Miracle Worker or Womanmachine?

Tracking (Trans)national Realities
In Bangladeshi Factories

Bangladesh’s successful entry into the world apparel market has been predicated on the
deployment of a predominantly female industrial labour force. Bangladesh can be seen as a
guintessentially global site — where the language of public discourse is dominated by a
developmentalist vocabulary of civil society — human rights, women’s development,
citizenship. This essay points out that reducing the lives of Bangladeshi garment workers to

a local variation on either the universally subordinated woman or the global worker
exploited by capital obscures the implications of work for these women. Shifting the frame of
analysis to a more experiential level allows us to overcome the more exclusionary aspects of

an ostensibly culture neutral human rights discourse and offers a more complex lens with

which to examine the conditions and contours of resistance.

Dina M Sippigl

These are revolutionary times in the globaprocess that began in the 1980s. Notabluncritically for the most part by people of
economy. The embrace of market-basethe shift to more flexible forms of produc-all political persuasions. Moreover, local
development by many developing andjon at this time corresponded to the changgender politics is at any moment mediated
formerly centrally planned economies, thgng direction of structural and institutionalby global imperatives [Siddigi 1998].
opening ofinternational markets, and grégfatorms advocated by international lend- This essay provides a critical perspec-
adv_anlcesdm'dthe ef‘?se with V‘(’jh'%h goo?jng institutions [Feldman 1992:113]. In-tive on women in the garment industry in
;?glé?ing?ng Ing\i/\ilsopg\c/)vrtiﬁi)tlijgs t(t) v?/ovrvlgrsdeed’ the flexibility of production that is Bangladesh. It draws on fieldwork carried
in all countries. Good government policiesthe core of restructuring dovetails ratheout initially for 14 months between 1991

could help Bangladesh seize those oppoReatly with developmental prescriptionsand 1993 for my doctoral dissertation, and

tunities. [The World Bank 1996:v]. of export-oriented industrialisation for pooron shprter research trips in 1_995 and 1996.
Today you are labour nations. In turn, for much of the South,The fieldwork focusgd on five factories,
headiess, extensions of claws, womarXport potential and global competitivethe smallest of which employed 200
machine ness are contingent upon making availablorkers and the largest, 800. The factories
you are turned into sewing machines an&heap, female’ labour. were all located in Dhaka, the capital of
electric needles The case of Bangladesh is typical in thiBangladesh. Here | examine women
today you are export-oriented profits  respect. Globalisation, inits current phaseyorkers’' experiences of the production
you are sweat from head to toe is the product of structural adjustmenprocess itself. It is at the moment of pro-
and machines made to toil policies as well as of new modes of flexibleduction that capital and labour, organised
labour and labour’s goods accumulation. As in many other instancesyithin different frameworks in different

fleshless bloodless drudgery
inhuman labour
[Farhad Mazhar 1985; my translation]

the nation’s successful entry into the worldsocial spaces, intersect in a locally distinc-
apparel market has been predicated on ttige manner. | note how workers’ relations
deployment of a predominantly femaleto machines encode their perceptions and
Theseare revolutionary times indeedindustrial labour force. Women in thisplace in the larger context of factory work
not least for the unabashed celebraworkforce are alternatively described asnd, conversely, how the association with
tion of the arrival of the free marketmiracle workers for the economy or ashe export industry inflects workers’ reali-
on the global stage. However, it is by nthelpless victims of global capitalist ex-ties outside the factory. | frame the analysis
means clear if, and for whom, the promisgloitation. The realities of workers’ worlds in terms of the global and national con-
of prosperity offered by current flows ofare barely captured by such reductiveitions under which women workers, as
‘unfettered’ capital will necessarily comeimages, whatever the theoretical orientavomen, enter the local labour market,
to transpire. For, if capital, goods and ideagion of the writer. Nevertheless, Bangladeskonditions that mediate the latter’s under-
flow with greater ease today, they do sean be seen as a quintessentially global sis¢éanding of their place in the production
on highly unequal terms. What is clear is-a highly aid-dependent post-colonial statprocess and their relationship to the inter-
that in a post-socialist and unipolar worldwhere the language of public discourse irational and national division of labour.
participation in the global economy is notdominated by a developmentalist vocabu- By the late 1980s, feminist scholars had
one of choice. Current forms oflary of civil society — human rights, produced a prolific literature on the
transnational capitalism continue the rewomen’s development, citizenship. Thesbiologisation and racialisation of women’s
structuring and flexible accumulationare all normalised categories deployedkills in factory environments globally.
