co., Sun
Micro-systems Inc., and Cisco Systems Inc. The second level in-
cludes dozens of local electronic contract manufacturers from small
firms like Compass to multibillion-dollar giants such as Solectron
Corporation.’ The third level includes assembly houses such as
Top Line, one of a few factories owned by Vietnamese Americans
who build parts and systemns for the second- and/for first-tier com-
panies, There are several hundred assembly houses in the Sili-
con Valley, the largest concentration in the U.S., occupying a
critical niche in the high-tech industry, However, it is virtually im-
possible to estimate the exact number of people involved in home-
working since they are scattered, working independently in their
homes and reluctant to talk.!® (More explanation in “Why Home-
Working” section.)

Finally, the fourth level consists of subcontractors or work-
ers working in those third-tier companies who receive orders, de-
liver components to home-workers, and then collect these com-
pleted printed circuit boards the following morning or several
days later. Mr, Khanh confirmed this multi-level siructure:

My sister used to bring home cables and connectors from a Viet-
namese cables company in San Jose where she works during the
day. I also worked there before I switched to a machine shop
position. Then at night I attached those connectors to cables with
pliers. These finished cables are used in computers and in elec-
tronic equipment. I saw that there are many levels in this produc-
tion process: the Viefnamese company received orders from big-
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ger companies such as CISCO, which in twn received contracts
from yet bigger companies.

Many worked during the day and overnight to finish urgent loads
for delivery in the following moming. Mr. Khanh said:

When there were rush jobs, I stayed up Iate until three a.m. to finish
the loads. Of course, there is no overtime pay, just piece rates from
twenty to eighty cents per cable. On average, it took me two to
three minutes to complete one cable, so I eamed about $20-30 for
four hours, which was about $5.00 to $6.00 per hour.

Large income disparity is one of the key characteristics of
Silicon Valley, According to 1996 statistics, almost a third of Sili-
con Valley’s workforce earned less than $15,000 per year. In
other words, the bottom 20} percent eamed only 3.6 percent of the
area’s total income.!! Also while white men dominate the cor-
porate boards in Silicon Valley,'? workers, especially women, held
a disproportionate share of unskilled and low-wage jobs: be-
tween 75 percent and 95 percent of the assembly jobs were done
by women who immigrated from developing countries.!?

Piece-rates are compressed as one moves down the subcon-
tracting ladder. Home-workers at the bottom of the ladder re-
cejve the lowest rates since the assembly houses (the immediate
ievel above the workers) themselves receive these orders at very
low piece-rates so they end up not paying overtime, health in-
surance, and other benefits to home-workers, Statistics in 1999
showed that with piece-rates as low as a one to twenty-five cents
per piece, the equivalent hourly rates ranged from $2.50 to $5.00
per hour, less than California minimum wage rate of $6.25 per
hour (as of 2002).!% Interestingly, as a share of retail price, elec-
tronic home-workers earned almost as low as garment workers
in Viet Nam: 4.25 percent of the retail price (or $4.25 per board),
for building tiny boards to go inside a trackball (a standard per-
sonal computer accessory) sold at local electronic stores for about

$100.13

Forms of Controk:

Speed, Piece-Rates, and Job Insecurity

Within the structure of global production, speed of the assembly
line, low piece-rates and group pressure play a vital role in mini-
mizing costs and maximizing efficiency benefiting the employ-

ers at the expense of workers in both industries. Minimum daily
quotas are either stated explicitly on signage in Vietnamese gar-
ment factories or enforced by group pressure on the assembly line.
On the other hand, the speed of the assembly line in the electronic
industry and group pressure determines the minimum productivity
that assemblers are expected to perform per minute. The implicit
implication is that when things go wrong on the assembly line,
workers assume that it is their mistake (hence bearing the bur-
den to rectify it), not the production error.

