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hope in the sweatshops of buenos aires
by matías dewey, katherine walker, and sarah pabst

We went into La Salada, Latin America’s largest marketplace for low-cost garments, with a clear idea of what the word 

“sweatshop” meant: deplorable working conditions, long hours, low pay, no benefi ts or job security. A desperate and 

dangerous way to get by. And it does mean that—the workers we interviewed and photographed (research supported 

by the Max Planck Institute for the Study of Societies) told us again and again about 16-hour days and 6-day weeks. The 

newspapers told us about fatal accidents, about sweatshops engulfed in fl ames. Yet the thousands of entrepreneurs, 

stallholders, and buyers who fl ock to Buenos Aires and think of La Salada as the “center of the world” were somehow 

possessed of an incredible, unfl agging energy. We couldn’t work out where it came from.

Tony, a former member of the Argentine secret service and now one of the marketplace’s security managers, revealed 

its source when we asked him about the future of La Salada. His face lit up. La Salada might be a collection of basic 

industrial sheds and an open-air street market  now, but one day it would have fi ve fl oors. Its escalators, he continued, 

would look like those in the shopping malls of the rich, and La Salada would be an example of success for the whole 

country. La Salada’s frenetic activity was driven, it turned out, by hope. Tony was following the American Dream like 

anyone else—it just happened that his dream would be built through an informal and illegal market.

La Salada was also, we learned, the center of Pablo’s world. The son of Bolivian immigrants, he helps run the family 

clothing business, renting a stall at La Salada three days a week and spending another three days cutting and sewing 

in the sweatshop he runs from the family’s rented home. We spent several months getting to know Pablo before he 

allowed us to visit his workshop. Even then, we had to prove ourselves by completing a wild-goose chase around the 

city—we would be given an address, a taxi driver would raise his eyebrows and warn us to hide our jewelry, and then 

we would fi nd out that we had been sent to a dead end. Eventually, satisfi ed that we were neither cops nor looking 

to tip off his rivals, Pablo gave us his real address. 

The workshop turned out to be surprisingly well equipped, with several industrial sewing machines and modern 

workbenches laid out with neatly organized threads, scissors, and needles. Racks of clothing patterns hung along the 

peeling, damp-stained walls, and an old TV set displayed American cartoons dubbed in Spanish. Here, Pablo and his 

parents and siblings design their latest products, cut the patterns and fabric, and sew on the all-important counterfeit 

brand logos that their customers demand. Pablo describes himself as a slave to the market, a slave to the never-ending 

routine of selling, sewing, and coordinating with other sweatshops. But he is driven to wake each morning at 6am, 

sometimes having only fi nished selling at 1am, by the thought that one day his family might buy their own home. By 

selling counterfeit clothing manufactured in this illegal sweatshop, Pablo hopes to gain access to material wealth and 

social recognition. 

This story is common: there are around 31,000 small home-sweatshops spread throughout Buenos Aires prov-

ince. Some 8,000 entrepreneurs regularly rent a market stall at La Salada, a vast 18-hectare site in a crime-ridden 
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neighborhood just beyond the Buenos Aires city limits. The marketplace rose from the ashes of Argentina’s garment 

industry, which had suffered an almost total collapse following radical transformations in the 1980s, when innovations 

in communications and technology, commercial agreements and neoliberal policies, migration flows, and cheaper 

transport decimated the sector and left thousands unemployed. 

La Salada emerged as a beacon of hope for former garment workers. Today, it is Argentina’s foremost supply center 

for sweatshop-produced and counterfeit garments, the first link in a supply chain connecting producers like Pablo with 

buyers who travel hundreds of miles to purchase jeans and jackets, shoes and socks, and aprons and towels for resale in 

hundreds of towns and cities throughout Argentina and neighboring countries. The shopping malls that Tony is so keen 

to emulate have pushed clothing prices beyond what many Argentines can afford: La Salada offers hope to them, too.

Learn more at www.lasaladaproject.com

Matías Dewey is a senior sociologist at the Max Planck Institute for the Study of Societies. He conducts ethnography in informal and illegal economies. Katherine Walker 

is a writer, editor, and translator at the Max Planck Institute for the Study of Societies and the University of Cologne, Germany. Sarah Pabst is a renowned documentary 

photographer interested in women and identity topics. 

La Salada marketplace is open three times per week. The products sold here are made in local sweatshops, often by the stallholders 
themselves. 
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La Salada security manager Tony (center, in jeans and a black hat) liaises with a private security guard. 
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Running a sweatshop and market stall is commonly a family affair. Many immigrants—mostly Bolivian—arrive in Buenos Aires to 
work for a relative. Some have their passports confiscated until they can pay off the cost of their passage. 
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Buyers look for the best deals, buying wholesale and reselling their purchases in towns and cities throughout Argentina and 
 neighboring countries.
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A “carrero” among the carts he uses to transport bags of garments. Each bag can weigh up to 50kg. Despite occupying the lowest 
rung of La Salada’s hierarchy, the job is much coveted among young men, for whom there are few other employment prospects.
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Above: Amenities in the street markets are limited to a couple of bare bulbs and sometimes a tarpaulin roof. In winter, 
when temperatures can drop below freezing, running a stall becomes even more physically demanding. 

Below: Up to 200 long-distance buses arrive at La Salada on market days. Even factoring in the cost of transport, 
sweatshop-produced garments at La Salada still work out cheaper than their legally produced counterparts.
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Above: When the market closes, stallholders pack up and transport their products to nearby storage facilities. The demand 
for storage has caused a huge spike in local property prices.

Below: La Salada marketplace generally opens at 10pm. Stallholders show remarkable discipline in working long days in 
their sweatshops and long nights at their stalls.




