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The Rise of the Bangladesh Garment Industry:
Globalization, Women Workers, and Voice

FAUZIA ERFAN AHMED

National Women’s Studies Association (NWSA),
Women of Color Caucus, 2001 award-winning article

The Bangladesh garment industry is the largest employer of women in
the formal manufacturing sector. The owners have been described, alter-
natively, as risk-taking entrepreneurs of a modernizing economy and as
oppressors of women in exploitative sweatshops. This article analyzes
the literature to explore the social, political, and economic contexts of
this class and how women’s earnings affect household gender dynamics
within a framework of exit and voice. It draws on interviews of these
garment factory workers to explore how work has different meanings for
workers of different classes and how these perceptions influence gender
roles and practices within the household. The conditions of the 1971 war,
in fact, created the proto-capitalists, and the post-1975 economic policies
of the military regime enabled them to become capitalists. The work has
different meanings for women of different classes and these perceptions
influence gender roles and practices within the household. Women from
various class backgrounds are employed because they can be molded into
compliant workers. The multi-class character of the workforce combined
with the threat of layoffs prevents solidarity and makes unionization
difficult. Some single women feel empowered by their earnings. Most
married women are unable to leverage their income into greater decision-
making power. But the income is essential for household welfare, and
women need these jobs. Policy recommendations involve national and
international actors; they emphasize creches (day care centers), savings,
and severance pay at the garment factory level as well as the institution
of global living wages and working standards by the International Labour
Organization.

Keywords: Bangladesh garments / sweatshop / women workers and glo-
balization / Bangladesh economic policy / women and unions

If globalization provides the backdrop for drama, then the achievements
of the garment industry in Bangladesh are indeed dramatic. In the short
space of 15 years, Bangladesh emerged as the eighth largest garment
exporter to the United States by 1991. Approximately 100 different types
of garments are now exported to 50 countries around the globe. A major
source of foreign exchange, the garment sector grew at a compound rate
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of 125 percent from 1977 to 1991 (Wahid and Weiss 1996, 167) and the gar-
ment industry provided jobs for women. Almost overnight a labor force of
approximately 200,000 young women appeared in Dhaka city (Feldman
1992, 118}, the capital of Bangladesh. Cited as evidence of a modern envi-
ronment that allows talent to make it through sheer effort, the garment
industry is now also hailed as the liberator of women.

In this article I examine the extent to which these statements, now
so often repeated that they have become conventions, are true. Are the
garment factory owners talented risk-takers and is their rise evidence
that Bangladesh has become a more modern, i.e., a more meritocratic and
egalitarian society? Have these garment factories empowered women
by giving them jobs? Empowerment is inextricably linked to choice;
whether the garment industry has created possibilities of exit and voice
(Hirschman 1970) must be examined through this perspective.! I have
drawn on Hirschman’s framework in its simplest form: exit means that
workers can leave if conditions become unbearable, and voice signifies
that workers can protest if there are problems. Because the workers are
women, voice also means greater decision-making power within the
household. Furthermore, in a globalized economy, firms can exit just as
easily (or even more so) as workers. Can the women’s garment factory
workers exercise either option with impunity? It is also pertinent to ask
whether the income gives these women greater voice or decision-making
power at home. Given the forces of globalization will these options, even
if they can be used, change the way in which the garment factory is orga-
nized?? My investigation analyzes the historical context and political
economy of “the entrepreneur” and the household gender dynamics of
women employees by combining an analysis of gender roles and practices
within a framework of exit and voice.

Rise of the Proto-Capitalist

Current analyses seem confined to how the market-oriented policies of
the post-1975 government developed the industry and the new industrial
class. In fact, it was the 1971 war that created the proto-industrialist.3
Young, but not entirely without business talent, they were impervious
to scruples. It was these proto-capitalists who “germinated” in the com-
pletely unfettered war environment.

