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Chapter 1

Bangladesh: A Long History
of Vulnerability

JPMorgan, a leading financial services firm, produced a report in April 2007
titled “From Ho Chi Minh Trail to Mexico” where they included Bangladesh
in their “Frontier Five.” The objective of the report is to identify key emerg-
ing markets in the world based on macro-economic and demographic trends.
In addition to the well-documented Vietnam, the JPMorgan selected Nigeria,
Kazakhstan, Bangladesh, and Kenya as frontier markets. Progress in reduc-
ing poverty, increasing literacy levels, and significant growth in economical-
ly active population justify Bangladesh’s inclusion in the “JPMorgan Fron-
tier Five.” In another report titled “BRICs and beyond,” Goldman Sachs, a
global investment management firm, included Bangladesh in its “Next 11”
after the BRIC nations (Brazil, Russia, India, and China). Bangladesh is
identified as one of the countries that may have the potential to emulate the
BRIC nations who are forecast to rival developed economies. On another
occasion, Noble Laureate Amartya Sen has given Bangladesh a lot of credit
for doing better than India on human development issues such as education,
life expectancy, immunization, and maternal mortality. Sen believed that
Bangladesh outscored India on all human development indicators other than
per capita income, and one of the key factors behind this achievement is the
activism of liberated Bangladeshi women.

In spite of the good things said about Bangladesh, the country has a long
history of vulnerability. Bangladesh has been a part of the global system in
different ways at different times. The country has thus been in a vulnerable
position throughout its history from the British colonial period to the post-
independence period. Before achieving independence in 1971, the social and
economic history of Bangladesh reveals vulnerability to the British colonial
power as well as to the Pakistani ruler. In the post-independence period, the
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2 Bangladesh: A Long History of Vulnerability

country has become vulnerable to a new wave of global integration. What
differs between these two phases of vulnerability is that during the pre-
independence period, Bangladesh did not have the power to make its own
decisions as it was not politically independent. After achieving independence
in 1971, Bangladesh remains a peripheral society, and external forces repre-
sent the core of the world economic system. Internal structural problems and
lack of adequate domestic policy and its implementation in Bangladesh open
the door to external forces for whom Bangladesh’s vulnerability represents
an economic advantage. The country has moved through several waves of
external economic dependence since the colonial period. This South Asian
country has a long history of vulnerability in the global market that began not
with the origin of the garment industry but rather with the beginning of the
colonial period in the eighteenth century. Bangladesh has been dependent on
a single export product at each phase of its history: first, the textile sector;
then, the jute industry; and finally, the garment trade. The continued vulner-
ability of the Bangladesh export sector is endemic and raises questions about
the limits and possibilities of globalization in this country. Dependency theo-
ry provides a framework for understanding Bangladesh’s historical develop-
ment and the latest wave of globalization can be seen as taking over from the
old dependency theories but in fact threatens a new phase of vulnerability
based on trade liberalization rather than colonial control.

PRE-INDEPENDENCE PERIOD

East Bengal—the region that became East Pakistan (1947–1971) and later
Bangladesh—was once a prosperous region of South Asia. In the early nine-
teenth century, this region was well-known as a major producer of silks,
cotton, and muslin (plain woven fine white cotton) products that were ex-
ported throughout Asia and Europe. The cotton textile industry of East Ben-
gal was at that time among the greatest industries in the world. This sector
became one of the key sources of employment. Muslin was popular in Eu-
rope because of its quality and affordability. In 1787, the entire trade of the
Dhaka district was about US$10 million—of which about half a million
represented cloth for export to Europe (Ahmad 1976). Ahmad identifies that
the total value of goods manufactured for European markets amounted in
1807 to about US$1 million; in 1810 to half a million; and in 1813 only a
quarter of a million. This means that the amount of export earnings declined
gradually. In Bangladesh as elsewhere in the British Empire, the colonial
power was interested in providing raw materials for its factories, particularly
in textiles and jute, and dumping cheap domestically manufactured goods in
the East Bengal market (Humphrey 1990). The British introduced machine-
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Bangladesh: A Long History of Vulnerability 3

made cloth into the market and East Bengal’s native industry collapsed.
Kabeer (2001: 55) remarks:

As the British textile industry merchandised, Britain sought to eliminate com-
petition from Bengal’s textiles through an elaborate network of restrictions and
prohibitive duties. Duties of up to 70 and 80 percent had to be placed on Indian
goods in order to protect the nascent British textile industry and, even within
India, the sale of Bengal cloth was restricted, so as to favor British products.

In this process, the prosperous weaving industry of East Bengal was
destroyed and a large artisan class lost their employment (Humphrey 1990).
Bangladesh was one of the major exporters of textiles, silk, and sugar, but the
flow of industrialization was halted during the two hundred years of colonial
exploitation. Sir Charles Trevelyan of the East India Company wrote in
1840: “Dacca which used to be the Manchester of India has fallen off from a
flourishing town to a very poor and small one” (cited in Kabeer 2001: 56).
The British imperial power destroyed the domestic textile industry and trans-
formed the region into one fully dependent on agriculture. Agriculture be-
came the only occupation available to the people of East Bengal. The indus-
trial fame of this region disintegrated as it was pressed into serving the
interests of the colonial power.

In the Pakistani period (1947–1971), East Bengal became East Pakistan.
This region was exploited under the colonial power and the same conditions
persisted. West Pakistan controlled the economic and political power of the
region although a majority of the population lived in East Pakistan. As
argued by Humphrey, two salient features of this period were these: like
Britain, Pakistan pursued a policy emphasizing the preeminent role of the
private sector in industrial development and priority was given to West Paki-
stan’s development, with East Pakistan providing raw materials and markets
for West Pakistan’s products. In other words, in the first postcolonial period
of Bangladesh’s history, Pakistan reproduced the powerlessness and eco-
nomic dispossession that had characterized East Bengal’s position within the
British Empire.

At the time of partition in 1947 (the British divided the subcontinent into
India and Pakistan and it marked independence for both states, while the
Bangladesh region became known as East Pakistan), both wings of Pakistan
were primarily producers of raw materials: the west wing producing raw
cotton and the east being the world’s largest producer of raw jute (Dutt,
Dasgupta, and Chatterjee 1973). A negligible number of industrial establish-
ments were located in East Pakistan. West Pakistan developed its industrial
sector ignoring East Pakistan. Over twenty-five years of Pakistan’s history,
economic disparity widened between the two regions. Funds were allotted
for the West Pakistanis and East Pakistan’s resources were drained for the
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enrichment of the western region. About 56 percent of the population of
Pakistan lived in the eastern wing although the eastern wing accounted for
one-seventh of Pakistan’s total area (Dutt, Dasgupta, and Chatterjee 1973).
According to the popular Pakistani newspaper The Dawn (1956), only fifty-
one East Pakistanis were employed in civil service jobs such as Secretaries,
Joint Secretaries, and Deputy Secretaries, etc., while the number of West
Pakistanis employed in these jobs was 690. A panel of economic advisers to
the Planning Commission of the Government of Pakistan reported that in
1969–1970 per capita income in West Pakistan was 61 percent higher than in
the East (cited in Dutt, Dasgupta, and Chatterjee 1973). The report also found
that less than one-fourth of total development expenditure, in both the public
and private sector, went to East Pakistan—although East Pakistan’s share of
Pakistan’s total foreign exchange earnings varied between 50–70 percent.
According to Power (1963), from 1948 to 1961 there took place a net transfer
of about 180 million rupees (currency) from East Pakistan to West Pakistan
(cited in Dutt, Dasgupta, and Chatterjee 1973). Funds were allotted for the
West Pakistanis and East Pakistan’s resources were depleted for the enrich-
ment of the western region. It is interesting the pre-independence history of
Bangladesh from the British colonial regime to the Pakistan period fit the
dependency theory1 that the developing countries had a history of exploita-
tion and the adverse effects on their economies resulted from dominant and
powerful external forces. The British ruler destroyed the skill of the artisan
class and turned the region into an agricultural country. During the Pakistani
period, extreme disparity was shown concerning the economic development
between its two regions.

One of the proponents of dependency theory, Prebisch (1950) has argued
that international specialization excludes developing countries reaping the
benefits of technical progress. Conventional economic and trade practices
only benefited the developed world by enriching technological progress. De-
veloping countries focused on the export of primary products but technical
progress was concentrated mainly in industry. As a result, when the price of
primary commodities fell in the global market, developing nations found
themselves left behind in terms of technical advancement, while developed
countries industrialized and at the same time achieved significant progress in
technology. Prebisch argues that the world is divided into two distinct ar-
eas—a center of economic power in Europe and the United States, and a
periphery of weak countries in Latin America, Africa, and Asia (Peet and
Hartwick 1999). Using Britain as a case study, Prebisch has shown that the
terms of trade in the center improved while they deteriorated in the periphery
countries like Bangladesh during the colonial regime Like Prebisch, Frank
(1967) also believes that the world is divided into two regions—metropolises
and satellites, and a single international system operates in the chain of this
metropolises-satellites structure. According to Frank (1996: 106): “Contem-
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porary underdevelopment is in large part the historical product of past and
continuing economic and other relations between the satellite underdevel-
oped and the now developed metropolis countries.” He further adds that
these relations are an important part of the structure of the global capitalist
system and within this metropolis-satellite structure the satellite tends to be
underdeveloped and the metropolis tends to be developed. The author has
also argued that in the past the regions that are the most underdeveloped at
present have the experience of closest ties to the developed countries. In the
past, these regions were the greatest exporters of primary products and be-
came dominant in the world market. These regions were, for instance, the
sugar-exporting West Indies, the ex-mining districts of Minas Gerails in
Brazil, the central Mexican states of Guanajuato—famous for silver—and
Bengal in India, popular for textiles. The British colonial policy (metropolis)
destroyed the promising textile industry of the Bengal (satellite) when the
region was in transition to become an industrialized country but in reality
Bengal turned to an agricultural and underdeveloped region. Underdevelop-
ment was the outcome of a historical process by which Europeans sapped
much of the accumulated wealth of the Third World by using power, destroy-
ing local manufacturing industries and forcing the indigenous people to pro-
duce export commodities (Baran 1957). In the global integration of the Third
World, the core states had restructured the peripheral countries in a way that
created a form of economic dualism. The core nations had developed only
those parts of the peripheral countries that served their interests.

Before achieving independence in 1971, the social and economic history
of Bangladesh reveals vulnerability to the British colonial power as well as to
the Pakistani ruler which is shaped by the dependency theoretical perspec-
tive. During the colonial period, the development of Bangladesh’s economy
depended on its British imperialists and, under this regime, the country was
exploited and led to its underdevelopment. The same process continued when
the country was controlled by the Pakistani rulers. In the post-independence
period, the country has become vulnerable to a new wave of global integra-
tion. What differs between these two phases of vulnerability is that during the
pre-independence period, Bangladesh did not have the power to make its
own decisions as it was not politically independent. After achieving indepen-
dence in 1971, Bangladesh remains a peripheral society, and external forces
represent the core of the world economic system. Internal structural problems
and lack of adequate domestic policy and its implementation in Bangladesh
open the door to external forces for whom Bangladesh’s vulnerability repre-
sents an economic advantage.
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POST-INDEPENDENCE PERIOD

Dependency theorists offered a solution to erase the above-mentioned condi-
tions that remained in the Third World. Dependency theorists favored an
import substitution policy which was later adopted in most nations in Latin
America and other least developed countries (LDCs) including Bangladesh.
According to import-substitute industrialization (ISI), the state controls the
economy and encourages import substitution rather than exports. The export
sector is restricted by allowing higher tariffs, various tariff barriers, and less
foreign investment. They argued that developing nations could only succeed
by creating the industries that used the primary products already being pro-
duced by these countries and protecting nascent industries.