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Today, the myth of the docile, nimble-fin- Nevertheless, the rapid expansion of thealidate women’s labour at the expense of
gered and patientwoman worker, preferablgarment industry is surprising given themen’s. Nationally, industrial production
Asian or Mexican, continues to justify theoverall stagnation of the economy, whicthas been visibly feminised. Thus the cre-
low wages and appalling working condi-remains one of the poorestin the world, witlation and deployment of a highly visible
tions of factory work [Elson and Pearsoran annual Gross National Product undeiemale industrial labour force, which has
1981; Nash and Fernandez-Kelly 1983%$300. From a negligible base in 1977, theaot made a dent in high levels of male
Fuentes and Ehrenreich 1983; Mitter 1986hverage annual growth rate for the apparenemployment, has the potential of pro-
In Bangladesh too, women are hired bendustry was an astounding 106 per cerbundly disrupting the social order.
cause of a presumed biological compatibilbetween 1980-81 and 1986-87 [Rhee Unlike most other countries, there is no
ity with the production process. Yet discur-1990:334]. By the late 1980s, it had replaceglpecific export processing zone in
sively, they are essentially matter out ofhe more traditional export of jute as théBangladesh where garment factories are
place, to use Mary Douglas’s term [Douglasnain source of hard currency in Bangladeslocated. Factories initially came up in an
1966]. Because export industrialisatioin 1994-95, the share of garments andregular and unregulated manner, scat-
leaves untouched rural dispossession athahitwear exports compared to other exporttered throughout residential and commer-
inequality as well as severe male unemployas 64 per cent, up from 0.5 per cent igial spaces. This is one reason why gar-
ment, while promoting women workers asl980-81 (ibid:335). The value of garmenment production, and workers themselves,
heroes (or pawns) of the national economyxports was an estimated 3.5 billion dollarbave such high visibility. Garment facto-
the consequences of industrial work are 1996 [Export Promotion Bureau 1997ries themselves tend to have entrances that
especially contradictory for factory work-3]. In 1981, there were only 21 garmentre unimpressive andinconspicuous, hardly
ers. This contradiction frames the everydafactories but as of June 1995 this figure haflecting their actual significance to the
lives of workers, regardless of differenceshot up to 2174 units (ibid.). Producing fomational economy. What they lack in gran-
in their backgrounds and their individualthe most part low cost items such as shirtdeur, factories make up in boundary de-
reasons for taking up paid employment. Tand tee shirts, Bangladeshi firms now expornarcation. The tell-tale sign of a ‘gar-
put it another way, transnational practiceto a total of 67 countries, although the bulknents? is the metal collapsible gate at the
have specific national effects. Any use ofs consumed in the US and some membeend of an invariably dank and dirty stair-
the transnational framework must beofthe European Union. The machinery usediay. Gates are always locked and guarded
grounded in national realities, not in somés readily available, inexpensive and porby a watchman. Beyond the gate, dark
unspecified space of the local. table; the only infrastructural facilities thatmusty stairs give way to the harsh glare
are essential are access to electricity amf florescent tubelights on the shop floor.
| adequate road systems. Infact, nolong -ter@etting beyond this threshold, however,
: accesstoland or buildings is required. Thegequires special permission for non-em-
Of Machines and Men factors partially explain the proliferation of ployees, whose identities are carefully noted
It was in the context of global recessionsmall to moderate size units developed idown by the guard. Workers, of course,
military rule and extreme aid-dependencyoW overhead, rented premises in the capitaire subjected to regular security checks as
that the groundwork for the garment indusPhaka and the main port city of Chittagongthey log in and out. This ritual of entering
try was laid. High levels of aid-dependency In the final analysis, for a small andthe factory sets the tone of policing within.