In the feudal prewar society that was dominated by “gentleman schol-
ars,” this proto-capitalist group had no status. They came from the lower
middle class but did not belong to it as far as their aspirations were con-
cerned. They were sons of school teachers who, not having developed a
taste for the discipline of the classroom, could never hope to follow in
their fathers’ footsteps; or sons of bank clerks, who could never aspire to
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the envisioned life of petit bourgeois mediocrity because they rejected
the requisite belief in the legitimacy of bureaucratic authority. The proto-
capitalists found the havoc of war convenient and thrived in the social
vacuum that it created.

The landed gentry did not pose a rival threat in the war environment.
Accustomed to a life of leisurely pursuit, which allowed them, among
other things, to read poetry (and even to write it), the gentleman scholars
recoiled from the business that the proto-capitalist found so opportune.
Proclaiming revulsion, the aristocracy refrained from joining in the
fray. The truth, however, was more matter-of-fact: unable to cope with
the riposte of the often shady business deal, the aristocrats were quite
ill-equipped for the shape of things to come. It required an effort and
agility that was alien to their culture. Thus, the war compelled them to
relinquish their supremacy and leave the arena open to, as they termed
it, “all sorts of people.” The old order had, quite literally, disintegrated.
Having tasted what money could mean, the proto-capitalists envisioned
the postwar period as a chance also to gain respect in a society that had
previously scorned them and to pursue their accumulation of wealth
without interruption.

Economic Policies of the Government of Bangladesh (GOB)

The disaffection of the proto-capitalists can well be imagined when the
government of newly independent Bangladesh introduced nationalization
as the cornerstone of its economic program in 1972. The government thus
acquired 85 percent of the capital assets of the industrial sector (Wahid
and Weiss 1996, 168). Various restrictions further reduced the growth
of the private textile industry. Import substitution was a keynote in the
vision of “Golden Bangladesh” propounded by the then-Prime Minister
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman.* Fears of land reform also alienated the landed
gentry; the bureaucrats (who ran the country) felt upstaged by the “Whiz
Kids,” as the group of left-leaning economists on whose advice the Prime
Minister relied, were called. With the inflexibility often peculiar to the
high-minded, these advisers quickly alienated powerful national interests
through a policy implementation process that was characterized by its
zeal as much as it was by its lack of political imagination.

Sheikh Mujibur Rahman was killed in 1975, and the new military
government lost no time in reassuring the Western powers, on whose
support it relied, that henceforth Bangladesh would adhere to the path
of the market. Privatization was now pursued with passion.® Liberaliza-
tion was the means to attract foreign capital. Specifically, the export-ori-
ented strategy involved currency devaluations, reduced trade barriers, and
restrictions on repatriation for foreign investor profits. It gave tax holidays
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for foreign investors who established garment factories, created Export
Promotion Zones (EPZs), and made it easier for foreigners to participate
in Bangladesh business ventures, and even to own them.

Not surprisingly, these policies attracted foreign investment. Much has
been written about General Ziaur Rahman’s Western tilt but more needs
to be written about his connection with the proto-capitalists.® Restive
and chafing at the bit, this group supported his government with alacrity.
General Zia’s policies set the foundation for a perspective that promoted
those internal social forces that courted global capital. In 1977, Reaz and
Jewel Garments shipped 40,000 shirts to France and Germany (Wahid and
Weiss 1996, 169). Clearly, these were not the “pioneering entrepreneurs”;
rather the changed policy environment had helped the proto-industrialist
become the industrialist. This class had finally come into its own.

This emergence of the industrialist is a phenomenon that is entirely
new and has profound implications for the national polity. It is not just
that this class has acquired political power and connections’; their values,
symbolized by a lavish lifestyle, the scale of which has not been seen
before in Bangladesh, have come to dominate the sociocultural land-
scape. “Anyone can make it rich, and people who do must show off their
wealth”—this, indeed, is the prevailing motto. As I have said before, these
men were self-made only to the extent that they were able to take advan-
tage of the chaos of the war. However, they have introduced, for the first
time in Bangladesh, the myth of the self-made entrepreneur, a political
ideology that is, perhaps, a necessary accompaniment to liberalization.
In fact, a large number of low-cost and compliant women workers, strin-
gent efforts to curb militant labor, tax breaks, government insurance
for imported machinery, and of course, foreign capital (provided again
through state auspices), made the garment venture entirely feasible.