This approach was implemented in Bangladesh when the country became
an independent nation in 1971 after nine months of war with Pakistan. The
entire economy, particularly trade and industry, was shattered and the imme-
diate concern was to restore economic activity with a strong and restrictive
policy. The new government implemented a socialist economy which had
been promised during the independence struggle (Stepanek 1979). As a first
step, the government nationalized all the key industries including the jute,
cotton textile, and sugar industries (Karim 1996). The West Pakistanis who
fled during the war owned the majority of these industrial enterprises. The
government of Bangladesh seized their plants as abandoned properties. In
addition to the industrial sector, the banking and insurance fields were na-
tionalized. The scope of the private sector was limited to small and cottage
industry. As a part of an import-substituting industrialization strategy, quan-
titative restrictions on imports were extensively employed (Rahman and
Bakht 1996).

The debate about the choice of nationalization lingers on. It can be ex-
plained in two ways—political choices or a response to the devastated condi-
tion of the economy after the war. It was a political decision of the ruling
party to nationalize the key sectors of the economy. This policy originated in
the political manifesto of the ruling party. In this context, Sobhan (2005: 7)
argues: “This party’s political commitment to extend state ownership over
the economy dated back to 1954 and was renewed again in 1970 when they
won elections to the national and provincial legislatures of Pakistan.” The
major contribution to the growth of the state-controlled economy originated
in the historical circumstances created by the liberation of Bangladesh. The
international political climate also played a role in encouraging a socialist
approach to national economic development. In other words, it was the polit-
ical and ideological links between Bangladesh and national liberation or
communist movements in other countries.

In addition to ideology, socioeconomic conditions also made socialism
the only system capable of helping the country to convalesce. At the time of
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liberation in 1971, business and commercial sectors were dominated by non-
Bengalis. The Pakistanis played a discriminatory role toward Bengalis and
did not provide opportunities for the Bengalis to take an active part in the
private sector. However, after the war, these non-Bengalis withdrew from
Bangladesh. Papanek (1969) argued that: “This precipitous withdrawal of the
Pakistanis left a major entrepreneurial vacuum at the heart of the Bangladesh
economy since these non-Bengalis were largely drawn from a few ethnic
communities specializing in commerce” (cited in Sobhan 2005: 6). Bengali
entrepreneurs accounted for 18 percent of manufacturing assets and Bengali-
owned banks accounted for 18 percent of deposits (Sobhan and Ahmad
1980). There were 725 enterprises in Bangladesh when the non-Bengalis
business class left Bangladesh (Sobhan 2005). As Bangladesh had not devel-
oped a domestic class of entrepreneurs and no efficient management system
existed, the government had to grapple with the abandoned enterprises.

However, there was a lot of confusion about the control of the national-
ized enterprises (Humphrey 1990). As part of the nationalizing policy, the
government established a number of sectoral corporations to ensure coordi-
nation of government control, such as the Bangladesh Jute Industries Corpo-
ration, an industry which included seventy-seven enterprises. According to
the Planning Commission, even though it was the responsibility of the corpo-
ration to manage enterprises under each corporation, ministers often chose to
demonstrate power over the corporations. As a result, the management prob-
lem was acute in terms of running these nationalized enterprises. Due to the
lack of a Bengali capitalist class, there were no qualified personnel to play
the role of managers. Party workers of the government were found to fill the
gap. Incompetent, inexperienced, and unqualified personnel ran the public
enterprises. As a result, mismanagement, pilferage, and corruption became
rampant. The prices of goods and services were set by the government which
did not reflect actual market conditions. As a result, the public enterprises
produced high-priced but not quality products. The production was also low
due to lack of incentives and inadequate entrepreneurial knowledge. Further-
more, because of low production and declining revenues, state enterprises
were incurring huge losses. It became evident that the country’s economy
was not growing. The share of manufacturing was 7.3 percent of GDP in
1972, but only 7.4 percent by 1975 (Humphrey 1990). All these factors
contributed to the failure of nationalization.

The nationalization of the economy ended in Bangladesh when a new
government took control in 1975. The new government focused on the need
to boost Bangladeshi production—especially in food and grains—and to inte-
grate rural development through a variety of programs. The ideology of this
government was market oriented, and its goal was to achieve higher growth
through the development of the private sector by privatization—a transfer
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from import-substitution to an export-led strategy in the regime of neoliberal-
ism.

The export-led strategy or outward-oriented strategy is aimed to speed up
the industrialization process of a country through exporting goods for which
the nation has a comparative advantage. Export-led growth implies opening
domestic markets to foreign competition in exchange for market access to
other countries. Reduced tariff barriers, less control of the state, open market
and government support for exporting sectors are elements of the export-led
strategy. Export-oriented industrialization in the neoliberal regime was accel-
erated by the Washington Consensus in the post-World War II period. Global
institutions such as the World Bank (WB), International Monetary Fund
(IMF), and the World Trade Organization (WTO) work in favor of such a
trade strategy. This is the fundamental pursuit of developed states and en-
courages Third World countries to follow this path. The commitment to
adopt this strategy has become a condition to receive loans or aid from the
international financial institutions. The idea behind this is that producing for
export increases efficiency and efficiency in labor leads to an increase in
productivity.

Following the new ideology it believed that widening the private sector—
rather than the public sector—would stimulate the economic growth of Ban-
gladesh. But the government in the late 1970s did not privatize all sectors at
once but rather gradually opened the economy. Humphrey (1990) notes that
sectors, including paper, iron and steel, oil, and gas were immediately
opened to private ownership. Potential export sectors such as jute and textiles
were reserved for public ownership. In order to inspire investment in indus-
try, a special bank was established—the Bangladesh Shilpa Bank. The In-
vestment Corporation of Bangladesh (ICB) was authorized and the Dhaka
Stock Exchange was reactivated. These market-friendly policies encouraged
Bengali business people in terms of longer-term industrial investment.

While the policy reforms introduced by the previous governments had
reduced the role of government in the allocation of resources and production,
the government in the 1980s directly controlled all private industrial invest-
ment as well as the allocation of domestic credit and foreign exchange (Mal-
lon and Stern 1991). The New Industrial Policy (NIP) was declared in June
1982. Decentralization of jute and cotton textile mills and decentralization of
investment approval and loan disbursement procedures were prominent
among the new policies. This is reflected in larger investment allocation—
over 35 percent of investment budget for the private sector during
1980–1985 compared to 11 percent in the 1970s (1973–1978) (Karim 1996).
The Foreign Private Investment Promotion Act was introduced to promote
foreign private investment. Private banks and insurance companies were also
introduced. Private investment increased fourfold between 1980 and 1985
(Karim 1996). The government established an export-processing zone (EPZ)
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in Chittagong in 1983. Joint ventures, 100 percent foreign-owned invest-
ments and 100 percent Bangladeshi-owned companies were all permitted to
operate and enjoy equal treatment in the EPZs. The pace of reforms in the
1980s was significantly influenced by the Structural Adjustment Programs
(SAPs) of the WB and the IMF.2

The economic policies pursued during the 1990s were aimed at alleviat-
ing poverty through growth, economic liberalization, privatization of state-
owned enterprises, incentives for private investment, and reform of the bank-
ing system. Efforts to achieve Bangladesh’s macroeconomic goals, however,
have been problematic. The privatization of public sector industries has pro-
ceeded at a slow pace, due in part to worker unrest in the affected industries.
In the 1990s, only twelve state-owned enterprises were privatized during
1991–1996 and four during 1996–2000 (The Economist Intelligence Unit
[EIU] 1999). During 1991–1996, the government emphasized market-based
policies to stimulate the growth rate. Rapid liberalization of the economy
continued during the 1990s. According to the EIU (1999), the overall econo-
my grew at an annual rate of 5 percent in the 1990s compared to 4 percent in
the 1980s. The top customs duty rate was cut from 350 percent in 1991 to
37.5 percent by 1999.

The government concentrated on export growth, gradual lowering of tar-
iffs and import controls in order to achieve rapid industrialization. The liber-
alization of industrial policies in the 1990s has reduced bureaucratic control
over private investment. The Board of Investment (BOI) was given the task
of facilitating investments, import controls were reduced and import permits
were abolished (EIU 1999). Firms located in EPZs can import capital and
raw materials free of import duty, retain foreign currency earnings, employ
expatriates and non-unionized labor and enjoy a ten-year tax holiday.3 In
terms of investment, employment, and exports, the country’s two EPZs have
been extremely successful. According to the Bangladesh Export Processing
Zones Authority (2006), the 143 companies operating in the EPZs represent a

Table 1.1: Indicators of Economic Performance in the Era of Liberalization
(in percentages)

Indicators 1973– 1980– 1988– 1992– 2004– 2009–
(Growth 1979 a 1990 a 1992 b 1998 b 2005 c 2010 d

Rate)
GDP 2.14 4.36 4.2 5.4 5.4 6.0
Export 12.8 17.2 15.7 16.24
Import 4.2 10.0 22.6 21.34

Sources: aSattar (1997), bRahman and Bhattacharya (2000), cMCCI (2005), dCIA World
Fact book (2011)
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Table 1.2: Structure of Bangladesh GDP: Share of Major Sectors, 1972–2005
(in percentages)

Sectors 1972 1980 1988 1992 1997 2004– 2009–
2005a 2010b

Agriculture 49.5 40.9 38.8 34.5 30.0 21.9 20.16
Manufacturing 7.9 10.8 8.5 9.1 11.8 16.6 29.95
Services 42.6 48.3 52.7 56.4 58.2 49.7 49.90

Sources: Rahman and Bhattacharya (2000), aMCCI (2005), bBoard of Investment(2010)

cumulative investment of over US$400 million, employ 92,000 people, and
generate about US$700 million in export earnings each year.

As a result of trade liberalization the GDP growth rate increased from
2.14 percent in the 1970s to 6.0 percent in 2009–2010 (see table 1.1). The
service sector dominates the share of GDP in the country’s economy. The
GDP share of agriculture declined from 49.5 percent in 1972 to 20.16 percent
in 2009–2010, while the share of manufacturing increased from 7.9 percent
to 29.95 percent in the same period (see table 1.2). This growth has been
achieved due to the adoption of trade liberalization policy during different
periods, and this process continues. Table 1.1 also shows that export growth
rate increased from 12.8 percent in 1988–1992 to 16.24 percent in
2009–2010 and import growth rate increased significantly from 4.2 percent
in 1988–1992 to 22.6 percent in 2004–2005 but decreased in 2009–2010
(21.34 percent).