and a severe balance of payments defidigsource poor economy like Bangladesh, The factory floor is divided into three
forced Bangladesh to adopt a structurdne of the lowest labour costs in the worldections. Inside, strip lights and ceiling
adjustment programme in the early 1980&nsures its competi.tive edge inthe appar&ir)s .hang from the high ceilings. Newer
thereby opening up the economy for foreigindustry. As advertisements for the statebuildings generally have one wall lined
investment and export-oriented productiorPwned Board of Investment declarewith windows. Despite the ceiling fans and
The need to focus manufacturing from Whatever you make, it costs less to makepen windows, the air is musty with the
domestic to export markets was a kejt in Bangladesh.” There are an estimatedust of fabric. The office of the manager
objective of the New Industrial Policy (NIP) 1.4 million workers, of whom 80 to 90 peris at the very end or off to the side, not
created with support from the World Bankcent are women and young girls, mostlymmediately visible or accessible. The first
and initiated by the president, Generdpetween the ages of 14 and 25. The seand central space the visitor enters is
Ershad, in 1982. Subsequently, aspirin§ndipitous elastic supply of female labougenerally occupied by the sewing section,
entrepreneurs benefited from the generod§at economists and industrialists conwith the cutting over to the side against
investment incentives and privileges guarstantly celebrate has been produced fromne wall, the ironing on another side. In
anteed by the state. These include prefeiptensified rural dispossession and diserthe sewing section, young womensit behind
ential tariffs forimported machinery, bondedranchisement — hence the swelling ranksows of gleaming machines (usually the
warehouse facilities for duty free imports0f the urban poor who make up the bullSouth Korean brand Juki), large spools of
the provision of back-to-back letters of credif garment workers [Saleheen andotton thread towering over them, small
and a generous supply of commercial credig@han:86]. An economic strategy thapiles of unfinished clothing next each
all ofwhich have been critical to the industry’scorresponds so closely to the contours ahachine. Spatial arrangements on the
growth. A whole generation of young, well-the international division of labour cannotfactory floor can reflect the lack of regu-
educated entrepreneurs were encouragedrtgcessar”y meet the needs of the domestition with which some factory units have
enter the garment business because it dgbour market. For the shift from ruralbeen established. Very often the finishing
peared potentially lucrative but required®€asant labour to urban industrial labou+ folding and cartoning — is carried out in
relatively low levels of capital and tech-€ntailed the marginalisation of male labourany available space, that is, various nooks
nology investment. since transnational labour markets tend tand crannies. The supervisors pace up and
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down while the helpers, usually the youngworkers do the packaging and cartoningors worked too fast and so wore out the
est workers, scurrying around wherever The reversal in labour practices is @ewing machines, has beencommonly used
they are needed, trailing thread, fabric anthicrocosm of the predicament of womarto justify the division of labour. Choudhuri
half-sewn garments behind them. Othefactory workers in general. However, anyand Paul-Majumdar (1991:47), for in-
helpers crouch on the ground, unstitchingossible disjuncture within the factory isstance, were told by some firms that male
garments in which mistakes have beedisplaced by the ‘domestication’ oroperators “were very fast and used to burn
made in sewing. The helper is a catchafeminisation of the sewing machine in2/3 belts each day. These men are now
category, always at the bottom of theelation to other equipment in use. In thevorking as supervisors.” Such exaggera-
hierarchy. Helpers are usually the youngdiscursive universe of managementand mosbns of male prowess draw on assump-
est, least experienced and lowest paidorkers, sewing machines represent lighttons of complete mastery and domination
workers. Most women workers who enteand safe technology, while the larger, moref machines by the strong male body, in
the industry join as helpers. Their primarycumbersome cutting and ironing machinestark contrast to the weak and even nurtur-
task is to provide any and all kinds ofare routinely defined as heavy, risky anéhgbodies of womenworkers. These recod-
assistance to operators, cutters and ironmeherefore more suited to men. The specifimgs of the appropriate spheres of mascu-
They are on call to replenish suppliesmasculinity invoked in these discoursedinity and femininity allow for tailoring to
undo mistakes in stitching, and delivematuralises women'’s inappropriateness fagontinue as a male profession while the
messages, among other things. Swathesadrtain kinds of labour, reaffirming maleindustrial production of clothing becomes
fabric lie unattended here and there. Humaaptitude for the same tasks. “The cutting female-labour intensive enterprise.
