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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the clothing consumption practices of women factory workers 

in the garment industry of Bangladesh to develop an approach that acknowledges 

their agency. My research contributes to the wider debates on factory work, 

consumption and changing gender identities in the global labour market by 

incorporating the specificity of the Bangladeshi context. In comparison to the 

existing studies that focus on the lifestyle of single women who live independently 

and are unsupervised by the family, the present study explores the clothing choices 

of both single and married women who live with their families and are constantly 

guarded by their family members, relatives and collective networks. 

I locate my research within the theoretical framework of Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977) 

‘habitus’ and Deniz Kandiyoti’s (1988) ‘patriarchal bargain’, to understand how 

women workers exercise agency within a cultural context dominated by the norms of 

gender, purdah and patriarchy. I conducted sixty interviews and eight focus group 

discussions over a period of six months in the Narayanganj district of Bangladesh. 

My study analyses the agency of the women workers in the negotiation between 

different identities and contradictory traditions in their clothing consumption. First, 

there is a contradiction between dressing like other factory workers on special 

occasions and dressing differently on other occasions. Second, there is a 

contradiction between widespread stereotypes of the workers’ clothing choices that 

distinguish them from those of middle-class women and the workers’ own narratives, 

which resist such stereotypes. Third, there is a contradiction between adherence to 

the norms of purdah and paying lip service to those norms. And fourth, there is a 

contradiction between dressing as a Bengali and dressing as a Muslim. I argue that 

the women workers exercise their agency in choosing their clothing strategically so 

as to accommodate both their Bengali and their Muslim identity, a choice that both 

confirms their adherence to the norms in question and signals their willingness to 

redefine those norms.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction 

The moment I reached Diba's place, it was almost time to go to the factory. Before 8 

o'clock, we left her house and started walking towards her factory. On our way, other 

women joined us and soon the street was crowded with the factory workers. The 

women were walking in a group. As I lent an ear, I could hear one woman talking to 

her colleague about what she cooked last night. While hearing the conversation, I 

suddenly caught the glimpse of Hira who was walking hastily, wearing a yellow 

salwar kameez with a scarf covering her head and upper body. The moment I looked 

at her, I knew that she was going to the factory. She asked me to visit her home before 

leaving. The crowd along with Diba and Hira suddenly disappeard as all women 

entered the factory gate.

The texts above are taken from my research fieldnotes. I decided to start the thesis 

with these lines because it gives an idea about the lives of women working in the 

biggest export industry in Bangladesh. Amongst the ongoing debate on whether 

factory work brings positive or negative outcomes for women; the growing criticisms 

against the factory practices in Bangladesh; the Savar accident in 2013 that led to 

worldwide media attention; boycott of Bangladeshi garments by big brands and 

closure of many factories, it may come as a surprise that my thesis aims to move 

beyond the factory production and focuses on consumption as a key lens to explore 

the lives of women workers. While I do not deny that harsh working conditions exist 

for women workers in Bangladesh, I am interested to learn more about women’s lives 

than their homogeneous image as producers who are victim of capitalism, 

exploitation and oppression. The present study examines the clothing consumption 

practices of women factory workers in the garment industry of Bangladesh to develop 

an approach that acknowledges their agency. 

My study addresses three key research questions. First, what do the women factory 

workers wear and what does garment fashion look like in Bangladesh? Second, how 

do marriage, age and gender relations influence women workers’ clothing choices 

and do any restrictions on their choices in clothing indicate a lack of agency? Third, 

how and to what extent do women workers exercise agency in their clothing 

consumption?
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My research takes a feminist and an ethnographic approach that values the situated 

knowledge, subjective experience, reflexivity and positionality of the researcher and 

the power relationship between the researcher and the researched. I have conducted 

the fieldwork which included sixty interviews and eight focus group discussions over 

a period of six months in the Narayanganj district of Bangladesh. I located my 

research within the theoretical framework of Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977) ‘habitus’ and 

Deniz Kandiyoti’s (1988) ‘patriarchal bargain’, to understand how women workers 

exercise agency in their clothing practices while conforming to social norms.  My 

research defines women’s agency as the ability to negotiate between different 

identities and contradictory traditions and the capacities to wear clothing strategically 

within a cultural context dominated by the norms of gender, purdah and patriarchy. 