The feudal system, wherein the relationship between tenant and land-
lord was part of a complex web of reciprocity, custom, and exploitation,
is being replaced. It is not true that a new element is being introduced
within the rubric of feudalism, but an entirely new system, complete with
its own set of values, is supplanting the feudal framework. Land defined
the landed gentry; it was also their future. To the aristocrat, complacent
with the pride of an inherited identity (and property), innovation was
anathema.® The war created the proto-capitalists, but it is in global capital
that their future lies. Innovation is essential to their survival.

Creation of the Compliant Workforce

Contrary to theory, a ready supply of appropriate workers does not always
exist, in reserve, to fulfil the needs of global capital (Feldman 1992). Inter-
national competition demands an educated and compliant workforce.
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The use of women as employees was an ingenious innovation of the
nascent Bangladeshi industrialist. Initially, the recruits were not the poor-
est of the poor; they were women of the rural middle class.

An explanation of what “rural middle class” means in the context of a
rural society is critical. These families may live in pukka (brick) houses
and have land, but they are cash poor. Not necessarily sharecroppers but
the managers of sharecroppers, they are only too conscious of the narrow
boundary that separates them from the rural underclass. While they can
never become aristocrats, the rural middle class feels that, at all costs, the
social distance from the poorest peasants must be maintained.

Varying degrees of poverty exist within the family itself. The women
are poorer. They have less control over the finances (particularly if they
are younger). Despite their lack of cash, social convention prevents them
from seeking work as sharecroppers. It is not surprising, therefore, that
these women are recruited as garment factory workers by industrialists,
who have created “socially acceptable” work for them. In fact, many of
these women are village kin. Belonging to the same village ensures trust
and the industrialists were perceived as “village heroes,” who had made
good, and would share by providing their kin with jobs. Thus, the indus-
trialists were able to persuade reluctant male guardians that the honor
and propriety of the women would be protected in the factory, which also
allowed spatial segregation between the sexes. Initially, this sense of kin-
ship was more important than prestige because it assured the women and
their families that there would be no sexual exploitation.

The preference for hiring women is, in fact, an employer preference for
a compliant and low cost workforce. It is the “docility and dispensabil-
ity” of these women that makes them so attractive to employers (Kabeer
1994, 168). They are very cheap—being paid $.25 an hour when American
garment workers make $7.53 (Beatty 1999, 105). Resented by workers
in the industrialized countries, vulnerable to protectionist legislation,
these women and, many others like them all over the world, have become
unwitting symbols of the new world order. What does working in the
garment factory mean to them? Are they wage laborers in sweat shops,
as leftist critiques assert, or exhilarated consumers able to enjoy for the
first time the fruits of their labor and economic independence? For once,
the truth does not lie between these extremes; its dimensions are more
complex and lie in overlapping circles of culture, class, and gender roles.

Voices of Women Garment Workers at Work and at Home

Does working in a garment factory give women voice in the workplace
and at home? Class issues prevent solidarity as do the threat of imminent
layotfs. Women are reluctant to unionize, having been excluded from
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the exclusively male trade union movement. Interviews of these workers
(Kibria 1995) show how work means different things to women of differ-
ent classes and how these perceptions influence gender roles and practices
within the households.

At Work

Compelled by the imperative of low labor costs, the garment factory
owners are ever vigilant to the threat of unionization. To this end, cer-
tain village kin are selected as “informers who rat on workers engaged in
worker actions in exchange for pay increases and promotion” (Feldman
1992, 123). There are reports that some workers use their lunch hour to
train for improved speed, which significantly improves output and job
performance. It is true that these workers can successfully bargain for
improved wages because other garment factories are always willing to
hire them at a higher wage. In this way they can, and do, exert choice.
But they bargain as individuals. This negotiation, therefore, can only be
an individual choice and not a collective one since the women cannot
unionize to demand even the national minimum wage.