Under group pressure to deliver the company’s productivity
and/or production quotas, most workers unconsciously intemnal-
ize such perception. Ms. An, paid by the hour on the shop
floor, had to attach capacitors onto the PC boards, and was ex-
pected to attach eight to nine capacitors onto the board per minute.
Ms. An said: “If I mis-aligned them or missed the ninth capaci-
tor since the assembly line moved continuously, then the other
workers down the line must correct my mistake by re-aligning
these capacitors or adding the one that I missed.” The implicit
group pressure to fulfill group productivity goals directly affects
her performance. While there is no overt penalty against her when
she makes a mistake on the line, she is obliged to perform her
tasks correctly and swiftly since “her mistakes” could result in
a lower number of completed boards and negatively affect the
whole group productivity.

The control with piece-rates is more insidious and less
costly for the employers, as it requires minimal supervision. It
forces workers to increase speed and flexibility—two critical
conditions for rush job orders—which become more acute with
the Internet popularity in the electronic industry and the constant
fashion changes in the garment industry. Workers only get paid
after their completed pieces of products (be they electronic boards
or shirts) are checked and approved by the quality-control line lead-
ers and managers.' With very low piece-rates, workers often ex-
ploit themselves to assemble as many pieces as humanly possible
to make ends meet,

Job insecurity, another facet of unequal power relations be-
tween workers and management in global production, perpetu-
ates docility and flexibility. Furthermore, it weakens labor soli-
darity as workers are pitted amongst themselves for jobs. The
mobility of capital vis-a-vis the relative immobility of labor cre-
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ates a credible threat to workers, very similar 1o the insecurity
of Vietnamese garment workers. Electronic workers in Califor-
nia have a constant fear of losing their jobs, especially when there
is an omnipresent and credible threat of plants being relocated
to across-the-border Mexican export processing zones with cheaper
labor and non-stringent labor and environmental laws.

Ms. An said that all workers in her workplace received a
letter from the management in February 2001 which simply in-
formed them that there will be another wave of-layoffs in June
2001 and that there might be a possibility that some workers will
be transferred to different buildings or functions of that com-
pany. The letter did not indicate who would be on the “chopping
board.” However, she said, “Rumors have it that they will relo-
cate this assembly line to Mexico to save labor costs.” No doubt
this management practice aimed at preventing the moral hazard,
which refers to the potentially destructive and damaging behav-
iors of disgruntled laid-off workers (to the company operations), if
firm owners were to announce in advance who will be laid off.
From the workers’ perspective, this uncertainty leaves them with
very few chances to change jobs (at least in the short term); most
worked in anticipation of losing their jobs. Ms. Chau echoed
this fear: “One often finds out that s/he no longer has a job in a
matter of one morning, with a pink slip given in the afternoon.
There is absolutely no advanced notice to workers,” Efforts to
find similar jobs in other companies have been challenging, es-
pecially during the difficult time of the high-tech industries (at
the time of writing, 2002).

This constant fear of losing one’s job, more pronounced during
the economic downturn, led to competition among the workers
themselves in order to survive the then imminent waves of lay-
offs. Ms. Chau expressed her disdain for these degrading brib-
ery practices:

Many assernblers tried to please their supervisors by buying them
gifts and/or meals so they would be spared during lay-off periods,
It happened in my previous job in which many workers wanted
me to contribute money to buy lunches and gifts for our immedi-
ate boss; their intention was to gain some favors from the bosses
so they won’t be on the list of the next wave of layoffs. But I refused
to participate in this corruptive process since I believe it is one’s
own skills that matter, not personal connections with the bosses.
As a result, this made me a very unpopular person!