My research contributes to the broader literature on women workers in the global 

labour market by incorporating the specificity of the Bangladeshi context. 

The rest of the chapter analyses why I choose to focus on consumption to study the 

lives of women workers and why I am interested in their clothing practices. It lays 

out the main aim and objectives of my research. The next section focuses on the 

background to my study followed by the discussion on how my research contributes 

to the wider debates on factory work, consumption and the changing gender roles in 

Bangladesh. 

1.2 Background to the study

The research started with my interest in studying the gender implications of global 

labour market. I was particularly interested in studying global value chain (GVC) 

with a focus on the clothing chain between Bangladesh and UK (Gereffi 1994). While 

GVC is considered as one of the best innovative concepts for understanding global 

economy at the pace of globalization (Kaplinsky 2000; Barrientos 2001; 

Ramamurthy 2003, 2004; Palpacuer, 2008), the GVC literature focus too narrowly 

on firm upgrading, power relations and governance structure within the buyer and 

supplier chain, competitiveness and power of the large retailers and transnational 

corporations located primarily in the developed world (Porter 1987; Gereffi 1994; 

Gibbon and Stefano, 2005; Hoang and Jones 2012). Therefore, there is little 
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understanding about the lives of women working within the chain. In other words, 

the broader literature on global value chain largely omits the question of gender. 

The GVC literature that incorporates a gender perspective, primarily focuses on the 

impact of ethical code on women workers. For example, Hale and Opondo (2005) in 

their research on Kenya-UK cut-flower chain, looks at how the pressures comes 

downward from the UK consumers to UK supermarkets, Kenyan suppliers and 

finally to the Kenyan workers situated at the lower end of the chain. They show that 

the Kenyan workers work long hours and do compulsory overtime on occasions such 

as Valentine’s Day and Mother’s Day. While studies like Hale and Opondo (2005) 

are useful in understanding global and gender inequality operating within the value 

chain, it however fails to look beyond the tale of production and therefore, fails to 

grasp the complexities of the lives of the workers beyond the factory production. 

Moreover, it depicts women in the developed world as consumers of products and 

women in the developing world as producers of those products. 

Parvati Raghuram’s work (2004) was particularly influential in changing the research 

direction for the present thesis. Raghuram criticises the global commodity chain 

approach by arguing that it obscures the agency and consumption patterns of South 

Asian women by theorising them only as producers. The roles of women from the 

Global South are largely defined in the academia in economic terms from the 

perspective of Marxist political economy that focuses on the double oppression and 

exploitation of women workers related to their gender and class. Consequently, 

women factory workers are largely positioned as sweatshop workers and not as 

consumers. They are not theorised as both.

Therefore, there is little scope to know more about the lives of women beyond their 

roles as producers. The gap in the literature raises my curiosity in asking: whether 

the women workers never consume what they produce? If they make clothes for the 

global apparel market, who makes clothes for them? What do they wear and from 

where do they buy their clothing? My curiosity encourages me to study further and 

enquire about women workers’ clothing consumption in the context of Bangladesh.
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1.3 Significance of the study

My study on clothing consumption practices of women factory workers contributes 

to the broader literature on the global labour market. It critically engages with the 

ongoing debates on the positive and negative effects of feminisation and 

industrialisation. By shifting the focus to consumption in the discussion, this research 

provides the opportunity to explore women’s lives beyond their working conditions 

and factory production. Moreover, the specific context of Bangladesh in my study 

gives a new insight about the lifestyle and changing gender identities of women 

working in the garment industry. 