Union organizers complain about their inability to organize garment
workers. It is not only the threat of layoffs that makes these women reluc-
tant to unionize. By creating a multiclass workforce, the industrialists
have reduced the possibility of cohesion within it.

Few social groups are as conscious of degrees of status as the aspiring
middle class to which many of these workers belong. Even though, as
Agarwal says, “women’s class position has always had an ambiguous char-
acter,” these women did not come from families that had any sympathy
with rural uprisings, much less with the urban trade union movement
(1994, 15). As women, they are socialized to be docile and the rough and
ready politics of the union movement frightens them.

Fractured by interunion rivalry, organized labor in Bangladesh lacks
the collective bargaining culture that can include these women. Union
disunity can be traced to the years of military rule, when even finding
its voice, let alone experimenting with how to use it, was impossible. It
is not surprising that under martial law, many more debates were settled
through “unconditional return to work” and not through employer-
employee bargaining contracts (Mondal 1992). Nationalization may have
limited trade union activity. Questions of wages and worker benefits were
assigned to expert commissions who proved ineffective because they
were made up of state representatives who were supposed to advocate for
worker interests.

The spatial segregation of the sexes in the factory is an outward expres-
sion of gendered wage segregation with the few men at the top having jobs
with more control and higher wages. Women do not want to progress along
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the ladder for fear of sexual harassment. Unable and unwilling to union-
ize, and locked in low-paying jobs by a gender hierarchy, these women
have no voice on the factory floor.

At Home

Economic need compels most women to work in garment factories. An
analysis of this somewhat bland statement is needed to understand the
different meanings that income has for different groups of women in the
household. Voice at home is related to the woman’s circumstances and
background. For those who came from poverty or were beset by a sudden
catastrophe, the garment factory has increased their employment options.
It is better than working as a domestic servant, prostitute, or home-based
piece worker. For those women in a higher class bracket who were com-
pelled to work outside the home for the first time, it was seen as a (perhaps,
only) “respectable” form of employment. In the latter instance where the
women were not the only breadwinners, they used their earnings to raise
the standard of living for the household. A small percentage of women
who came from well-off families said that they used this income entirely
for personal needs.

Interestingly enough, the young unmarried girls from poor rural fami-
lies who had left their villages had more control over money, like their
affluent counterparts, but for reasons that were entirely different. They
had made an exit from the parent-child obligation characteristic of Bengali
culture:

Father and mother can’t feed me, my brothers can’t feed me, and my uncles

can’t feed me. So that is why I am working in garments, to stand on my own

feet. Since I am taking care of my own expenses, I have no obligation to give
to my family.

—Unmarried garment worKker, late teens

(Kibria 1995, 289)

That the work in the garments factory has damaged their sexual reputa-
tion, making them considerably less eligible for marriage, did not deter
them from speaking confidently of the future.”Because I am self-suffi-
cient, I can go where I want and marry whom I want” (Kibria 1995, 304).

The causal link between earning income and having greater voice in
the household is, at best, equivocal. Most of the garment workers lived
in households with male-dominated budgets. They handed over all their
income to the male of the household who then gave them a monthly allow-
ance. Fear of household disruption (violence, perhaps) and abandonment
often compelled women like Ameena, a garment worker, to hand over all
her earnings to her husband. She fought for one year with her husband

when he discovered that she was withholding 20 percent of her pay as
savings and then gave up, as she indicates:
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After that time, I stopped keeping money for myself; every time I get paid, I
come home and give all my money to my husband. I see some of the marriages
of women in the garment factory be ruined over money; they don’t give all
the money when he asks for it, the husband leaves her, and then she and her
children will be struggling to find rice to eat. After all women have only one
dream in life, to remain with their husbands forever.