Labor Poiic&es; Work Conditlons and Heaith

Job insecurity contributes to workers’ “willingness” to endure sub-
standard working conditions and the loss of control over their
own labor. First, let us examine how labor policies are mitigated in
the garment industry and are full of loopholes in the electronic in-
dustry. The need to atiract foreign investment in the garment in-
dustry (leading to job creation) results in contradictions between
export-oriented policies (promoting cheap, compliant and docile la-
bor) and the implementation of labor policies (intending to pro-
tect workers’ rights).'”” Vietnamese labor laws are quite progres-
sive with stipulations on behalf of women workers; in reality, how-
ever, due to very low piece-rates, garment workers tend to exploit
themselves by skipping their entitled breaks (which are no longer
paid under piece-rate system) to assemble as many pieces as pos-
sible to make a living.!® Between a rock and a hard place, Viet-
namese workers have very few choices: either being underem-
ployed in the countryside between harvests, or doing subcontract-
ing jobs for non-livable wages.

In the electronic industry piecework is not illegal per se.
However, it must be subjected to labor laws on minimum wage,
overtime pay, child labor, and basic working conditions.!? Elec-
tronic home-workers must be paid the federal minimum wage
rate {which was $5.50 per hour in 2002) regardless of whether
the worker is being paid by the hour, by the piece, by the job, or
any other basis. The U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) also recog-
nizes that many states have different minimum wage laws and
that the employee is entitled to the higher of the two minimum
wages.2® Since California’s minimum wage rate was $6.25 per
hour in 2002, home-workers in California should have received this
amount.?! Moreover, according to Michael Mason, chief counsel
for the enforcement arm of the state’s OSHA program, “If work
is taking place at the kitchen table then the kitchen table becomes
that part of the house subject to the OSHA Act.”

Electronic corporations and subcontractors tend to benefit
from the loopholes in the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) on
home-workers. First, as of 2002, electronic industry is still nos
one of the seven industries that require employers’ certification
from the Department’s Wage and Hour Division for home-work-
ing.2? This certification would have forced the corporations to
recognize and provide home-workers with the basic labor rights
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such as minimum wage, child labor, overtime, and hazard pay.
Moreover, the high level of lead contained in these electronic
activities is not monitored since OSHA does not recognize lead
as a toxic substance in electronic home-working.”® Hence, it is
difficult for federal agencies to monitor and implement the U.S.
labor laws when they overlook electronic home-working activ~
ity. Second, other loopholes pertain to the very nature of home-
working: underestimating the work of extended family members,
especially children and grandparents. One of the main reasons
companies subcontract work to friends and relatives of their em-
ployees is to circumvent the U.S. labor laws which outlaw them

to pay hourly rates to their employees at work and then pay them

piece-rates for after-hours work at home, Moreover, there is no
legal recognition of grandparents, children, and spouses who work
alongside with other extended family members (including the
factory employees) to finish {oads for rush orders but do not get
paid individually,

Exposing those illegal labor practices does bear some fruit,
but without addressing the deeply rooted unequal power relations
between workers and employers, these practices will continue to
stay, The 1980 State investigation of home-working in San Jose
came to a halt within two weeks when members of the business
community met with State Labor officials and local politicians
and asked that they be allowed to police themselves, This com-
promise on the part of local officials aliowed haphazard home-
working practices to continue in full force. Nevertheless, the 1999
San Jose Mercury News series exposed and helped push these cor-
porations to be more cautious of these labor malpractices, While
this series of articles triggered a joint state and federal investi-
gation, which exposed a dozen Silicon Valley manufacturers who
used piecework arrangements in a haphazard manner, it is unlikely
that the enforcement is systematic and effective enough to pro-
tect workers.?* ‘

Garment workers in Viet Nam exploited themselves by work-
ing long hours and skipping breaks because the faster one as-
sembles, the more one makes. Such third-world working condi-
tions do exist here in our own “backyards™: in garment sweatshops
in big U.S. cities and in people’s homes assembling and solder-
ing tiny lead wires, strip cables, and loading transistors onto com-
puter printed circuit boards for a penny per component to twenty-