There has been a mixed reaction to the increasing privatization of the
economy. Humphrey (1990) charts some negative reactions to this policy.
Opposition parties have disapproved of the privatization of the jute mills.
They were more concerned for the future of the workers, who feared that the
transfer of public sector industries to the private sector would result in the
loss of jobs in the mill industry. The civil servants also viewed privatization
as a threat to their jobs and power. The biggest support for privatization came
from the business community (Quadir 2000). A mixed economy—strength-
ening both the public and private sector—operated in the late 1980s, al-
though more interest was shown in privatization. In spite of the transition
from nationalization to privatization and trade liberalization in the regime of
neoliberalism, the country has failed to achieve expected outcomes. Three
studies have been conducted to evaluate the performance of the private sec-
tor: the BOI survey in 1991 (cited in Sobhan 2005), the 1997 Bangladesh
Institute of Development Studies (BIDS) survey (cited in Sobhan 2005), and
Akram’s work (2005) which examines ineffective privatization of public
enterprises. The BOI (1991) surveyed 290 privatized enterprises in 1991 and
found that 48 percent remained in operation and 52 percent had closed down.
According to the BIDS (1997) survey of 205 privatized enterprises, 112
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businesses were active and 83 had closed down. The survey also found that
out of 195 enterprises, 43.6 percent suffered heavy losses and only 5.6 per-
cent generated high profits. After privatization of these enterprises, two-
thirds of their labor force lost their jobs. Akram (2005) reviewed the default
status of 128 privatized enterprises and found that 77 had overdue loans.

The only success of the export-led growth strategy is the significant de-
velopment of the garment industry. A 2001 report by the Center for Policy
Dialogue (CPD) found that the modest growth in the manufacturing sector at
the end of the 1990s was underwritten by the momentous growth in export-
oriented industries, especially the garment industry. The success story of the
export-oriented garments industry in Bangladesh has challenged, like the
Asian Tigers, the justification of dependency theory. Impressive growth in
the export-oriented garment industry continues to strengthen industrial
growth in the country. Many new jobs—mostly for women—have been
created by the country’s dynamic private ready-made garment industry
through the 1990s. The garment industry has emerged as the most important
export item, comprising more than 70 percent of export earnings.

The process of globalization through export-led-growth in Bangladesh
has fueled the debate over the limits and possibilities of globalization in
developing countries. On the one hand, optimistic theorists of the export-led
growth strategy such as Chambers and Gordon (1966), Findlay (1985), Meier
(1994), and Lewis (1955) believe that the shift of policy toward global trade
liberalization provides some benefits for Third World countries including
Bangladesh. First, developing countries learn the techniques of international
trading and improve their production methods. Transfer of skills from the
developed countries help developing countries in generating skilled labor.
The Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) through multinational corporations
(MNCs) transfer skills from the West, and the Third World learns the tech-
niques of international trading and improves production methods. One of the
positive impacts of MNCs on LDCs is the possibility of acquiring modern
technology. Lack of modern technology is a major obstacle for economic
development in the Third World. Third World governments can utilize
MNCs to obtain modern technology and, at the same time, control MNCs to
avoid any adverse effects. Second, global integration ensures a flow of
foreign capital to the developing world. This helps Third World traders to
accumulate capital. Exporters gain surplus capital which can be invested in
the domestic economy. Third, foreign capital will help Third World traders
to develop the infrastructure so that trade may advance. Finally, global inte-
gration stimulates consumer demand. These are the purported basic benefits
for developing Third World countries like Bangladesh involved in the global
market.
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BOX 1.1: THE RISE AND FALL OF JUTE

During the colonial period, the jute industry had played an important
role in the economic development of Bengal, of which modern Bangla-
desh was part. Raw jute was mainly produced in East Bengal as condi-
tions were favorable for the cultivation of jute. Prior to the establish-
ment of jute mills, handloom weavers used jute fiber to make twines,
ropes, and coarse fabrics for the poor, and also for other purposes.
Toward the end of the eighteenth century, jute drew the attention of the
British colonizers and it was later exported to other countries. Ahmad
(1976) presents data regarding the trade in jute during the British peri-
od. The Bengal Board of Trade first exported raw jute to England in
1781. In 1796, 65 tons of jute fiber was exported to England, 40 tons to
Germany, and 6 tons to the United States. During this period, hand-
woven jute goods were finding export markets in Britain, Germany,
France, North and South America, Burma, Java, China, Australia, and
Africa. Exports of these handloom fabrics amounted to 9,035,713
pieces in 1850 (Ahmad 1976). The machine-made jute fabrics came
later. Although East Bengal produced finer quality raw jute, there was
no jute mill in this region. Most of the jute mills were established in
West Bengal, specifically in Calcutta, part of India. The first jute mill
was established at Risraw near Calcutta on the bank of the Hughli in
1855. The use of machine-made jute fabrics lead to a revolutionary
change in the fortunes of jute cultivation. East Bengal supplied raw jute
for the jute mills in Calcutta. Calcutta was a strong competitor of Dund-
ee, the famous jute manufacturing center of the United Kingdom, due
to its cost advantage in producing jute goods. After the Partition of
Bengal in 1947 all jute mills of the region fell in West Bengal, which
became a part of India and all major jute-growing districts became part
of East Bengal (which became Bangladesh). Without a mill, East Ben-
gal faced problems in marketing its raw jute. The problem was, howev-
er, quickly overcome by establishing jute mills in East Bengal. After
partition, raw jute became the only major export item of Bangladesh, as
seventy jute mills were established during the Pakistan period. The jute
industry produced about 600,000 tons of jute goods in 1969–1970 and
employed 200,000 workers. Internal consumption was 250,000 tons
and 65,000 tons was exported to West Pakistan and other countries
(Ahmad 1976). Raw jute accounted for nearly half of Bangladesh’s
total exports in 1968–1969, and raw jute and jute manufacturers consti-
tuted 90 percent of the country’s total exports. Export earnings in
1968–1969 included 730,700 rupees from raw jute and 655,900 rupees
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from jute manufactures. The biggest buyer of raw jute was the UK: in
1967–68, 18.3 percent of total raw jute was directed to this country.
The percentage share of other buyers was: Belgium 11.1, China 8.3,
West Germany 7.6, France 6.5, Spain 4.5, Japan 4.3, United States 3.8,
Italy 3.5, Netherlands 3.3, and Czechoslovakia 3.1 percent. The biggest
buyer of manufactured jute was the United States: 23.8 percent of total
jute goods were exported to this country. Australia accounted for 8.1
percent, Turkey 7.6 percent, and the share of all African countries
combined was 27 percent. In the world export of raw jute, Bangla-
desh’s share was 61 percent in 1970–1971 and in the world export of
manufactured jute the share was 45.5 percent in 1970. After a virtual
monopoly of over a century, the jute industry declined in importance
after 1970. During the 1970s, the industry confronted hard competition
from synthetic substitutes commonly known as polypropylene. Poly-
propylene is preferred as packing material since it is much cheaper,
easy to manufacture, highly durable, and lightweight. After losing the
market to polypropylene, many jute mills in western countries were
closed down and the jute industry of the subcontinent experienced trou-
bling times. As a result, many traditional buyers of Bangladeshi jute
shifted to synthetics. The disaster continued: prices fell precipitously
through the mid-1980s. In 1980–1981, the proportion of jute and jute
goods in the export sector of Bangladesh was 68.21 percent; this
dropped to 5.87 percent by 2000.

On the contrary, Haque (1999) argues that since the late 1970s, the
market-centered policies of privatization, deregulation and liberalization,
endorsed by developed countries and international aid agencies, lead to six
adverse effects on Third World nations. First, this policy has worsened the
condition of poverty in Third World countries. In Latin America, for in-
stance, the number of people in poverty increased from 136 million to 266
million in 1980–1992, a period when divestment and deregulation ap-
proaches were adopted. Second, global trade liberalization policy has in-
creased unemployment, decreased wages, and dropped living standards in
most Third World countries. In the mid-1980s, there were losses of sixty
thousand jobs in Zimbabwe under structural adjustment programs and in
Chile wages decreased from 62.8 percent of total GDP in 1972 to 30.7
percent in 1989. Third, income inequality within and between nations has
increased as a result of market-centered government policy. This policy has
benefited mainly the top 10–15 percent of the population in India and has no
impact on the majority of the rural population living in poverty. Fourth, the
conditions of external debts and trade dependence have worsened. During the
pro-market reform period 1980–1992, the total external debt of India in-
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creased from US$20.58 billion to US$76.98 billion; for Indonesia, from
US$20.94 billion to US$84.39 billion; for Mexico, from US$57.38 billion to
US$113.38 billion. The Third World countries—followers of the export-led
growth strategy—are now in a position of high level external debt and in-
creased dependency on the global market over which they have no control.
Fifth, self-reliance and sovereignty of Third World nations are under threat.
These countries are influenced by global institutions such as the IMF and the
WB to adopt devaluation of currency, deregulation of market, liberalization
of trade, and other measures. Sixth, the process of trade liberalization has
initiated de-industrialization in Third World countries. The domestic indus-
tries could not compete with the TNCs in the globalization race which leads
to the process of de-industrialization. Nobel Prize winner Stiglitz (2002)
agrees with the claim that privatization was one of the factors behind the
crisis in East Asia. Argentina, Mexico, and other developing nations have
come under criticism for the privatization of their economy. Different levels
of vulnerability have emerged due to the current process of globalization
which is also evident in this book in the case of Bangladesh. The fall of jute
sector is a unique example of the costs of globalization for Bangladesh (see
box 1.1). The brief summary of the emergence of the jute industry, global
integration of this sector into the world market, and finally how the jute
industry has lost its dominance in the global market contributes to the debate
on the impact of globalization on the global south.

In addition to this adverse effect, another problem of the contemporary
neoliberal world order is the lack of transnational authority to regulate. Cox
and Schechter (2002) believe that global production requires political stabil-
ity and finance to expand. Finance can be affected by volatile factors such as
inflation, depression, debt, etc., which can trigger an economy’s collapse.
The problem is that there is no effective and secure regulatory system to
counter such collapses. Cox and Schechter (2002: 83) refer to it as “govern-
ance without government.” It is now universally accepted that global finan-
cial institutions have become the driving force for trade liberalization in the
neoliberal regime. This raises the question of how the sovereignty of the
nation-state is to be maintained. Some scholars such as Wolf (2001) disagree
with the view that the states have lost their sovereignty in the neoliberal
regime. Wolf (2001: 189–190) stipulates,

The proposition that globalization makes states unnecessary is even less cred-
ible than the idea that it makes states impotent. If anything, the exact opposite
is true, for at least three reasons. First, the ability of a society to take advantage
of the opportunities offered by international economic integration depends on
the quality of public goods, such as property rights, an honest civil service,
personal security and basic education. Without an appropriate legal frame-
work, in particular, the web of potentially rewarding contracts is vastly re-
duced. This point may seem trivial, but many developing nations have failed to
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achieve these essential preconditions of success. Second, the state normally
defines identity. A sense of belonging is part of the people’s sense of security,
and one that most people would not want to give up even in the age of
globalization. It is perhaps not surprising that some of the most successfully
integrated economies are small, homogenous countries with a strong sense of
collective identity. Third, international governance rests on the ability of indi-
vidual states to provide and guarantee stability. The bedrock of international
order is the territorial state with its monopoly on coercive power within its
jurisdiction. Cyberspace does not change this: economies are ultimately run
for and by human beings, who have a physical presence and, therefore, a
physical location.