—Ameena, garment worker
(Kibria 1995, 304)

This lack of control should not be analyzed by patriarchy alone; class
is also important. The husband’s employment situation and traditional
breadwinner role influenced whether the woman’s income was perceived
as a threat or a gift. Wives worked hard to mute the suggestion that their
earnings, in any way, reflected on their husbands’ inadequacy to provide
for the family. Male pride and class distinction were actively maintained
by the women even when they routinely made their own earnings avail-
able for basic necessities during difficult months:

My husband likes that my income is for luxuries, for the little things that catch
my fancy. Although sometimes I pay for household things during difficult
months. He tells me, it is his job to provide for food, clothing, rent, and other
necessities. Why should he take my money like the lower class men?

—Married garment worker
(Kibria 1995, 302)

Other women, whose circumstances were not so strained, had more
control over their income. Such lower middle-class women hoped that
their earnings would ensure a future for their children. The case of Simmi,
who was able to keep a large share of earnings for her children’s private
school expenses (the realization of a middle-class dream), is illustrative
(Kibria 1995, 301). In this class, men could indulge in the “honor and
pride” of not taking the earnings of their female relatives.

Recommendations

The ultimate question is: are the garment workers better off with these
jobs? This query has to be answered at two levels: individual and collec-
tive. As individuals, as members of families who rely on their support, as
mothers who want a better standard of living for their children, as young
unmarried women, who want the status that economic independence
sometimes brings, these women may be better off.

In a collective sense things have become worse for women’s rights.
Can a sweatshop ever be a vision of a way out for women? Becoming a
garment worker and keeping your job is synonymous with losing col-
lective voice and staying mute. The women of the garment factory are
vulnerable for economic and social reasons. They are more insecure than
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their rural sisters because of their need to maintain class boundaries and
the higher cost of living. Some can never go back to their families for
social reasons. While their connections to the women’s movement and
political consciousness have been heightened after a fire on the factory
floor killed 25 garment workers and their children in 1990 (Alam 1995,
201), innovation and ingenuity have to be exercised in order to give this
multiclass group more voice. Detailed recommendations are beyond the
scope of this article; what follows here is an attempt to discuss solutions.
The secular, nonpartisan, and multiclass character of the Bangladesh
women’s movement is its signal achievement. It should include garment
workers by approaching their families as a whole. Targeting them as
objects of trade union activity has been the standard route, but it cannot
be the only pathway.’ Inviting their husbands and in-laws to the mass
meetings that the women’s groups often hold in Ramna Park, in the capi-
tal city, will at least give them exposure. Raising the consciousness of
male relatives may give the women more voice at home.

Employers should begin a voluntary plan to allow women to deduct
savings from their paychecks. Such a strategy would allow women to
save some of their hard-earned money without arguments at home. Since
industrialists will never voluntarily agree to a minimum wage, why not
share at least some of the profits through year-end and Eid (Muslim reli-
gious holiday) bonuses? Another recommendation would be to ask NGOs
to provide support for child care by building creches (day care centers).
This issue remains conspicuously absent in the studies I reviewed, but
no one should assume that the mother-in-law is taking care of the kids,
given the breakdown of the extended family in urban areas. Another rec-
ommendation, since layoffs seem inevitable in the business, is to provide
severance pay for one year or, more important, for NGOs to create alter-
native employment through micro credit (small loans for entrepreneurial
ventures). Given current geopolitical realities, it is probably not possible
for the state to enforce these recommendations; however, a coalition of
activists, academics, and international organizations should start a dia-
logue with more approachable industrialists on these aspects of garment
worker welfare.

International organizations like the International Labor Organization
(ILO) have to be part of the solution because the Bangladesh garment
industry, and the women who work in it, are not isolated from what
happens to workers in industrialized countries. Glo-balization means
that jobs move from north (expensive labor) to south (cheap labor).!°
Clearly, there is a need to not only advocate for local living wages but for

global living wages and working standards. The ILO, with its mandate to

protect the rights of workers worldwide, is the logical starting point for
this movement.
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Conclusion

The recruitment pattern of giving village kin jobs fits the traditional
patron-client feudal scenario. But the resemblance ends there. The vaga-
ries of global capital are such that the industrialists do not (and cannot)
guarantee job security. In 1985, more than 250 factories were compelled
to shut down and 80,000 workers were laid off in response to a U.S. pro-
tectionist veto that restricted the import quotas for textiles (Kamaluddin
1986). The industrialists do not lose face when they lay off workers—even
if they are village kin. This lack of accountability is a radical departure
from the feudal relationship, which though oppressive in many ways, also
contained the expectation of reciprocity.