voices try and break through the highmachines and irons are heavy, dangerousThe unstated but obvious reason for the
pitched drone of the machines. and require strength and steady hands fdemarcation of these gendered boundaries
The gendered division of labour insideproper control” is a standard refrain. In theof work lies in the nature of the production
the factory reveals a profound culturagendered language of mastery that is irprocess itself. Garment production is not
irony; it renders visible the fact that pro-voked, the ability to control so-called heavyonly labour-intensive but the bulk of the
fessionaltailors in Bangladesh always havand more dangerous machinery (which bjabour—around 70 per cent—is concentrated
been and still are without exception menimplication requires high levels of skill) in the sewing section. Thus, it is imperative
yet it is women who are the preferrectonstitutes a distinctly masculine attributeto keep wages low in this section and,
workforce in garment manufacturing forThe conflation of masculinity and high skillspredictably, over 80 per cent of sewing
export. On the whole, males occupy moghen confers the tasks men do with higloperators are female [Choudhuri and Paul-
managerial and supervisory positions astatus, thereby restoring the dominantMajumdar 1991:49). Moreover, wage dif-
well as those requiring the operation ofim)balance in acceptable labour practiceferentials exist not only between men and
‘heavy’ machinery while women and girlsfor men and women. Since high skill iswomen in general but also between male
are hired predominantly as sewing maassociated with physical strength and tectand female operators. On average, a female
chine operators. Production is divided intaological prowess — with masculinity — theworker gets 65 per cent of the pay of the
three main tasks — cutting, sewing angosition of sewing operators is by definitiormale worker. Female operators receive about
finishing. A production manager (PM),low skill and low status, no matter how86 per cent of the wages of male operators
almost always male, is in charge of thedexterous’, ‘nimble’ and productive indi- (ibid: 52). Choudhuri and Paul-Majumdar
entire production process from cutting tovidual operators may be. Needless to saguggest that the overall gender differential
shipment, and reports only to the managasrestige and pay are directly correlated im wages is the result of a higher proportion
ing director. The cutting section is superthis instance. The average pay in the cuttingf females in the position of ‘helper’ as well
vised by a male master cutter (cuttingection is Tk 1624, compared to that of thas a higher proportion of males who are in
master) under whom other cutters andewing section, Tk 1025 [Choudhuri andskilled and highly skilled positions. This is
helpers, all male, work. The responsibilityPaul-Majumdar:1991:47]. a somewhat tautological argument. Clearly,
of overseeing the entire sewing section is In the instances that men do operatthe more female workers each factory has,
in the hands of the floor-in-charge, as heewing machines, the effect is to reinforc¢he lower the costs of production. By that
or she is called. The floor-in-charge ofrather than undermine their masculinitysame logic, of course, garment factories
sewing is preferably a woman, “so that th&he discursive practices of managemerghould be moving toward hiring an exclu-
workers will feel comfortable bringing their and male workers construct male operatorsvely female population. However, as we
problems to her”. Almost three quarters ofs ultimately unsuitable to the task, witthave seen, levels of skill are entangled in
the line supervisors in the sewing sectionespect to both mentality and physiologyand mediated by definitions of masculinity
are men. Each supervisor is responsible fdlanagers were unanimous in voicing theiand femininity. The logic by which high
a certain number of machines, usuallypeliefthat men were naturally much hardeskill is coded male precludes, on the whole,
between 10 and 12. Every line or row willto discipline/supervise than women. Buthe hiring of women for tasks other than that
be given a fixed quota for the day. Eaclivhat men lacked in patience and dexteritygf operator and helper.
worker is assigned a specific task, e ghey made up for in speed of production.
sewing on a collar, shirt sleeve or buttonYetitwas precisely the perception of hyper- I
hole. The sewing machine operators angroductivity, of male excess in strength :
helpers are predominantly female, aroundnd speed, that figure in explanations of Embodying Labour
80 per cent. In the fInIShlng section, thehe lack of fit of men for such jObS. Again, Labor does notonly produce commodities;
floor-in-charge is always male, as are lin¢he effect is to ‘domesticate’ the sewing it produces itself and the worker as a
supervisors and those who do the ironingnachine as it is drawn into industrial pro- commodityand it does so to the same
Folding is done by men and women. Mal&luction. The suggestion that male opera- extent as it produces commodities in gen-
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eral. [...] For on this premise, it is clearresponsibilities would be (other than submultiplicity of late 20th century realities,
thatthe more the worker exhausts himselfversive), given the circumstances of workforms of domination and understandings
the more powerful the alien world of |nvestingassembly line workers with agencyf labour. While | do not subscribe com-
objectsAlienation manifestsitselfnotonly js commendable but collapsing pleasure intpletely to Chakrabarty’s provocative dis-