The emergence of the East Asia crisis adds doubt to Wolf’s claim that the
nation-state still plays a pivotal role in the regime of rapid trade liberaliza-
tion. In “Globalization and Its Discontents” (2002), Stiglitz evaluates the
financial crisis of 1997 and concludes that rapid financial and capital market
liberalization prescribed by the IMF and the U.S. Treasury was the basic
cause. Before the crisis, East Asia had an experience of rapid economic
growth produced by state-directed industrial policy. East Asia followed an
export-led growth strategy but controls on imports, gradually liberalized
trade but not rapid capital liberalization. The government at the national and
local level helped create efficient enterprises and shaped industrial policy.
But the IMF pressured East Asian states to follow rapid trade liberalization
and rapid financial and capital market liberalization. The crisis started in
Thailand, then spread to South Korea and to other East Asian nations. An-
other case of the adverse effects of globalization is the Global Financial
Crisis of 2007–2009 which began in the United States and has been affecting
all the countries of the world. Because of the deeper integration of the world
economy it is very difficult for the countries in different regions of the world
to avoid the crisis. Through multiple channels this crisis is affecting the
global economy; dramatic fall in financial flows, unprecedented fall in ex-
ports, higher unemployment, and restrictions on recruiting workers from
abroad (Stiglitz 2009). GDP in advanced economies fell by 4.3 percent over
the year to June 2009 and sixty million people lost their job as a result of the
global recession (Douglas, Fatema, and Hawkins 2010). The global economy
has seen a significant reduction of capital flows including overseas develop-
ment assistance, FDI, and remittances (United Nations 2009).

I began this chapter with a discussion of the social and economic history
of Bangladesh during the pre-independence period which is shaped by the
dependency school of thought. Bangladesh, as an independent country, fol-
lowed the path offered by the dependency theorists, i.e., import substitution.
But the policy shifted to significant trade liberalization and export-led growth
strategy since the 1980s after the influences of the donor agencies. It appears
that this process caused a perverse or deformed development in the jute
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sector but a success in the garments industry. The literature on the pros and
cons of globalization raises question—has the growth of garments industry in
Bangladesh really avoided the adverse effects of globalization in the long
run? It is very important to examine whether the global integration of the
Bangladesh garments industry has created another phase of vulnerability in
the process of industrialization and this is the prime concern of this book.

NOTES

1. In favor of globalization, modernization theorists, such as Rostow (1960), have argued
that LDCs would eventually catch up with the industrialized world if they create the social and
economic systems developed by Western capitalism (Marshall 1998). Modernization theorists
conceptualized development as a transition from tradition to modernity. Poverty and underde-
velopment were conceptualized as backwardness. Within this worldview, the transition was to
be achieved by accessing the fruits of capitalism on different levels. Modernization can be
achieved at an economic level by allowing the free market; at a social level, by adopting
Western institutions, norms and values; at a political level, by implementing parliamentary
democracy. This argument was displaced in the late 1960s by the emergence of dependency
theories. Latin American thinkers in the 1950s–1960s, who were the think-tank of the Econom-
ic Commission for Latin America (ECLA), are the main proponents of dependency theory. The
ECLA was created in 1948 as a regional body of the United Nations. This school emerged at
the time that modernization theories were arguing in favor of the diffusion of modernization
values through increased global trade (Larrain 1989). Dependency theorists found that “con-
ventional (classical and neoclassical) economic theory, especially comparative advantage and
trade theories, favored the industrial countries at the center of a divided global system over the
agricultural nations at the periphery of the world, and concluded that conventional theory was
inadequate for the underdeveloped world” (Peet and Hartwick 1999: 41–42). Against modern-
ization theories, dependency theorists argued that the circumstances of the underdeveloped
world were shaped by the global structures within which the dominance of the West had
prevailed (Preston 1997). Theorists from Latin America such as Prebisch (1950), Singer
(1950), Santos (1971), Sunkel (1973), Furtado (1973), Pinto (1959), and others involved in the
ECLA developed the dependency paradigm initially. Dependency analysis was also informed
by some North American Marxists, including Frank (1967), Baran (1957), Sweezy (1968), and
Wallerstein (1987). In particular, Prebisch (1950) and Frank (1967) are recognized as key
articulators of dependency theory.

2. SAPs (Structural Adjustment Programs) were designed in the 1980s as a response by the
major international creditor agencies, the World Bank (WB) and International Monetary Fund
(IMF) to the growing economic crisis and balance of payments problems encountered by many
developing countries subsequent to the two major oil shocks in the 1970s. Rahman (2004: 440)
stated: “SAPs came under intense criticism in many countries including Bangladesh, because of
both the underlying conceptual assumptions and the design of the program components. Many
argue that SAPs put disproportionately more emphasis on the market mechanism as a means of
enhancing efficiency, growth, and stability in the economy whilst not paying adequate attention
to institutions, history, and the distinctive characteristics of development of the individual
countries. It was felt by many that SAPs have tried to impose a single model to address
multifaceted issues, the nature of which was not similar in all countries. SAPs also came under
criticism because of the pace with which adjustment reforms were carried out and for the lack
of proper phasing and sequencing of the reforms.”

3. A tax holiday means a reduction of tax for the foreign investors for a specific period of
time.



Chapter 2

Garments Industry: An Unchartered
Territory in an Impoverished Country

Even after twenty-five years, Faruque Hassan, still remembers the humiliation
and embarrassment he faced when he ventured into garment exports, an un-
chartered territory in an impoverished country like Bangladesh. Very few
western nations would give him a business visa. On many occasions, he
missed out on international trade fairs and key meetings with his western
buyers as his visa didn’t come through on time. Finally, when he went with
some samples many western buyers were skeptical. They couldn’t believe that
a country like Bangladesh can export clothes to rich western nations. Today,
Mr. Hassan runs nine factories across Bangladesh and clothes made in his
factory are exported to Germany, Switzerland, Austria and Canada.

—Faruque Hassan, an entrepreneur told BBC

When I was unemployed my husband never shared anything with me about
household matters. He was the only one who would take decisions. The situa-
tion has changed when I have started earning money. Now my husband talks
with me before taking any decision although I value his decision.

—Hajera, a garment worker

The above-mentioned statements of a garment entrepreneur and a garment
worker tell us about the economic and social impact of garments industry on
Bangladesh and most importantly present a new face of the country to the
world. In 1971—the year Bangladesh achieved independence from Paki-
stan—the new nation was referred to in foreign circles as an “international
basket case” (cited in Bertocci 1977: 783). The nation depended so heavily
on foreign aid that the international community speculated that there was no
possibility of the country developing without aid, and that dependency on aid
would therefore continue. But the emergence of the garment industry has
challenged that idea and sent a message—Bangladesh will be able to reduce

17
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its dependence on aid if a preferential trade policy is offered by the key
markets. Since the late 1970s the development of the export sector has come
to be seen as increasingly important. Exports have both grown and changed
substantially over the past thirty years. After the collapse of the jute regime,
the government’s attention turned to the role of the manufacturing sector,
especially the garment industry, as the new engine for economic growth. The
1980s mark the beginning of the rapid integration of Bangladesh’s small and
often home-based garment industry into the global garment chain.

ORIGIN OF THE GARMENTS INDUSTRY IN BANGLADESH

C. Douglas McMillon, the President and CEO of Wal-Mart International,
arrived in Dhaka on February 4, 2010, on a short and unannounced visit.
During his twenty-four-hour trip he met the senior members of BGMEA
(Bangladesh Garments Manufacturers and Exporters Association) and the
prime minister of Bangladesh. During the meetings the chief executive of
Wal-Mart expressed the company’s interest on continuing to import ready-
made garments (RMG) from Bangladesh and strengthening the industry.
Wal-Mart buys over a billion dollars worth of RMG from Bangladesh annu-
ally, i.e., 30 percent of Bangladesh’s garment exports to the United States.
It’s not only about Wal-Mart. The top executive of Mondial Orient Ltd., a
sister concern of German-based C&A Company, which has more than 1,500
retail outlets across Europe, attended a trade fair in Bangladesh organized by
BGMEA in 2011. The company purchases garments worth $700 million a
year from Bangladesh; every year the volume of the orders increases by at
least 10 percent. It appears that the buyers are now coming to this impover-
ished country to import garments which presents the success story of this
industry. But the starting journey of the garments industry in Bangladesh was
not like a bed of roses.

In 1980–1981 the proportion of garments in the export sector of Bangla-
desh was only 0.42 percent but at the beginning of the new millennium its
share to export reached to 75.66 percent—making it the major contributor to
Bangladeshi exports (Board of Investment Bangladesh 2002). One of the
reasons for this success was the introduction of a global trade agreement,
known as MFA—the Multi-Fiber Arrangement. The MFA is an international
agreement, signed and negotiated by the governments of forty-four countries
in 1974 (the number of member countries increased later) to provide for
special rules governing trade in textiles and the clothing industry. “The MFA
contains a series of bilaterally negotiated quota restrictions covering trade in
both textiles and clothing between individual developed and developing
countries” (Trela and Whalley 1990: 13). Under the quota, the exporter is
allowed to supply a certain volume of textile and clothing products, and the
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amount of quota is negotiated between the importing and exporting countries
(Smith 2003). The MFA provided the basis on which industrialized countries
had been able to restrict imports from developing nations especially “Asian
Tigers.” Import-competing firms in the developed countries justifiably feared
that the rapid growth of imports from the cost-competitive developing world
would threaten their jobs and the viability of their textile and clothing indus-
try (Smith 2003). Consequently, the developed world has placed increasingly
restrictive protectionist measures against the import of textile and apparel
from developing countries under the auspices of the MFA, a strategy which
was a violation of the principles of the General Agreement of Tariff and
Trade (GATT). Choi, Chung, and Marian (1985) conclude that the terms and
conditions of the MFA deviated from the GATT in two fundamental ways:
first, the provisions of GATT prohibited the use of quantitative restrictions
on imports or exports; second, the MFA allowed for discriminatory treat-
ment, which was the most serious convention of GATT’s Most Favoured
Nation (MFN) principle: MFN means treating one’s trading partners equally
on the principle of nondiscrimination; under GATT, if a country allows
foreign competition in a sector, equal opportunities in that sector should be
given to service providers from all other GATT members.

The industrialized nations were the main initiators of this kind of agree-
ment and they imposed it to protect their domestic industries and to support a
large number of local employees in this sector. Gerard et al. (1981: 9) argue
that the reason for the development of this complex system of protection is
that “There is no alternative employment for a large section of the labor force
employed in these industries in industrialised countries, especially because
the industry is concentrated in declining regions and employs disadvantaged
segments of the population, above all women and minorities.” Appelbaum
(2004) also supports the view that the quotas protected jobs in the industrial
countries. Appelbaum interprets the IMF-World Bank estimates the follow-
ing way: protecting a single job in the industrial core causes thirty-five jobs
to be lost in developing countries under the MFA.