1.3.1 Understanding women producers as consumers

The academic focus on the global labour market offers multiple ways to explore the 

lives of the workers in the global factories. Several studies have revealed how the 

global economy is tied to the increasing informalisation and feminisation of work in 

the context of widening gender and labour inequalities (Elson 1995; Marchand and 

Runyan 2000; Nash and Fernandez-Kelly 1983; Perrons 2010). Momsen (2010) 

argues that globalisation is gendered into two worlds: the first is the world of western 

masculinity, defined by finance, capitalism and high salaried jobs. The second world, 

in contrast, is characterised by sexualised, racialised and low waged jobs, largely 

performed by female migrant workers in first world countries. 

To a large extent, the literature on the global factory worker rests on three stereotypes. 

First, it tends to separate production and consumption geographically and discusses 

production as though it takes place only in the developing countries or in the ‘Global 

South’.  The ‘Global South’ is almost always theorised as a site of production, not as 

a site of consumption. Consequently, women factory workers are largely positioned 

as sweatshop workers and not as consumers. They are not theorised as both 

(Raghuram 2004). Second, the discussion of production centres on stories of 

victimhood and produces a homogeneous image of workers as cheap and docile, 

affected by global labour market dynamics ‘similarly and equally’ (Wolf 1990: 27). 

Third, women’s role as consumers appears only in relation to white women from the 

global north, who are assumed to have more purchasing power. The consumption 
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practices of women workers from the Global South have largely been overlooked 

(Raghuram 2004).

One of the ways to fill the gap in the literature and get a more nuanced and 

sophisticated understanding of women workers’ lives is to connect the production 

and consumption spheres of their lives. Workers’ lives, which centre on factory 

production, can be better understood when their consumption practices are 

considered. There are ethnographic studies that have examined the lives of workers 

beyond factory production by giving attention to their consumption practices (Wolf 

1990; Pun 2005; Lynch 1999, 2007; Hewamanne 2003, 2008, 2012; Cairoli 2011; 

Dannecker 2002; Siddiqi 1996). The literature discusses how factory work increases 

the purchasing power of women workers, introduces them to a new and modern way 

of life and consumption pattern and how the workers use their consumption practices 

to achieve a distinct identity for themselves. These studies however, primarily focus 

on the lifestyle of single female workers, living and working independently and 

examine how these women exploit their newly found freedom to wear clothing of 

their choices that they otherwise cannot wear in the presence of their family members.  

My research adds to the existing literature on factory workers a new perspective by 

examining the clothing consumption practices of both single and married women in 

Bangladesh. In comparison to the studies that focus on the lifestyle of women in a 

context that is unsupervised by family members, the present study explores different 

clothing choices that women make in a context that is surrounded by family members 

and relatives. By studying the women who live with their families, this research gives 

a new insight and an understanding of how these women’s clothing choices are 

controlled by their family members, male relatives, kinship and collective networks. 

1.3.2 Incorporating specificity of the local context

The effect of factory work on women’s lives is not uniform; it is influenced by the 

context in which the individuals are embedded. The local context and ideologies 

gives a particular character to the factory and its female workforce (Murayama 2008). 

Given the unique experience of Bangladeshi women and their different socio-

economic setting and employment history, a study of Bangladeshi women workers 

offers new insights into women workers’ lifestyle and their consumption patterns. In 
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comparison to factory workers from other countries, Bangladeshi women have a 

different history of entrance to the garment industry. In Morocco, for example, the 

garment industry grew slowly, drawing workers largely from the existing female 

labour force in the traditional carpet-weaving industry. In other words, the Moroccan 

garment industry did not create a new workforce but employed women who would 

be working any way. The Bangladesh industry, in contrast, emerged suddenly and 

grew rapidly, mostly employing workers from rural areas who would not otherwise 

have access to industrial work (Millar and Vivian eds. 2002). Therefore, Bangladeshi 

women have entered the factory work as a response to the increasing employment 

opportunities in the garment sector that has grown up virtually overnight. In 

comparison to India where 57 per cent factory workers have previous experiences of 

working in other sectors, such as agarbatti (joss stick) production or construction 

work, factory work is the first paid employment for many Bangladeshi women 

(Murayama 2008).