in the result, but in thact of production  eqjstance, as is the implication, is surelginction between secular and non-secular
in theproducing actlvnytself[hMarx 18;';’ gqipremature. The argument for the radicgbhenomenologies of labour, his work serves
Manuscripts 133, 136, Emphases adde ]'potential of the cyborg rests on the claimas a reminder that other temporalities and
By the late 20th century, our time, athat the “social relations of science anather forms of worlding do exist. His
mythic time, we are all chimeras, theorisedechnology,” rather than any form of bio-analysis forces us to prise open the concept
and fabricated hybrids of machine angolitics structure the late 20th century worlcbf labour as abstraction; as a category that
organism; in short, we are cyborgs. [...[seehernote4). Yetitis only by universalisings constituted outside of social relations,
Intense pleasure in skill, machine skill from her ownworld that Haraway can declar¢hat is, outside the cultural realm. The
ceases to be a sin, but an aspect of enmat in ‘advanced capitalism’ dominationsabstract quality of labour is reinforced in
bodiment.The machine is not an it to beno longer work by medicalisation andpopular representations of garment work-
animated, worshipped and dominated. Theormalisation in the manner of Foucault buers in Bangladesh, where the young female
machine is us, our processes, an aspepl networking, communications redesignworker is invariably pictured hard at work,
of our embodiment. We can be responsiblgtress management instead. Harawastooped over an industrial size sewing
for boundaries, we are they. We can beheorises from an abstract but generalisadachine, her body melting into the frame
responsible for machines; they do nokocial location, her own, to validate theof the machine. Such a posture can depict
dominate or threaten uglaraway 1991: potential for resistance amongwomenwhosather industrious modernity or exploit-
425, 451, emphasis added]. connections to transnational circuits arative drudgery. The worker herself remains
Allusions to the imagery and vocabulantadically different from hers. Only by deci-anonymous and interchangeable. Even as
of machines, of how the production procesgmating all context can Haraway speak othe ‘miracle worker’ of the national
‘disassembles and reassembles’ workergehalf of the electronics worker in southeconomy, she remains ti@manmachine’
identities and their worlds are frequent ireast Asia. Such generalisations deny thef the poem quoted at the beginning of this
the literature on women assembly lingpecificity of experience, of the multiplicity essay?
workers [see Ong 1987b:618]. The naturef modernities, privileging instead an ines- In contrast to the situation in Malaysia,
of contemporary assembly line productioncapable, technologically fixated late twenthere is nothing futuristic about the shop
the manufacture of electronics goods ifieth century American world. Most sweat-floor or the products in Bangladeshi gar-
particular, seems to lend itself to suclshop workers, whether in the US or in Asiament factories. High-tech, futuristic meta-
metaphors. In her classic study of Malaysiadon’t inhabit the same ‘postmodern’ spaceghors might be more appropriate for some
electronics workers, Aihwa Ong describesf imagination or circuitry as Haraway, al-industries more than others, a reflection of
the shop floor in the Malaysian electronicshough their realities are coeval with hersthe nature of the technology in use as well
industry as resembling a scene from NASA.hasten to add | am not arguing for a generias the finished product. Despite the rows
She observes that dominant images of elegon-western form of difference. Howeverof florescent tube lights and fans on the
tronics workers, nicknamed Minah letrik,the erasure of specificity obscures inequalieilings, and the neatly lined sewing
reflect their association with a high-techties of location and access. For, the circunmachines, the overwhelming sense is of
production process [Ong 1987a]. Ongstances under which the body can taka highly policed, mechanised domesticity
documents Malaysian workers’ resistancesleasure in technology are surely limited. Imather than of post-fordist technological
in the form of spirit possession as well ag recent essay on Filipina transnationabundance. The sight of women in bright
attacks on equipment, to intensive surveilworkers, Roland Tolentino observes thaif faded clothing, surrounded by fabric and
lance, disciplining and ‘undignified treat- Haraway's myth basically addresses a ‘Firsditting dutifully behind sewing machines
ment. Donna Haraway cites the samgvorld’ audience able to realise, in somevokes images of domesticity and tradi-
Malaysian workers as one example of realndividualising form, the body’s pleasure intional work spaces. The nature of the
life cyborgs who are actively rewriting thetechnology [Tolentino 1996:53]. (As hecommodities produced-clothes-adds a
texts of their bodies within the circuit of points out, this does not hold for all of thehumanising touch to the environment. At
transnational capital [Haraway 1994: 449]:First World’ either). Which brings us face the same time, worker’s relationship to the
Haraway'’s cyborg is a hybrid of human ando face with the profound difficulties of production process is also quite distinct.
machine, one who can transcend or destreyanslating experience across geographicRather than assembling machines, women
boundaries. Referring to the ‘border warand cultural boundaries. In the context ohave to work on them, therefore have ‘one
in the relationship between organism angdouth Asia, some scholars even argue féo one’ relations with them.