The MFA impacted very differently on countries, depending on whether
they were classified as Least Developed Countries (LDCs) or not. MFA
restrictions negatively affected the non-LDC countries such as Hong Kong,
Taiwan, and the Republic of Korea, who are the main exporters of textiles
and clothing. For example, in 1981, 73 percent of Korean exports of such
goods were subject to MFA quotas, and by 1987 this had risen to 97 percent
(Smith 2003). A high quota utilization rate indicates that the quotas were
restraining the volume that suppliers were able to export. In this way, MFA
quotas had been cited as an obstacle for the Korean textile and clothing
producers as well as for other advanced developing countries.

On the other hand, the MFA worked as a catalyst for most of the Least
Developed Countries. Since the European Union (EU) did not impose quotas
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on LDCs, Bangladesh acquired an advantage over non-LDCs such as Korea
and Hong Kong (Catholic Agency for Overseas Development [CAFOD]
1998). Until 1985, Bangladesh operated as a quota-free territory, a factor that
greatly facilitated the early growth of the garment industry. In subsequent
years the United Kingdom, France, Canada, and the United States imposed
quotas on the import of Bangladeshi garments as per the MFA (Rock 2001).
In the first half of 1986, a high-level delegation of the BGMEA went to
Washington, DC, and Brussels to negotiate the deal.1 As a result, the United
Kingdom and the French quotas were largely withdrawn and the U.S. quotas
were relaxed (Quddus 1995). The LDCs strongly believe that if they did not
get favorable treatment as a result of the MFA they might not be able to
integrate actively into the global market and develop their manufacturing
capabilities (Siddiqi 2004). The introduction of the MFA is thereby consid-
ered the key factor behind the rapid development of the Bangladesh garment
industry.

Since the quotas under the MFA were bilateral, buyers and producers had
been keen to move operations to the quota-free regions of the world. Despite
modern technology and rich infrastructure, even companies in more ad-
vanced developing countries fell victim to the MFA regime. They were con-
sequently eager to relocate their production to the quota-free countries—
particularly to the poorest of the LDCs regardless of the fact that infrastruc-
ture there was very rudimentary. As a result, the established garment export-
ers of Newly Industrializing Countries (NICs) such as Korea, Hong Kong,
and Taiwan moved operations to Bangladesh and other LDCs. Quddus and
Rashid further state that if the LDCs had to depend solely on market forces,
the rapid development of the garment industry in these countries might have
been delayed by years. According to the American Textile Manufacturers
Institute (cited in Appelbaum 2004: 6): “Dozens of countries which currently
ship textiles and apparel to the United States would not be doing so if initial-
ly Japan, then Hong Kong, Taiwan, South Korea and, finally, China, were
not subject to control.”

The process started in the late 1970s when the Asian Tiger countries were
looking for ways to circumvent the export quotas of Western countries. In
their search, they discovered Bangladesh as a potential investment region
(Custers 1997). A significant example of the impact of this behavior by the
Asian Tigers on industrialization in LDCs was the collaboration of the do-
mestic private garment firm in Bangladesh, the Desh Company, with a Kore-
an company, Daewoo in 1978. Daewoo, a major exporter of garments, was
looking for opportunities in countries which had barely used their quotas
since the quota limitations imposed on Korea under the MFA were restricting
Daewoo’s exports. As an LDC, Bangladesh had the opportunity to export
garments without any restrictions, and for this reason Daewoo became inter-
ested in establishing operations in Bangladesh.
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As part of its global strategies, the Daewoo Corporation of South Korea
became interested in Bangladesh when the Chairman, Kim Woo-Choong,
proposed an ambitious joint venture to the government of Bangladesh which
involved the development and operation of tyre, leather goods, cement, and
garment factories (Rock 2001). According to Bhattacharya and Rahman
(2001), the Desh-Daewoo collaboration was crucial in terms of accessing the
global apparel markets at a crucial juncture, when importing restructuring
was taking place in this market subsequent to the signing of the MFA in
1974. Daewoo, a major exporter of garments, was looking for opportunities
in countries that were not utilizing their full quota. Due to the quota limita-
tion for Korea after MFA, Daewoo’s export quota was restricted. But as an
LDC, Bangladesh possessed the opportunity to export without any restric-
tions, and for this reason Daewoo became interested in investing in Bangla-
desh. Behind this logic was the development of a relationship of mutual but
unequal dependence: Bangladesh came to depend on Daewoo for imported
raw materials, while Daewoo gained access to markets in developed coun-
tries. When the Chairman of Daewoo showed interest in Bangladesh, the
country’s President put him in touch with the chairman of Desh Company,
who was looking to expand his entrepreneurial activities (Mahmood 2002).

Daewoo signed a five-year collaboration agreement with Desh Company
in 1980 which included collaborations in the areas of technical training,
purchase of machinery and fabric, plant set-up and marketing, in return for a
specific marketing commission on all exports by Desh during the contract
period (Rock 2001b). Daewoo also provided in-depth practical training to
Desh employees in the working environment of a multinational company.
Daewoo actively collaborated with Desh in purchasing machinery and fab-
rics. Some Daewoo technicians came to Bangladesh to set up the plant for
Desh. The outcome of the collaboration was significant. In the first six years
of its operation, i.e., 1980/81–1986/87, Desh’s export value grew at an annu-
al average rate of 90 percent, reaching more than $5 million in 1986/1987
(Mahmood 2002).

The Desh-Daewoo partnership was an important factor in the expansion
and success of Bangladesh’s entire garments export sector. In the first place,
by being associated with Daewoo’s brand names and marketing network,
Bangladesh received world apparel market exposure. Foreign buyers iden-
tified it as a positive sourcing place. Second, as Mahmood (2002) explains,
many trainees left Desh Company at various times to set up their own com-
peting garment firms. As a result, the training these employees received from
Daewoo spread throughout the country. Another important factor is that the
Desh-Daewoo collaboration influenced government policy. Previously, it
was a very difficult job for business people to gain approval for joint ven-
tures from the government. But the owner of Desh Company was able to
break this pattern because he was a senior of the bureaucracy. The president
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of Bangladesh, Ziaur Rahman, at that time, also showed interest in the imple-
mentation of the Desh-Daewoo collaboration. When the government found
that the partnership was a rapid success, the government began to formulate a
broader domestic policy for the garment industry. A similar joint venture
between a Taiwanese company and a Bangladeshi company led to the estab-
lishment of Bantai Industries Private Limited in 1990 which is the case study
at the heart of this book.

Another reason for the recent growth of the Bangladesh garment industry
is the trade-friendly policy initiated by the government. One of the important
measures that the Bangladeshi government has introduced for the garment
industry is Back-to-Back Letters of Credit (BB/LC). These are used in inter-
national and domestic trade. The parties to a BB/LC are: the buyer and their
bank, the seller/manufacturer and their bank, and the manufacturer’s supplier
and their bank. This type of documentary credit transaction is used when a
seller/manufacturer has to purchase a component but may not have the cash
flow to do so. For instance, the owner of a garment company in Bangladesh
gets an order from a buyer and needs to import materials that are not avail-
able in the local market. In this situation, the buyer opens a LC in a local
bank that guarantees the payment of the export and the bank informs the
exporter about the LC. The Bangladeshi entrepreneur then opens another LC
with a local bank to import the materials and does not need to spend money.
The buyer or any other supplier sends the shipment of these materials to the
Bangladeshi garment owner. After receiving the imported materials, the en-
trepreneur produces the garments and sends them to the buyer. The owner of
the garment company receives the amount of the export minus the cost of the
import and the bank’s commission. The bank also supplies the cost of im-
ports to the buyer or supplier. This scheme has helped the Bangladesh gar-
ment industry in two ways. First, the Bangladeshi garment owners do not
need the capital to import goods because the buyer or supplier arranges the
materials for the exporter through the banks. Second, as banks make profits
through the LC system, positive relations between banks and garment entre-
preneurs have been strengthened.

Another major government initiative is the inception of bonded ware-
house facilities in 1980. Under this policy, garment-related accessories can
be imported free of duty as the garment industry is a 100 percent export-
oriented industry. After importing the inputs, the entrepreneurs keep the
materials in a store of the factory and the custom officers inspect the materi-
als. A condition of the bonded warehouse facility is that all imported materi-
als must be used for the garment industry. If any entrepreneurs sell these
imported resources to the domestic market, they are subject to governmental
penalties. Before this policy’s inception, there was a high duty on the import
of garment-related materials. The cost of production was higher and the net
profit was thereby lower. But the implementation of this policy has favored



Garments Industry: An Unchartered Territory in an Impoverished Country 23

the garment industry and it is able to offer consumers its products at a lower
price. Under the cash compensation scheme, domestic suppliers to export-
orientated RMG factories used to receive a cash payment equivalent to 10
percent of the value addition of the exported RMG. Under the export-led
development strategy, the government of Bangladesh has undertaken other
steps to compete in the world trade market. Tariff reforms have become a
high priority in the government’s policy reforms. Average tariff rates have
been significantly reduced. The average tariff on all products was reduced
from 114 percent in 1989 to 22 percent in 1999 (Mujeri and Khondker 2002).
The government has also ensured clarity, simplicity, and transparency in
tariff administration.

When the garment industry started its journey in the late 1970s, condi-
tions were not favorable for manufacturers except for the quota system. This
was a challenging task for early manufacturers who took the risk and in-
vested in the export business. Under these conditions, a small group of busi-
nesspeople who had a close connection with the government and also had a
healthy amount of capital started exporting garment products in the late
1970s. There is no doubt that this group of manufacturers were taking risks,
as well as having no experience in the garment industry. However, they were
influential in changing governmental policy. When these manufacturers en-
dured the challenges and were able to make profits, a second group of gar-
ment manufacturers appeared in the 1980s who were employees in the gar-
ment factories of the earlier group of entrepreneurs. Having gained the expe-
rience of the garment business, these employees left their jobs and estab-
lished their own garment companies. They were young and hardworking, had
a shortage of capital and had the dynamic spirit for making profits by utiliz-
ing their experience. A third group of garment manufacturers came on the
scene in the 1990s when the industry became stable and was already in good
shape. At that time, the prevailing thought was that the garment industry was
a way of making huge profits within a short period of time. At this stage,
people from different backgrounds became involved in this business. In their
survey, Quddus and Rashid (2000) found that most of the garment manufac-
turers in Bangladesh are young, educated, and have come from diverse back-
grounds—the bureaucracy, the army, trading, export, and the manufacturing
business. According to Quddus and Rashid (2000: 91): “In Bangladesh, a
major change has occurred in the industrial scene in the nature and quality of
entrepreneurial talent due to the booming apparel industry. Members of the
elite middle class, individuals from various ‘respected’ professions—univer-
sity professors, army generals, ex-secretaries and ministers—all are repre-
sented in this industry.” Despite the country’s politically motivated general
strikes, poor infrastructure, and weak financial system, Bangladeshi manu-
facturers have shown themselves adept at competing in the global garment
marketplace.
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In order to promote the RMG industry the entrepreneurs formed a trade
association in 1983 known as BGMEA, Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers
and Exporters Association. BGMEA is dedicated to facilitate the apparel
industry through policy advocacy to the government, services to manufactur-
ers, ensuring workers’ rights at factories. One of the challenges of the entre-
preneurs is to get access to a diversified market and in response to this
challenge the BGMEA organize international trade fair every year in the
country to showcase local apparel products to the international community.
In the last trade fair which is familiar as BATEXPO (Bangladesh Apparel
and Textile Exposition) over forty foreign buyers from the United States, the
United Kingdom, Canada, the Middle East, Hong Kong, Thailand, China,
India, and Pakistan showed their interests. In addition to organize the fair,
BGMEA with support from the German government has sent scoping mis-
sion teams of RMG manufacturers to new and emerging markets of Mexico,
Brazil, Chile, Argentina, Peru, Colombia, Japan, Hong Kong, South Africa,
and Russia. The main objectives of the mission are to develop networks with
buyers, to negotiate with authorities for reductions of tariff non-tariff bar-
riers, and to enhance exports to these countries by showcasing the RMG
industry of Bangladesh. Recently a top Chinese apparel council—China Na-
tional Textile and Apparel Council—signed a Memorandum of Understand-
ing (MOU) with BGMEA to further promote bilateral trade and investment
in the clothing sector between the two countries.