five cents per board,

There are a lot of health problems related to “sweatshop™ con-
ditions in both industries. Garment workers in Viet Nam, mostly
women, have lower back and breathing problems due to daily in-
haling of lint and dust, eye and gynecological problems for sitting
long periods of time in one place on the assembly line or at home
under humid and-unventilated conditions to assemble garment
products for the global market.?> In the electronic industry, since
home-working is neither adequately recognized nor protected in
both U.S. DOL and OSHA stipulations, most U.S. companies and
subcontractors do not have to pay attention to the home-working
conditions, Female electronic assemblers tend to suffer more than
men by working in close proximity with flux, lead, and other toxic
chemicals, especially when they are pregnant.?® While those haz-
ardous industrial materials are monitored on the factory floor
through the installation of eye-washing and hand-washing stations,
such basic accommodations do not exist in these workers’ homes
where people work on kitchen tables, garage benches, living
rooms, and sometimes even in their bathrooms. They inhale toxic
acid-based flux, lead, and other harmful chemicals while bond-
ing various components to printed circuit boards, and receive less
than minimum wage and no health insurance, sick leave, vaca-
tion pay or other benefits. Many have suffered eye, back, and
respiratory illnesses.??

Even assemblers doing the fusing jobs in factories do not al-
ways have adequate protection. Ms. Binh, who works on the as-
sembly line at FLEX-Electronics International to fuge various “pas-
sive electronic components” onto PC boards, was still learning
on-the-job (she showed me a detailed list of these electronic com-
ponents, including transistors, capacitors, resistors, wires, cables,
connectors and switches). The working conditions for fusing these
components are rather primitive: the employers install table fansin
front of the fusing tables to vent these toxic chemicals and flux,
But even with this inadequate ventilation method, not all tables
have fans! Ms. Duong echoed similar working conditions: “There
is only one fan for ventilation in front of each table. We have no
protective gag (khau trang) nor any other type of protection. So
while fusing, I did smell the lead and flux, but thus far T had no
headache.”?®
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Gender Expectatlons and Dlvision of Labor

Many workers (both male and female) share deeply ingrained
patriarchal, socially constructed expectations of “proper” gender
roles in both industries. These gender expectations result in
gendered division of labor and income gaps between female and
male workers. Ultimately, these gender expectations benefit em-
ployers (foreign buyers and subcontractors) by providing them a
flexible and docile workforce.

In the garment industry female workers are expected to per-
form their work with docility, dexterity, passivity, and flexibil-
ity on the shop floor in order to increase productivity for global
capitalist production. Most male garment workers, on the other
hand, are recruited and trained for higher skilled, higher paid tasks
and more opportunities for further career advancement (although
there are male workers working alongside female workers at the
lowest level of the subcontracting ladder).?? Women workers
receive less for doing the same jobs as men. On national average,
low-skilled female workers in the Vietnamese garment industry
earn only 92 percent of a male worker doing the same job (about
$33/month versus $36/month).3®

Similarly, in the electronic industry, most male and female
workers perpetuate these deeply internalized gender expectations.
Most male electronic workers are employed in more technical and
higher skilled positions, whereas female workers dominate the as-
sembly lines. According to my interviewees, most assemblers are
women, while over 90 percent of technicians, engineers, and high-
ranking managers are men.*! Except for Ms. Chau, all three other
female workers have lower skills and earn less than their male
counterparts. Ms, Chau, clearly a success story, advanced from
being a home-worker to an assembler, and at the time of the inter-
view, to a technician working in a company making wafer-cutting
machines. She made about $40,000 annually, Her current job is
demanding in terms of technical skills and at times physical labor.

She works in a small group of skilled workers who build and test
very expensive and high-precision machines, which cut silicon
wafers (with semiconductor layout being etched onto its surface
using photolithographic techniques) into electronic chips. Her
daily routine deals with machinery and tools, which can be heavy.
However, she did mention that there were useful tools, such as
wheels and lifts, to assist her physically if she has to work with

a machine component weighing over seventy pounds, She added
that these tasks are amenable even to her diminutive physical frame
(she is about four feet tall).