Globalization has produced the garment industry in Bangladesh. It has
also fashioned a new millionaire class and provided new employment
opportunities for women. While it can legitimately be argued that gar-
ment factory jobs do not give women more voice, this employment has
become an essential component of family income. These jobs are des-
perately needed, but women workers also need voice and security. I have
suggested ideas to humanize working conditions to provide some bulwark
against the inevitable layoffs. But I am well aware that these women are
exploited and the nature of the exploitation, unlike feudalism, is imper-
sonal. Self-congratulatory statements about the garment industry boom
hide the complex choices and avenues of exit that accompany the influx
of global capital, and mask the profound unease shared by millionaire and
garment worker alike.

Fauzia Ahmed is the David E. Bell Fellow, Harvard Center for Popula-
tion and Development Studies, Harvard School of Public Health, Harvard
University, and a Resident Scholar, Brandeis Women’s Studies Research
Center, Brandeis University. Her research focuses on social policy, gender
and international development studies, qualitative research methods,
domestic violence, public health, research ethics, South Asian studies,
and women and Islam. She may be contacted at ahmed@brandeis.edu.

Notes

1. A challenge to the economic model, which assumes that economic actors
always act with unchanging rationality in a world of perfect competition,
Hirschman proposes that failing firms can be alerted to performance problems
through the alternative pathways of exit and voice. Exit means that customers
refuse to buy their products or workers leave. Voice indicates protest: custom-
ers or workers voice their unhappiness to the relevant authorities. According

to Hirschman (1970), both these pathways can compel the firm to carry out
corrective measures.
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. Globalization is defined as the process enabling financial and investment

markets to operate internationally, largely as a result of deregulation and
improved communications. But globalization is not just a way of managing
markets; it is a process. A globalized market enables the French service sector
to deal with its customers through a call center in India, or for a garments
manufacturer to design its products in Europe, make them in Asia, and then
sell them in America (Jeffrey 2002).

. Bangladesh was formerly the eastern wing of Pakistan. In March 1971, the

West Pakistan army invaded East Pakistan. Bangladesh was liberated after a
9-month pogrom that left three million people dead.

. In 1974, the Awami League announced a moratorium on nationalization and

raised the ceiling on domestic private investment in an attempt to pacify this
class (Alam 1995). But I argue that despite these measures, the proto-capital-
ists did not believe that the Awami League would ultimately take care of their
interests.

. Approximately 650 enterprises were denationalized with 27 textile mills and

33 jute mills being denationalized in a year. Even the World Bank termed it
“one of the most extensive denationalization programs of the public sector

enterprises in the world.” (Cited in Development Studies Report, No. 142,
1996).

. For a detailed discussion see Alam 1995.

In 1996, approximately 25 percent of Members of Parliament were industrial-
ists. (Daily Star, 15 June 1996.)

. This dependence on an age-old land tenure system has resulted in low crop-

ping intensity and lack of agricultural innovation.

The Sramik Karmachari Oikho Parishad (The United Council of Workers and

Office Personnel in Garments) is a trade union that came into being after the
fire (Alam 1995).

In 1993, Smith Corona moved its plant from Cortland, New York to Tijuana,
Mexico. The workers in Cortland, of whom 58 percent were women, had few
other employment opportunities. In Tijuana, Smith Corona downsized, but
even then 75 percent of its employees were women. This has meant more jobs
for women in Tijuana, but is this a benefit to women in the long run? There

are fewer jobs in Mexico than there were in Cortland, and the workers receive
lower wages. Mexican workers do not necessarily receive what the North
American workers have lost (Lourdes and Lind 1995).
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