machine, Haraway argues for “pleasure ia completely different pnenomenology of Nevertheless, it is the metaphor of the
the confusion of boundaries” and “respontabour where “labour, the activity of pro-machine — one that controls and entraps
sibility in their construction” (ibid: 425). ducing, is seldom a completely secular that constantly emerges in this ‘domes-
However, she does not elaborate the coactivity” [Chakrabarty 1997:35]. In the tic’ space? It is the factory bell, and the
ditions of possibility under which sweat-end, Haraway’s utopian Cyborg Manifestoelectric lights overhead-not the call of the
shop workers in Malaysia or elsewhereprovides inadequate grounds for theorisingnuezzin’ (the call to prayers) or the move-
toiling under the exhausting deadlines ofhe experiences of (Bangladeshi) factorynent of the sun — that shape the rhythms
quota work, can make claims to pleasuregorkers. ofthe workday. Being inside the shop floor
or stake out responsibilities. Nor is it clear An exploration of the situation in at the start and end of shifts is like being
whatthe nature of such hybrid pleasures arBangladeshi garment factories reveals thieapped in a huge machine. The atmo-
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sphere is surreal as the lights and maat the same time as they are locked ontamarind. The transference of such prac-
chines, perfectly coordinated are shut offhem, as a part of the machine. The relatiottices to the industrial domain should be
or turned on by one master switch. Wheship to the machine itself is not so muchunderstood in the context of discourses
the assembly line isin operation, all humaone of unmediated fear as it is of an awareround the female body and the exhausting
sounds are drowned out by the deafeningess of the potential power the machinpace of industrial labour, rather than a
sound of the machines. In order to minimispossesses — at 220 volts, fear of electraollision of traditional superstitious be-
costs, all electric supplies are switched offution is certainly justified. Butindividual liefs with modernity. Just as the female
when production stops, in tandem with thevorkers articulate a more complex sensbody is drained of life-giving substances
lunch hour bell. Thus the lunch breakof the electric machines relentlessly feedthrough the loss of blood during menstrua-
abruptly and dramatically transforms theng on their energies. “The [electric] ‘pull’ tion, and through having to supply nour-
shop floor. The contrast is jarring — theof the machine holds the body back, preéshment to the fetus during pregnancy, the
harsh lights and shrill, incessant drone ofenting us from leaving the workstation.”imbalance created by the depletion of bodily
machines replaced immediately by mo“The machine doesn’'twantto let go, it justsubstances in the factory must be restored
mentary silence and darkness. The surfageills you down.” Workers struggle to keepwith contextually specific food items. The
orderliness, framed by the technologies ithe power of electricity at bay for, “The critical difference is that factory work is
use, seemsto collapse into chaos—a medlmachines suck in all of your energies, thenot productive in the same way that preg-
of human voices and shadowy sunlightvant to pull you into a vortex, they takenancy is. It takes away life without giving
replacing the predictable and regulastuff out of the self.” “We're pulled from anything in return —in the sense that work-
whirring of sewing machines and the glaréoth directions, from below and above, byers are alienated from the products they
of powerful artificial lights. the electricity,” workers told me. The ‘give birth’ to. Moreover, if factory work
The relationship of worker to machinephysical depletion produced from bendings a liminal condition as such, it represents
is complex and ambivalent; itis articulatedbver a sewing machine for 10 to 12 houra condition into which women workers are
in a partial and discontinuous mannera day repeating the same basic tasks, alatked for the greater part of their day,
frequently in the idiom of the supernaturalwith extremely limited opportunities for indefinitely.