Many workers {(male and female) expected that ma.ie work-
ers are more technically competent. When I asked Ms. Binh about
the names and functions of various “passive” electronic compo-
nents pertaining to her assembling job, she immediately refefred
me to Mr. Dinh, her younger brother, who then provid.ed me with a
comprehensive explanation about the different functions of “pfzsw
sive components” (such as capacitors and transistors), and “active
components” (such as integrated circuits anc% read'—oniy memory
chips). The same scenario happened when 1 mtervxewe'd Ms. An;
her overly eager husband sitting next to her constantE'y :nt.erz;up'ted
her responses to explain the technical aspects of his wife’s job
(he was intending to be helpful). He made constant rema}rks that
his wife did not understand the technical aspects of her job we‘i}
and did not understand or speak adequate English. When this
happened, Ms. An yielded to him.?2 .

Even as progressive as Ms. Chau is, her view on gender differ-

ences demonstrated some ambivalence towards patriarchal gender
expectations. She said: “I observe at the workplace that men are
smarter and more innovative in ways of doing things than women.
Women tend to be more careful and detailed in their work.” But
she ater admitted, “Men have more time to work on these things
when they were young compared to women who must learn dif-
ferent things for the families.” When 1 reminded her of her own
abilities to work in a male-dominated line of work and ber ad-
mirable process of career advancement in the last several years, stze
asserted, “Women could also do these high skilled men’s jobs, if
they took the opportunities and worked hard.”

Why Home-working in the Electronic Industry?

Many Vietnamese Americans desire to reestablish their E‘ives in
the U.S. (the host country), and to maintain close financial and
emotional ties with their loved ones still in Viet Nam (the home
country). One can argue that this is a form of a diaspora with the
consciousness or the need to connect themselves with others who
share the same “routes” and “roots.”® Since most electronic
home-workers need to earn extra income to pay high rent, mort-
gage, and/or to send money to relatives in Viet Nam, they are
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“willing” to endure the hardships even with some inevitable health
risks. Additionally, many lack vital language skills to understand
in-depth U.S. labor laws on workers’ rights, compensation, and
protection. Obviously, they are in a very weak bargaining posi-
tion vis-a-vis the employers (similar to the Vietnamese garment
industry). Moreover, the interviewees shed light on ways in which
people are put into various marginalized categories, which pro-
pel them to take these jobs with associated risks. But first, let
us elaborate on more obvious reasons: sending money to Viet Nam
and reaching for the American dream: being homeowners.

The Housing lssue

Many workers/assemblers face an uphill battle on saving up to
buy their own homes as housing prices in San Jose have risen to
levels they can hardly afford. This also affects civil servants such
as teachers, police officers, fire fighters, and librarians. According
to the 2000 Census statistics for Santa Clara county, only 30 per-
cent of Californians can afford the median price of a home in their
local areas (the nationwide figure stood at 52 percent), and San
Jose has the highest median house prices in the U.S.3¢ The 2000
Census statistics show that for renters, almost 40 percent of house-
holds must allocate over 30 percent of their household income to
pay the rent.33 For homeowners, excepi for households with in-
come above $50,000, over 40 percent of homeowners must set
aside 35 percent or more of their household incomes to pay month-
ly owner costs.?

The very high rent and/or mortgage costs in San Jose neces-
sitate the pooling of resources or even working two jobs. Ms.
An, with five grown-up and financially independent children and a
husband who works as an insurance agent, uses her meager in-
come to pay for her own needs and help pay rent. They rent a
four-bedroom house for $2000 per month in a middle-income
neighborhood near Milpitas, which is only about seven miles
away from her workplace,>” Her situation does not necessitate
sending much money home, but her meager wage surely helps
with the rent: “I rarely send money to Viet Nam since all of my
children are here. 1 make money mainly for my petty cash and
to help with the rent.”