Apart from market access BGMEA is also responsible for improving the
working conditions of this industry in the country. The association is com-
mitted to ensure the labor rights, maternity leave, and payment of minimum
wages, overtime, and appointment cards. It is operating a number of projects
and programs to ensure improved health care, workplace safety and different
compliance issues. BGMEA has set up a worldwide replicable model in
collaboration with ILO and UNICEF by eliminating around 11,000 child
labors from the garment sector of Bangladesh. The students are receiving
nonformal education like training on tailoring, embroidering garments, ma-
chines maintenance, manufacturing, wool knitting under the BGMEA “Earn
and Learn Programme” in special MOU schools run by BRAC and GSS. In
view of the social welfare of the garment workers in Bangladesh BGMEA
has established ten medical centers in Dhaka, Chittagong, Narayangaonj, and
Gazipur districts where primary health care, free medicine, and advocacy
services on reproductive health issues are being provided to the garment
workers. The entrepreneurs’ association established a permanent safety cell
in its office which has been functioning since 1997 to educate and provide
preliminary training to workers on fire safety measures. These officials pro-
vide training to workers and employees of various garment factories on a
regular basis on fire prevention procedures, firefighting, first aid and rescue,
and conduct drills in the factories. In addition to the training, posters, leaflets,
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handbooks, and a short film on fire safety have been distributed to every
garment factory for creating awareness on fire safety to both the workers and
employers.

IMPACT ON THE BANGLADESH ECONOMY

Henry Kissinger, former U.S. President Richard Nixon’s Secretary of State,
referred to Bangladesh as a “basket case” in terms of economic development
in the 1970s. Faaland and Parkinson (1976) called Bangladesh a “test case”
for economic development (cited in Bertocci 1977: 783). The basket case or
test case labels imply that it is very difficult to solve the problems of Bangla-
desh’s economic development. In view of extreme resource constraints, there
appears to be little hope for economic development. It should be noted that
Bangladesh was dubbed with these labels during the early stage of industrial
development, particularly in the 1970s. Despite these gloomy and pessimistic
characterizations, by 2005, the country has made significant strides in a
number of ways. The development and global integration of its garment
industry is of particular importance, and the country has achieved significant
progress in the export-oriented sector of the industry since the early 1980s.
Garments are the industry that is considered the heart of the export sector and
its engine. Garment exports have had a significant and growing impact on the
overall economy of the country.

One way to evaluate the economic impact of the garment industry is to
compare the export share of garments to other export items. The main export
items of Bangladesh are garments, jute and jute goods, tea, leather, frozen
food, and ceramic tableware. Among these, garment is the key export sector;
the share of garments in total exports was only 0.42 percent in 1980, while
the rest of the products contributed more than 99 percent of total exports
(export promotion bureau [EPB] 2006). Within ten years, garments became
the principal export sector of the country with an export share of 42.87
percent in 1990. The contribution of garments in exports has been increasing
since the emergence of this industry while the export share of other products
has been declining. The combined share of products excepting garments
declined from 99.58 percent in 1980 to 26.5 percent in 2003. In contrast, the
share of garments to total exports increased from almost nothing in 1980 to
79 percent by the end of 2009.

A direct impact of the garment industry on Bangladesh’s economy is to
be seen in the contribution of garment exports to Bangladesh’s GDP. In their
study, Islam and Quddus (1996) found that the contribution of total exports
to GDP was 5.8 percent 1976–1977 and increased to 7.6 percent in
1990–1991. The authors further add that garment exports as a percentage of
GDP have increased from almost nothing in 1976–1977 to about 3.5 percent
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Table 2.1: RMG Exports of Bangladesh

Year RMG Export RMG Total Export Total RMG Export
(Mln$) Export (Mln$) Export as % of Total

(%) (%) Export

1983–84 31.57 – 811 – 3.89

1984–85 116.2 – 934.43 – 12.44

1985–86 131.48 13.15 819.21 –12.33 16.05

1986–87 298.67 127.16 1076.61 31.42 27.74

1987–88 433.92 45.28 1231.2 14.36 35.24

1988–89 471.09 8.57 1291.56 4.9 36.47

1989–90 624.16 32.49 1923.7 48.94 32.45

1990–91 866.82 38.88 1717.55 –10.72 50.47

1991–92 1182.57 36.43 1993.9 16.09 59.31

1992–93 1445.02 22.19 2382.89 19.51 60.64

1993–94 1555.79 7.67 2533.9 6.34 61.4

1994–95 2228.35 43.23 3472.56 37.04 64.17

1995–96 2547.13 14.31 3882.42 11.8 65.61

1996–97 3001.25 17.83 4418.28 13.8 67.93

1997–98 3781.94 26.01 5161.2 16.81 73.28

1998–99 4019.98 6.29 5312.86 2.94 75.67

1999–00 4349.41 8.19 5752.2 8.27 75.61

2000–01 4859.83 11.74 6467.3 12.43 75.14

2001–02 4583.75 –5.68 5986.09 –7.44 76.57

2002–03 4912.09 7.16 6548.44 9.39 75.01

2003–04 5686.09 15.76 7602.99 16.1 74.79

2004–05 6417.67 12.87 8654.52 13.83 74.15

2005–06 7900.8 23.11 10526.16 21.63 75.06

2006–07 9211.23 16.59 12177.86 15.69 75.64

2007–08 10699.8 16.16 14110.8 15.87 75.83

2008–09 12347.77 15.4 15565.19 10.31 79.33

Source: Prepared by the author based on Export Promotion Bureau data (2012)

in 1990–1991. The share of garments to GDP increased rapidly in the 1990s.
According to Siddiqi (2004), the contribution of the garment industry to GDP
was 9.5 percent in 2003 and within the manufacturing sector the share of this
industry increased to 27.8 percent percent—a major economic impact.
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Table 2.2: Growth of Garments Industry and Employment

Year Number of Factory Workers (in Workers
Garment Factories growth Mln) growth rate %

rate %

1984–85 384 — 0.12 —

1985–86 594 54.69 0.2 66.67

1986–87 629 5.89 0.28 40

1987–88 685 8.9 0.31 10.71

1988–1989 725 5.84 0.32 3.23

1989–90 759 4.69 0.34 6.25

1990–91 834 9.88 0.4 17.65

1991–1992 1163 39.45 0.58 45

1992–93 1537 32.16 0.8 37.93

1993–94 1839 19.65 0.83 3.75

1994–95 2182 18.65 1.2 44.58

1995–96 2353 7.84 1.29 7.5

1996–97 2503 6.37 1.3 0.78

1997–98 2726 8.91 1.5 15.38

1998–1999 2963 8.69 1.5 0

1999–2000 3200 8 1.6 6.67

2000–2001 3480 8.75 1.8 12.5

2001–2002 3618 3.97 1.8 0

2002–2003 3760 3.92 2 11.11

2003–2004 3957 5.24 2 0

2004–2005 4107 3.79 2 0

2005–2006 4220 2.75 2.2 10

2006–2007 4490 6.4 2.4 9.09

2007–2008 4743 5.63 2.8 16.67

2008–2009 4825 1.73 3.1 10.71

Source: Prepared by the researcher based on BGMEA and EPB (2012)

By 1992–1993, the number of garment factories was 1537; within seven
years, this figure doubled (see table 2.2). According to the data, more than
4500 factories are now operating. Export earnings were less than one million
in the 1970s but rose to US$1182.57 million in 1991–1992, and by the end of
2008, export earnings were about US$12347 million (table 2.1). The textile
and clothing industry has become a billion dollar industry within two
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decades. The sector has provided job opportunities for more than 3 million
workers (table 2.2) whose lives are now deeply linked with the success or
failure of this industry.

According to the Labor Force Survey (1999–2000), women’s share in
Bangladesh’s total labor force (economically active population over fifteen
years of age) is 23.9 percent or 8.6 million (Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics
[BBS] 2005). The survey also found that the percentage of the total number
of employed females engaged in non-agricultural activities in Bangladesh
has increased from 22.6 percent in 1995–1996 to 52.3 percent in 1999–2000.
The garment industry alone accounts for 69 percent of the total female em-
ployment in the large-scale industrial sector (BBS 1994). The garment sector
absorbed nearly one-fifth of the women employed in the manufacturing sec-
tor (Zohir and Paul-Majumder 1996). The involvement of these garment
workers in the paid labor market definitely has had an impact on poverty.
Kabeer and Mahmud (2004) established a relationship between women’s
employment in the garment industry and levels of household poverty. The
first aspect of this relationship is that the emergence of the garment industry
has generated paid job opportunities for women who had not participated in
the paid labor market for a long time. These are the women workers who
entered the paid labor market for the first time. After conducting a survey of
1,322 women workers and their households, Kabeer and Mahmud (2004)
concluded that their average monthly income was almost double the monthly
per capita “poverty line” income. This indicates that their monthly income
could support at least one other adult or two children and their earnings never
fell below the poverty line income. The second aspect of the relationship
between women’s employment and poverty, as outlined by the authors, is
that these women garment workers earned sufficient money to meet their
basic needs and to support other family members in the form of sending
remittance to relatives living in villages.

SOCIAL IMPACT: A NEW LIFE

Perhaps most importantly, the development of the garment industry has trig-
gered social change in Bangladesh by generating considerable female em-
ployment outside the family unit. This has made women not only visible in
the labor market but also empowered in society. Ever since the emergence of
the garment industry as the major employer of the female labor force, women
have challenged social restrictions in the society. Nowadays, a common
scene in the early morning for the two major cities of Bangladesh—Dhaka
and Chittagong—is of thousands of women going to the garment factories.
This is a scene that could not be imagined two decades ago. The advent of
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the garment industry has therefore caused noticeable social change in the life
of women in Bangladesh, and therefore of the society as a whole.