As operators, women are expected tbreaks, is here translated into anidiom that It is noteworthy that the ‘hathiyar puja’
possess total control over their electriattributes a certain supernatural life to ther tool worship mentioned in texts on
sewing machines. Yet most confess tmachine itself. The intensity and feverisindian labour is, to my knowledge, con-
feelings of subordination or subjection tamperative for constant outputs are emspicuously absent in Bangladeshi garment
those machines. At one level, this relatiobodied and understood through suckactories® Nor is this is a wholesale re-
is conditioned by the larger features of théetishisations of electricity and electricjection and reappropriation of the capital-
immediate work environment, in whichmachines. Atanother level, the asymmetrist mode of production, as the actions of
factory doors are locked, entrances strictlgal relationship between worker andBolivian tin miners have been interpreted
policed, production quotas fixed andmachine, the “emptying [sucking dry] ofby Michael Taussig, where “The Indians
workers kept under close supervision. Thehe self” that occurs by the end of eaclhave enter the mines but they remain as
most important factor mediating this re-day of labour comes to stand for the largefioreign bodiewithin the capitalist frame-
lationship is the assembly line conditionsontext of exploitation and powerlessneswork” [Taussig, 1980:226, emphasis
of work in which continuous motion andwithin which workers operate. Survivaladded]. Ratherthan relying on a somewhat
speed is critical. Workers are not allowedequires constant vigilance on the part ofuestionable opposition between science
to leave until the day’s quota has beethe worker. More over, this particularand religion, or pre-capitalist and capital-
fulfilled, no matter how long it takes. relation to production is sharply genderedst, | would suggest that Bangladeshi
Attaining the daily quota depends uporMen wear out the machines, whereas theorkers rework existing cultural idioms
maintaining a regular pace. Speed is of thmachines wear out womén. into the fabric of capitalist production in
essence because of production deadlinesAlthough in general most workersways that are mediated directly by the
The entire production process is structureshentioned the need to replenish their ‘spemtature of the production process-the in-
around impending deadlines and time-limselves’ by the consumption of such (proeredible time pressures and pace of the
its over which the management constantliein rich) foods such as eggs and milk (alvork, the poor working conditions and the
reiterate they have no control (and onwhichot, life sustaining foods), when askedack of adequate compensation. These are
the fate of the factory and its workersspecifically about the effects of electricity,obviously deeply subjective experiences,
presumably depend). The imperative tonany noted that in order to “fight againstut they are not based on a clash of capi-
maintain the chain of operations meanthe life-draining powers of machines, youalist culture with an indigenous worldview.
thatindividual workers cannot slacken theihave to eat certain foods like tamarind”. In the anthropological literature, faint-
pace without disrupting the entire producTamarind is generally associated witling and spirit possession are phenomena
tion process. They must continually keefemininity and fertility in Bangladesh, a frequently associated with women'’s resis-
pressure on the foot pedal, for any indifemale and effeminate’ food that men-tance to conditions of subjugation and
cation of slacking brings down the wrathstruating as well as pregnant women suysilencing. While fainting is a common
of ever vigilant supervisors. posedly crave [Blanchet 1984; Maloney eenough phenomenon in Bangladeshi fac-
In this mechanical, repetitive and relental 1981]. Itis believed that the female bodyories, especially during the hottest months
less chain of production, machines comin these liminal and depleting conditionsof June and July and while female posses-
to represent fetishised extensions of workrequires not only the usual milk, meat andion does occur in rural Bangladesh [see
ers bodies and their bodily substancesgggs but benefits from the properties o6ardner 1995], | didn’t come across the
Workers are alienated from their machinesustenance found in ‘sour’ foods likelanguage of sorcery or possession within
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factories themselves. In my experiencantowomen’s labour, a certain ‘feminisation’ Then again, in no other industry have the
fainting was most frequently associatedfthe male seems to occur [Fatima Mernissiorkers themselves functioned as such
with being ‘trapped’ in enclosed spacesees this as a predicament of the post-covert symbols of an inverted social order.
and the inability to breathe properly, itslonial state, in her case Morocco. Cited imhese women call themselves into ques-
cause articulated in terms of being locke&ai 1996:30]. Moreover, going ‘out’ to work tion not merely because they are working
in, with no control and no access to thearries with it the danger of sexual vulnerwomen; nor is it exclusively because of
outside world. “We could not breatheability—honourembodiedinwoman’sreputhe conditions of their employment. But
anymore.” “We were being choked totation is at risk when a woman enters théhe significance of their conditions of work
death, they locked all the windows.” Thepublic space of work. are constructed in permanently ambiguous
metaphor of slow death, of basic depriva- Symbols of an inverted moral orderways. The conditions of possibility for
tion, pervades descriptions of faintingwomen workers signify through theirindustrial work for women on a mass scale
Fainting, then, is one way to escape hodies male inadequacy and national failin this context are very different from, for
ruthless work regime that is life-depletingure. The irony is that for individual fami- instance, those of women in Great Britain
Both economically, and in literal terms,lies, the workers may be the only incomeluring the second world war. In the latter
workers feel trapped by their machines -earner. For the nation, returns from thease, women acted as a reserve army of
the operators of machines experience thgarment industry constitute the largeskabour, taking the place of men who had
machine operating them at multiple levelsportion of annual foreign exchange in-been conscripted for the war effort.