Pooling in resources and even working two jobs are strate-
gies to survive, especially for those having to do both: pay the

rent and send money to their loved ones in Viet Nam. The three
brother and sisters—Ms, Chau, Ms, Binh and Mr, Dinh—stayed
together in a two-bedroom apartment for $1,300 per month (at
the time of the interview in 2001) to save money. They contin-
ued fo send money home to their brother and his family in Quy
Nhon, a coastal province in south-central Viet Nam with the fishing
industry as one of the most important means of earning a living.
The three adults and a baby lived simply in a very small place
with the living room serving several purposes: office space with a
computer and a desk, entertainment (a TV was playing at full blast
while we talked), and nursing the baby (who was sound asleep in
her crib during the interview)., The other two married men, Mr.
Huynh and Mr. Khanh, did not have much money left after con-
tributing to the monthly mortgage and rent (respectively), basic
necessities, and sending money home for their families in Viet
Nam. Mr. Khanh had always been working two jobs (day and
night) to send money home for his wife and other siblings still
in Viet Nam (at the time of the interview). He shared his feel-
ings: “We have been married for four years now, and I'm try-
ing to sponsor her here. We have not had any children yet.”

Marginalized Workers

As revealed in the interviews, people who are put in marginalized
categories took these jobs with a sense of helplessness and lack
of real choices. Ms. Chau shared her concerns about health risks
faced by female home-workers, and the complexities of home-
working from her own experience working in a Chinese American
factory when she first arrived in the U.S.:

Most homne-workers are older people, recently-arrived immigrants,
VISA students or Vietnamese students who are in study-abroad pro-
grams in the U.S,, ex-convicts who cannot get jobs in regular com-
panies, and welfare recipients who want to eam more cash to send
to relatives in Viet Nam. They needed these jobs despite the risks
of inhaling toxic chemicals and flux when fusing electronic com-
ponents onto the boards or assembling cables.

Specifically, laid-off workers faced even more difficult cir-
cumstances when they had to fulfill family obligations in both
home and host countries. Ms, Chau added:

Actually, working at home is a last resort for those people who
can no longer work in the factories such as laid-off workers, By
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doing this assembly work at home, these workers can earn both
layoff benefits and plece-rates. Many of them send money to their
family members whe are still in Viet Nam. But, if given choices,
they would prefer to work in companies with a full benefits pack-
age, inclnding health insurance, holidays, overtime, etc.

However, some workers, especially the elderly ones, did cite
autonomy and independence from direct supervision as reasons
why they engaged in home-working. They seemed to be satis-
fied with their assembly jobs at home without direct supervision,
But the very “flexibility” engendered by home-working fits per-
fectly with the expectation that women should do borh work and
housework. Ms. An, the elder worker, considered home-working
in a rather positive light. She argued that home-workers (mostly
women) chose to work at home so they could have flexible time
{imptying that they can also do their housework), earn additional
money, and not be under direct supervision, She said: “Tt is lucky
to have work orders to complete at home where no one is watching
over your shoulders and you can work at your own pace. But you
must know someone to get these work orders.”

On the other hand, younger workers had greater motivations in
career advancement and transcended home-working jobs after
obtaining further technical and language skills.3® Ms. Chau and
Mr. Khanh began with home-working when they first resettled in
the U.S., but both had moved on and up to higher-paid jobs af-
ter obtaining greater technical and vocational degrees.

Conclusion

Under those forms of control and complex reasons underlying their
participation in home-working, it is not surprising that there are
many challenges to organize electronic workers, The fact that no
evidence of unionization in the electronic industry in the Silicon
Valley, especially the role of Vietnamese Americans in union orga-
nizing, could be found suggests further research on these topics.
However, the general trends of unionization efforts that 1 did find
present a mixed picture. The unionized proportion of labor force in
the U.S. is at an all-time low: only 13.5 percent of the private
non-agricultural workforce. This is a reduction from 35 percent in
the 1950s.3° In California unionization is more developed in the
garment industry, and recently has begun developing in janitorial
and other service industries, but not in other types of manufactur-