THE CHANGING STATUS OF WOMEN

A nation’s development may be difficult to achieve without the opportunity
for full participation of women in the labor market. It is particularly true
where manpower is one of the resources of a densely populated country. For
instance, population is increasing at an alarming rate in Bangladesh and
women comprise almost half of its population. But the participation of wom-
en in the paid labor market has been negligible. Women’s share of total paid
employment was only 5 percent in 1967 (World Bank 1990). Failure to
integrate women into the industries and programs associated with economic
development has been a crucial problem since Bangladeshi independence.
The situation for women was worse before the 1980s. In order to understand
the reasons for this exclusion, we need to study Bangladeshi culture and
society.

The lives of Bangladeshi women have been dominated by a patriarchal,
patrilineal, and patrilocal social system (Asian Development Bank [ADB]
2001). The general attitude of society is that men do all the productive work
and women are entirely dependent on them (Khan 1988). The prescribed
woman’s role includes maintenance of the family, child rearing, and other
domestic activities. Besides these functions, in rural Bangladesh, women also
help their families in processing agricultural crops after cultivation. Until the
recent past, women were physically confined to their homes and excluded
from the public sphere of fields, markets, roads, and towns (Chen 1995). A
sharp sexual division of labor is established through socioeconomic inequal-
ity and this inequality permeates every aspect of women’s lives.

Rizvi (1983) has documented the life cycle of women in Bangladesh. The
author has studied a variety of symbols which define the differential status of
male and female children. If a woman remains in good health during her
pregnancy, it is taken as a symbol that the child will be a boy, while if her
health is poor, then it is said that the child will be a girl. Rizvi’s study also
documents how the primary consideration in the socialization process is to
prepare the girl for the role of a wife and a mother. Girls are taught that an
ideal woman is one who is least demanding and is capable of sacrifice. While
boys receive preferential treatment from the family, girls have little access to
education, better nutrition, and health care (ADB 2001). Priority is given to
girls’ training in domestic chores.

The traditional division of labor in Bangladesh along sexual lines is rein-
forced at the ideological level. Westergaard (1983) notes that the most pow-
erful ideological operator in Bangladesh is deeply related to the Muslim
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religion. In the context of women’s behavior, the religious norms emphasize
that women observe purdah, which means curtain or veil. In other words,
women are not supposed to be seen by males outside the family. According
to Chen (1995: 40): “Purdah involves the seclusion of women within the
boundaries of their homes and the veiling of women outside their homes.”
The prestige of a family is related to the effectiveness of this kind of religious
norm. And so, conservative sections of society often work as an active social
institution promoting orthodox notions of purdah and having excluded wom-
en from the labor market for a long time.

Besides religious norms, there are other social institutions responsible for
the lesser participation of women in the labor market. Two important institu-
tions are shamaj and shalish. Shamaj is a community which acts as a guar-
dian of the social and moral order recognizing reciprocal rights and obliga-
tions to each other, and shalish is an informal village court (Kabeer 2000).
Women have faced powerful constraints from these institutions at village
level. Most of the time, rich and powerful people represent these institutions
and put into operations the religious norms. Kabeer (2000) believes that
external constraints have been reconstituted through the active involvement
of powerful interest groups in shamaj or shalish, in defense of their privi-
leged position in the social order. Thus, restrictions regarding the participa-
tion of women in the social arena are imposed not only from family but also
from the local community.

It is apparent that due to these social and religious values, throughout the
history of Bangladesh’s paid labor market, women did not play a significant
role until the 1980s. Women were not allowed to work outside the home due
to patriarchal social and religious “values.” The emergence of the garment
industry has made it possible for women to become involved in the labor
market by challenging the reign of orthodoxy. Since the 1980s, the garment
industry has played the central role in Bangladesh’s export sector: it directly
employs 1.8 million workers, of whom more than 80 percent percent are
women (EPB 2003). This is the industry through which Bangladeshi women
have been able to actively take part in the paid labor market for the first time.

NEW GENERATION OF THE WORKING CLASS

During the middle of the 1970s, landlessness, poverty, and famine forced
women to enter the labor markets. Chen (1995) believes that the 1974 famine
specifically forced women outside the home in search of work. Migrants
from rural areas flooded the streets of the major cities in search of food. In
response to the crisis, UNICEF introduced an experimental food-for-work
program for women in Mymensingh, a district suffering famine. Although
UNICEF expected 100 women to participate in this program, surprisingly
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840 joined (Chen 1995). Inspired by UNICEF, the government of Bangla-
desh introduced food-for-work schemes throughout the country in 1975. The
participation of women outside the home was a new phenomenon. Although
women participated in this program, there was no significant impact due to
the behavior of local officials. Conditioned by tradition to believe women
should not seek outside employment, local officials in food-for-work pro-
gram turned women back and paid them less than men (Chen 1995). The
government actively responded to solve these problems and promoted large
scale wage-employment of women through food-for-work programs. By the
late 1980s over 95,000 women were being offered employment in two major
food-for-work programs (Chen 1995).

Further attempts have been made by non-government organizations
(NGOs) to ensure women’s participation in the labor market. The objective
of almost all of the NGOs in Bangladesh is to empower women. They have
arranged different programs sponsored by aid agencies to break traditions
and involve women in income-generating activities. They have promoted
self-employment of women through rural credit. The women loaners have
utilized the credit effectively in different forms of self-employments such as
poultry, fishing, nursery, and others. The female labor force rose threefold
from 0.9 to 2.7 million between 1961 and 1985 (Chen 1995). Although Chen
argues that NGOs’ activities have promoted women’s participation in the
labor market significantly, Kabeer (2000) believes that despite the expansion
of NGO efforts, the direct impact of NGOs on women’s labor force participa-
tion remained marginal. Kabeer also suggests that the advent of the garment
manufacturing industry has taken women to the labor market on a large scale
with sufficient visibility after a decade of government and non-government
efforts had failed. It has helped to create a new industrial working class in the
country. The garment sector mushroomed in the cities and is a major factor
behind the changing pattern of female labor force participation. We turn now
to exploring the reasons for this phenomenon.

As noted above, women now constitute the major workforce in Bangla-
desh’s export-oriented garment industry. Some gender-related factors are
influential in encouraging garment employers to employ more women than
men (Paul-Majumder and Begum 2000). According to Paul-Majumder and
Begum, employers see women as more controllable than men, less mobile,
and less likely to join a trade union and they can do better in sewing because
this job coincides with their traditional jobs. In a study where she explored
the reasons for employers’ preference for female labor, Kabeer (2000) inter-
viewed some garment employers:

We started with only men in our workforce . . . they were sacked with three
months’ benefits and we brought women in. First of all, as helpers, then they
learnt the work and replaced the men. Why women? Because men smoke,
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drink tea and talk a lot, disturb everybody . . . they are very vociferous,
demand holidays, they have tough friends, football fans . . . no discipline. We
want as little talk as possible on the machines. There is no problem if they
confine their talk to the lunch hour. That is something women are prepared to
do.

Men in groups will immediately start agitating for more pay. Women go
straight home after work because of domestic responsibilities or because it
gets dark. Women listen better and they don’t talk back. Men won’t take
instructions or accept authority easily. And women are cheaper because they
have fewer choices—in terms of physical location of work and in terms of
their physical ability to do different kinds of work. (Kabeer 2000: 71–72)

Kabeer (2000) has identified four groups of women who have entered the
garment industry. One group of women came from poor households, working
in domestic service or in small workshops or factory units before joining the
garment industry. The second group chose garment jobs in response to some
specific adversity such as the death of their husband or father, divorce, or
collapse of family business. The third group of women entered this job as a
way of improving their living standards or for their children’s prospects. The
fourth group of women explained their entry in terms of earning for their
own needs such as saving money for their dowry. It is true for all four groups
that garment employment was preferable to other forms of employment
available to women of their class and has had an impact on changing their
societal status (Kabeer 2000).

The impact of female involvement in the garment industry has been mo-
mentous. Jobs at garment factories have not only given workers present
financial security but also a sense of security for the future (Paul-Majumder
and Zohir 1994). Paul-Majumder and Zohir further state that wage employ-
ment in the garment industry has influenced culturally bound women to live
away from families and enabled married workers to share domestic chores
with their husbands. Employment empowers women in terms of making
decisions such as choosing a marriage partner. The decision to enter the
industry has provided an opportunity to take care of oneself financially and
build one’s own future which has reduced the burden and responsibility of
the family for one’s well-being (Kibria 2002).

And so, the traditional role of women bearing children and maintaining
household affairs has changed remarkably. Women are working hard not
only for their own satisfaction but also for a better future for their children.
The standard and diversity of household diets has improved. The traditional,
dominating role of family and society toward women has changed and wom-
en have achieved a more autonomous societal status. Paul-Majumder and
Zohir (1994) have found that paid employment has a very favorable impact
on women’s social prestige in society, conjugal life, matrimonial relation-
ship, fertility and age at marriage, decision-making and other aspects of life.
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The nature and social image of garment work tend to hold some attractions
over traditional earnings activities in villages such as threshing rice, weaving
baskets, raising livestock, and growing vegetables (Kibria 2002). In general,
garment work is seen as modern which carries social prestige for the work-
ers.

CHANGING CULTURAL VALUES

The expansion of the manufacturing sector and especially the garment indus-
try is one of the key elements in Bangladesh’s urbanization and migration
processes (Afsar 2002). This industry has generated significant employment
in the urban sector. As noted above, the majority of the companies exporting
garments are located in two cities—Dhaka and Chittagong. Before the emer-
gence of the garment industry, these two cities were occupied by important
government and private offices as well as residences from different classes of
families. The garment factories appeared—without any concrete plan—in the
center of these cities and even in residential areas. There is little hard data on
the impact of the addition of more than a million of workers on both cities
(Harris et al. 1999). Harris and colleagues (1999) also found that the propor-
tion of migrant workers increased from 31 percent in 1981–1990 to 60 per-
cent in 1991–1996 for males, and from 28 percent in 1981–1990 to 64 per-
cent in 1991–1996 for females. Due to the migration of garment workers, the
urban population has increased, slums have spread, urban utilities and ser-
vices have been placed under pressure and the cities have become congested.

One of the effects of migration on women is that the living standards of
women garment workers have been improved since their involvement in the
garment industry, as is evidenced by a study conducted by Hewett and Amin
(2000). Their research demonstrates that women garment workers have
maintained higher living conditions than women living traditional lifestyles.
The study’s indicators of living standards include the quality of housing, the
existence of piped water in the household, the availability of sanitary latrines
and the density of living arrangements. The authors found that garment
workers have higher quality housing conditions and access to modern infra-
structure such as electricity, supply of clean drinking water, and existence of
sanitation services than women in rural areas. The researchers also conclude
that whereas almost no women in villages have access to piped water and one
in ten has access to hygienic toilets, these services are available to more than
four-fifths of garment workers. At the same time, one adverse effect of
migration is that garment workers are likely to reside in more crowded hous-
ing situations—sometimes more than five people in a room. Sometimes
women garment workers live with their relatives or family members which
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ensure their protection. Family-based living arrangements not only protect
them but also provide necessary services such as child care (Afsar 2002).