Worker perceptions of the relationship tacome. Representing both danger and su&omen’s labour in the factories was
machines is a condensed version of the@or, the woman worker is always alreadgomplementary to men’s labour on the war
perception of their lives inside and outsidsexualised, in the eyes of factory managdront. The deployment of working class
the factory. In the eyes of many workersment and the general public. Combinedvomen’s labour was constructed as an
they are part of a machine that men arwith the conditions of work, which requireindispensable part of a national cause. The
in control of. The factory itself can seemlate nights, travelling unescorted and oftedividual woman’s movement from do-
like a huge machine, someone else’lving alone, the slippage between womamesticity to factory life was cast as a
machine, with women as cogs inside. It iss worker and woman as prostitute is omndesirable sacrifice for the good of the nation
men who throw on the switches to turn th@resent in the public imagination. Thisas a collective. At the same time, these
giant on, men who guard its products, andollapsing of worker identity into a purelywomen were expected to retreat into the
of course, men who own it. sexual identity not only denies subjectivityhome as soon as the men returned.
Moreover, the promise of empowermenbut also allows for a whole host of abuses. In contrast, the presence of women
through paid labour is belied by the knowl- Almost all women workers are subjectedvorkers in the factories (and so on the
edge of workers’ entrapment in the labouto the experience of sexual harassmestreets) of urban Bangladesh is made
market. It is not only that women are per{mostly verbal) on the streets, for their statupossible by or at least an indicator of the
ceived as inhabiting the space of men as ‘garment girls’ inevitably places theirabsence of male workers within the fac-
certainly the factory is an archetypicallyrespectability into question. In some waystory. In the garment industry, the role of
masculine site. Of critical import here,such harassment is an extension of the madia&ctory labour has shifted definitively to
however, is the specific conditions undegeneralised phenomenon of ‘eve-teasing feminised role, one that is not available
which women come to ‘displace’ malecommon in parts of south Asia. | wouldto men. The fact of this unavailability is
labour. Since women’s access to the factogrgue, however, that there are other, mowitical to understanding social construc-
occursinthe context of inequality and severeomplex factors at work here. In the firstions of the garment worker. For no other
male unemployment, female garmentworkplace, there is the long-standing disreputsituation illustrates so dramatically and so
ers have come to represent a socially disttached to garment work. The stories ofisibly the failure of the male. In this
ruptive labour force. It is in this sense thatvorkers being wooed from the countrysideespect, garmentworkers are different from
women are matter out of place. This makegnder false pretenses, only to be thrown intother women in the public domain. Sym-
garment workers highly visible symbols ofprostitution circulate endlessly. Male work-bolically, they stand for more than a rup-
cultural transgression. As in most of soutkers in other industries have been known tture of demarcated male and female spaces.
Asia, the aesthetic of family claims oncall garment factories whore houses an@onsequently, comments about the gar-
daughters, sisters and wives is articulatebby producing centres. Partly, it is thenentworker as ‘bewarish’ (without a male
inamoral ratherthan materialidiom. ‘Work’, middle class belief in the moral laxity of theguardian/immodest) are not only allusions
that is public paid labour, can be a violatiorichotolok”, the lower orders. This distanc-to potentially sexually transgressive
of cultural expectations rather than a reining of class and sexual morality, which help®ehaviour. The virulence of the disap-
forcement of women’sidentities. Status conin the consolidation of a bourgeois identityproval, anxiety and fear that underlie the
siderations are violated every time a womaconverges with classic Muslim notions ofvarious forms of harassment to which
is forced to seek work to support herself angdarda and the ‘public’ woman as necessarilgarment workers are subjected must be
or her family, for it renders visible her maleimmoral or sexually permissive. read in the context of an overall disruption
head of household’s inability to provide her The conflation of ‘garments’ and workerof the social order. The identification of
with appropriate maintenance. As it beis worth investigating for, to my knowl- garments as industry and garments as
comes impossible to sustain an ideology agfdge, in no other industry are workersvorker, of product and producer, is hardly
male family members as the primary ofabelled or identified so explicitly by the incidental then. Multiple meanings and
exclusive economic providers in a houseecommodity they produce. The men whaelations are embedded in the term gar-
hold, and as the modern, capitalist statare employed in jute or textile mills arements. The body of the worker, the site
drawswomen into the public arena by tappingimply workers, unmarked as a categoryof production and the body of the product
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