ing.#% Los Angeles in particular has been home to vibrant com-
munity and labor coalitions. The Los Angeles strikes created the
momentum for community organizations and unionization in other
parts of California, starting off with an increase in membership
of 74,000 homecare workers in 1999, then the widely successful
janitors’ strike in 2000 which received unprecedented public sup-
port. The momentum then expanded to other immigrant groups,
not just Latinos/as. In the Vietnamese garment industry there is
an increasing conflict of interests faced by the Vietnamese union
representatives whose livelinoods very much depend on incomes
(including salaries and bonuses) paid by their employers. This fi-
nancial dependence weakens their autonomy and effectiveness in
representing workers’ interests.?! There have been an increase in
labor strikes in both private and state garment/textile factories.

This article contributes some interesting findings on two seem-
ingly different industries. When home became a work site for
the global market, assembly home-working conditions in the elec-
tronic industry are strikingly similar to the Vietnamese garment
industry, There is evidence of tacit “willingness™ to work in sweat-
shop conditions in corporate America. But to understand the nu-
ances under such “willingness,” one must understand the global
production structure, as well as its direct and indirect forms of
control. Speed of the assembly line, piece-rates, group pres-
sure, and job insecurity perpetuate the multi-level subcontracting,
prevalent in both the U.S. and Viet Nam. Moreover, patriarchal
gender expectations, the resulting gendered division of labor, and
unequal income distribution found expressions in the beliefs and
practices of both males and females (workers and employers) in
garment and electronic industries.

Focusing on the electronic industry, there are complex reasons
why workers engaged in this kind of labor. The need to support
their families in both home and host countries provides just one
explanation, Further research could focus on: ways in which
people are being put into marginalized categories, and the extent to
which such categorization leads to the perpetuation of home-work-
ing; the extent of unionization efforts of Vietnamese Americans
and forms of resistance against unfair labor practices in this in-
dustry; and intergenerational differences on expectations toward
work, gendered division of labor, and income distribution,

I believe that this comparative research, Jooking at transna-
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tional connections between {he Vietnamese lives in both the U.S.
and Viet Nam, could provide a more comprehensive perspective
and facilitate comparative work on diasporic activities of other
cultural groups in the U.S. Furthermore, this kind of compara-
tive research could contribute to Asian American Studies in gen-
eral, as well as working toward better and more humane working
conditions for workers transnationally.

Notes
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article, and constructive comments from the participants on my presenta-
tion “Gender and Work: Transnational Linkages between Electronic Workers
in San Jose and Garment Workers in Viet Nam,” at the Center for Inter-
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living-wage laws which pay a wage well above the federal nrinimum
wage. Living wage, or wage floor, is defined as the amount needed
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Music Transnational:
Sounds of Home, Resistance and Change

Kisu Linh Caroline Valverde

Viet Kieu! popular music production has evolved in interesting
ways since the arrival of the largest exodus of Vietnamese to the
United States in 1975. Enthusiastic members of the overseas Viet-
namese population have successfully created a global music in-
dustry, Influenced by sentiments of exile and ideologies of anti-
communism, Viet Kien music has a special blend of nostalgia that
appeals not only to members of diasporic communities but also
to residents of Viet Nam. Moreover, Viet Kieu singers are brav-
ing the scrutiny of being labeled communists by the overseas com-
munity to return to adoring fans in Viet Nam.

In this essay I discuss how conditions in Viet Nam and abroad
influenced the production, dissemination, and consumption of con-
temporary popular Vietnamese music. I trace the history of popu-
lar Vietnamese music since 1975 and highlight the voices of musi-
cians, producers, and consumers in the U.S, and Viet Nam. In-
cluded in this analysis are three well-known music production
companies—Paris By Night Thuy Nga Productions (PBN), Trung
Tam Asia, and Kim Loi—and one network of independent Vier
Kieu musicians, B-Flat. Taken together, the companies illustrate
transnational culture flows and forms of collaboration between
Vietnamese American and Vietnamese music makers.

My interests involve understanding the psychological motiva-
tions and sociological processes of those who produce and con-
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