In a male-dominated society like Bangladesh, the decision to choose a
partner is centered on the opinions of male family members. In some cases,
all family members sit together and decide on choosing a marriage partner
for any member of the family. There is no space for personal decision in this
regard and it is more acute for a female who has limited power to choose her
own partner. This form of social control has changed for garment workers—
though not significantly. However, what is significant is that entry into gar-
ment work gives women the opportunity of delaying marriage and child-
bearing. Nowadays, female workers feel freer to discuss sexual problems
with their doctors. Hewett and Amin (2000) found that more than a quarter of
all garment workers remain unmarried by age twenty-four, whereas marriage
is universal in villages by this age.

Another social impact of the growth of employment in the garment indus-
try is that due to their emerging autonomy married garment workers are
controlling their fertility more effectively than Bangladeshi women in gener-
al (Afsar 2002). By comparing different studies conducted for examining
reproductive behavior, it is evident that according to the Bangladesh Demo-
graphic and Health Survey data (BDHS), married women of reproductive age
have on average 2.4 children (cited in Afsar 2002). This figure for garment
workers (based on a sample survey of garment factory workers) is lower—
between 1.2 and 0.8 (cited in Afsar 2002). Awareness of using contraception
is widespread among garment workers (Afsar 2002). Delayed marriage and
effective control of fertility by garment workers have played a major role in
decreasing the country’s population growth.

One of Bangladeshi society’s traditions is the domination of male family
members over the income of female members. Female workers hand over
their income to their husband, brother, or father. The male family member
then purchases the family’s daily needs and sometimes gives a portion of the
money to the female earner in order to meet her personal expenses. This
culture is changing—though not significantly—because of the increasing in-
volvement of women in the paid labor market. Kibria (1995) categorizes
three types of working women and has studied the nature of their control
over their income. The first category consists of urban working-class women
with urban backgrounds who hand over their entire pay to the male house-
hold heads. In many cases, the male household heads give the female a small
allowance for personal or housekeeping expenses. The second category in-
cludes women garment workers from lower middle-class backgrounds who
maintain control over the majority of their own income. Unmarried women
in this group also save money for future marriage expenses. The third group
includes formerly rural poor garment workers who control their income. This
group migrates to cities for their survival and is entirely independent. Poverty
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forces these workers to seek economic autonomy and to challenge the tradi-
tions of patriarchal society.

Another change generated by the garment industry is growing involve-
ment of men in domestic work. In this context, Gandhi argued that women’s
active participation in the paid labor market leads women to search for equal
relationships with men (cited in Zaman 2001). In the garment industry, wom-
en always have a busy schedule—working nine hours each day and some-
times four or five extra hours. After this exhausting routine, they hardly have
the energy to perform domestic tasks. More male family members are begin-
ning to share domestic work with women, such as shopping for groceries and
vegetables or taking care of children—though this still occurs relatively in-
frequently. This practice is developing as a result of income earnings of
female family members. Women garment workers can take part with men in
making decisions on family issues.

Within the traditional family system, it is the responsibility of male-
headed households to supply all the needs of the family members. But eco-
nomic necessity has pressed females into searching for work and migrating
to cities. When they have gained financial autonomy, women garment work-
ers simultaneously achieve the power to choose a marriage partner. Although
family tradition says the male household leader is to arrange marriage of
female members, poverty has eroded the ability of these families to carry out
this custom (Kibria 1995). In this way, paid employment for women is
changing family traditions at different levels. Developing social networks is
another change occuring among the women garment workers. They maintain
and develop social networks among themselves before and after their migra-
tion to cities. They have family members, relatives, or friends in the cities
prior to migration. The workers utilize these networks to access shelter in the
cities as well as securing jobs. They get assistance from these sources in
providing relevant information which thereby allays their fears when making
the decision to migrate. After migration, garment workers live in cities either
with their family members, relatives, friends, or colleagues. They socialize
with people proximate to their residences or workplaces. Besides jobs, gar-
ment workers tend to go to the market, cinema or park with their neighbors or
colleagues. Sometimes workers visit organizations related to their jobs such
as trade unions, labor courts, NGOs, human rights organizations and others,
thus expanding their networks. Afsar (2001) argues that female-led export-
oriented industrialization in Bangladesh has given rise to group culture—
working and sharing values in a group—instead of individualism. This new
generation of working class also maintains their ties with rural villages by
sending remittances to their family members.
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BOX 2.1: STANDING UP AND STANDING OUT:
A CASE STUDY

Begum Rokeya’s ‘Sultana’s Dream’ was an early work of fantasy fic-
tion. But if any group of women has come close to achieving that state,
it is the 18 lakh garment workers in the 4,500 factories all over the
country. In a society where a woman’s first responsibility is always
seen as the caretaker of the house and mother to her children, where her
career is secondary to her husband’s, it is these garment workers who
have at many homes become the sole providers for their families. In
many cases, it is the husbands who do the family cooking because of
the late work hours wives have at the factories. But their work is not
without its share of troubles. It is an everyday struggle they have to
face, and they do so with determination from offensive behaviour at the
workplace, to long and tiring repetitive work, lack of recreational facil-
ities, and the constant fight for fair pay and good working conditions.
Circumstances like these can make or break a person. One woman who
has been fighting these barriers for years is thirty-three-year-old Najma
Akhter. Starting out as a shy eleven-year-old who had to leave school
in fifth grade and join a factory as a helper, she has become one the
most vocal garment worker leaders of the time. For Najma who is now
the President of the garment workers’ trade union, the Shommilito
Garments Sromik Federation, life and work was an uphill struggle all
the way. When Najma was eleven, she had to start working in a factory.
Her father had a small business of his own, but he never earned enough
to make ends meet. With two other siblings in the house, Najma’s daily
two-hundred-taka salary was a better deal for the family than sending
her to school. Sometimes this little girl had to work until midnight to
meet buyers’ deadlines. If adversity is what makes a person strong,
there was plenty of that around Najma as she worked her way from a
helper to a machine operator. By the age of sixteen, she already began
to realise that being poor and female gave her little bargaining power
against exploitative work practices. But Najma was having none of
that. She argued with her superiors about proper working hours and
getting paid on time. “They would not give our salaries on time and it
was very difficult for us to pay our rent and buy food for the home,”
says Najma, recalling her protest days. “We had to face a lot of harass-
ment from the family, the society as well as the state. If we protested
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too much we would lose our jobs and then we would have problems at
home. When we failed to bring money home, we were accused from all
sides—everyone would tell us that we shouldn’t get involved with such
things and just concentrate on our work.”

While trade unions already existed at that time, Najma says that
union leaders were politically motivated and more concerned about
their own benefits than those of the workers. “Once we were protesting
vehemently against a big company during Ershad’s time, but the own-
ers could not be bothered with our demands. It turned out that we
would be living in houses owned by people who were friends with the
owners, which created trouble for us from all sides. We had great unity
amongst the workers but the external problems really pulled us down.
At one end we had to deal with poverty in the family, then there were
the unions who tried to use us and the locals tried to harass us.” One of
the big problems for women working in the garment industry is the
constant harassment faced from outsiders while commuting. From
making comments about their bodies to stalking, groups of men make
their work travel a daily ordeal. “People harassed us all the time and
made awful remarks at us when we walked down the road,” says Naj-
ma, “and even when we did protests and marches people would say bad
things about us: that we were not good people and that our character
was bad.”

There was no end to their troubles. As she became a public figure,
factory owners refused to employ Najma, thinking she was a trouble-
maker. “My photos came out in the newspapers and I was branded and
I wouldn’t get a job anywhere,” says Najma, “once I got a job at a
factory and I was kicked out of there on the very same day after they
found out that I was involved with protests in some other factory. We
were harassed by the police several times. But things have changed a
lot since the 1990s. There’s a huge difference between now and then.”
The role played by Najma and her associates created that change. After
Najma left factory work and started getting involved with organising
workers, she had to face another big challenge. “I had to go to the
houses of all the workers and do various kinds of field work and be-
cause we had to go around at night, I was branded a sex worker.”
Najma knew her lack of education was another barrier and she over-
came it with her will power and aspiration. She taught herself how to
operate a computer and learned to read English. Her work now involves
raising awareness among the garment workers about their rights and
responsibilities. “On one hand they need to be aware of their rights and
on the other hand they need to do their work properly,” says Najma,
“they also need to know how to get their maternity leaves and their
days off and how to make sure they get their salary on time.” Najma
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has to have regular bargains with the owners, the government and the
international buyers and she does so with courage and determination.
She has attended three conferences in the United States and one in
Europe regarding workers’ rights. Najma’s organisation provides legal
help to garment workers who have unjustly lost their jobs and also
arranges recreational facilities for them. “Our biggest aim is to make
sure that they have a safe working environment for themselves. It’s a
very positive side that there’s such a big working arena for women but
a lot of their rights have not been ensured here. There are a lot of other
problems as well. People in the management sometimes try to have a
physical relationship with the workers and sometimes they abuse them
physically and verbally.”

Najma has a commitment to the cause of these workers. “Because I
am a sufferer I know first-hand the kind of problems they face, that’s
why I always try to empower them and I want that more people take
such leadership roles from the grassroots level so that they can solve
their own problems,” she says, “We have had to overcome a lot of
barriers to get where we are today. Now I can talk to the government, to
the owners, I can talk to the buyers about the workers’ problems, and
can make national and international negotiations. Everyone knows me
and I can talk about how this industry can be more efficient, and I feel
very proud of that. But I feel more people need to come out and take
such roles.” Najma believes that the garment industry is actually a
progressive place for women in Bangladesh. “These women are work-
ing and sometimes their husbands cook for them,” she says, “you won’t
even find this trend in most educated families. I don’t have to tell my
husband where I’m going or when I’m coming home. When I first got
married he didn’t like the kind of work that I did, but I suffered a lot to
come to this position and I couldn’t go back from there.”

“I advise people by saying that if a man can walk fast so can I. If he
can travel by bus standing so can I,” continues Najma. “Even when I
have an argument with a man, I have to hear things like, this woman
has a bad character, she comes from a bad family and things like that.
Even things like who will marry a woman like this? When you have to
work with owners you have to have the logic, intelligence and bargain-
ing ability to argue with them, women do have all that, but they just
need a platform to pull themselves up.” Najma believes that women
need to claim their place in leadership; no one can make that place for
her. “We should also have the mentality to help others get to the posi-
tion that we are in. Women in garment industries are actually a lot
better off than other sectors. They have a working environment, they
are economically empowered, they travel on their own, they go home
on their own.” In our country, family, society, and the state often create
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barriers for women to move forward. Although great emphasis is put on
women’s education from family as well as state, that support is given
under unspoken conditions—that the first priority for a woman is to get
married and raise a family. There is also a limit to how successful a
woman can be. Najma Akhter has overcome patriarchal barriers. She
faced big problems and through it discovered how strong she was.
When a man shoved her in a crowded area she shoved him back. She
took her life as a challenge and won. Overcoming big barriers make us
grow, and Najma has come a long way in her journey so far.

Source: Quoted from The Daily Star, March 7, 2008

NOTE

1. BGMEA is a non-government association that works to establish a healthy business
environment for a close and mutually beneficial relationship between the manufacturers, ex-
porters and importers in the textile and clothing sector. About 3,500 garment manufacturers and
exporters are its members. BGMEA is considered as the main association in this sector in
Bangladesh and works very actively in the growth of this industry.