There are also differences in the workers’ profile between Bangladesh and other 

contexts. A study of Sri Lankan women working in the textile and garment industry 

in the export processing zone showed that the workers were well educated. It also 

revealed that two-thirds of the workers completed O-levels and 36.2 per cent of the 

workers completed their A-levels (Hancock et al. 2015). In comparison to Sri Lankan 

factory workers, Bangladeshi women have a lower literacy rate. Due to lack of 

education and previous working experience, Bangladeshi women are also at a 

disadvantage in terms of income in comparison to workers in other contexts. For 

example, a Bangladeshi machine operator earns about $33, which is half ($61) of 

what an Indian worker gets (Murayama 2008).

One of the important features of factory work in Bangladesh is the rural-urban 

migration. Unlike other settings where many factories are set up in the village area, 

Sri Lanka, for example, most of the factories in Bangladesh are situated in the urban 

area, namely Dhaka and Chittagong. As a result, most factory workers are rural 

migrants in the context of Bangladesh. A study of Bangladeshi ready-made garment 

sector shows that ninety per cent of the total workforce in the garment factories are 

migrants from rural Bangladesh (Afsar 1998, 2001). While women were previously 

ignored or viewed as secondary and dependent migrants, there is now a significant 
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amount of female migration in search of garment work (Siddiqui et al. 1990; 

Dannecker 2002). In the past, women migrated from rural to urban areas after 

marriage, largely because of poverty, landlessness or natural disasters. Therefore, 

migration was then tied to necessity. While these reasons still prevail, the migration 

of female garment workers in recent times has offered them a choice and the 

expression of a desire for better types of employment in comparison to rural 

agricultural work. Despite the occupational hazards and low earnings in the garment 

sector, women prefer to move to the cities in order to be freed from patriarchal 

domination, unpaid agricultural labour and a lack of income earning opportunities in 

rural areas (Absar 2001; Mohiuddin 2004). The entry of women workers into the 

garment industry in Bangladesh has thus had significant social consequences (Razavi 

and Vivian 2002). Apart from increasing the employment opportunities and 

purchasing power, migration also exposes women to a modern lifestyle and urban 

consumer culture. My study analyses how the clothing styles of women change after 

migrating to the city and after joining the factory.

Another feature of factory work in Bangladesh is the recruitment strategy that hire 

women in the factory through kinship and informal network. A study showed that the 

first generation of entrepreneurs in Bangladesh, who were ex-villagers, secured a 

female labour force for their newly formed export factories through using their rural 

networks and maintaining village relations (Feldman 1993, 2009). They provided 

employment to young women and offered guardianship in a way that could maintain 

family honour and therefore the villagers would allow their daughters to work in the 

entrepreneurs’ factory. As Feldman stated: ‘… factories that opened in the early 

1980s could claim that the factory was an extension of the household with 

guardianship a critical signifier of patriarchal control and security’ (Feldman 

2009:276). The factory owners also prefer to employ women who have relatives in 

the factory. The sons and daughters of machine operators are employed to ensure that 

they are safe and at the same time they are under the control of their mother. A form 

of fictive kinship is also created in the factory to desexualise the factory space. For 

example, the senior female operators are often called apa or sister and the male 

supervisors are called bhai or brother (Dannecker 2002). While the traditional norms 

of purdah discourage women from encountering male strangers in the course of their 

factory work, the fictive relation as bhai transforms the relation between them into 
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more acceptable form. My study looks at how the kinship and collective network 

works as a moral guardian to scrutinise and judge what women wear inside and 

outside the factory in their daily lives. 

The socio-cultural context of Bangladesh is also important to understand the effect 

of factory work on women workers. As Khosla argued: 

It is important to develop a contextualized understanding of Bangladeshi society, 
economy and the role and position of women in Bangladeshi society in order to fully 
appreciate the benefits the ready-made garments industry offers to women, despite its 
exploitative conditions. Khosla (2009:290)  

Bangladesh is a traditional patriarchal country which is often called a ‘classic 

patriarchy’1 (Kandiyoti 1988). The classic patriarchal system accords power and 

control over social and economic resources to men and a dependent status to women 

(Schuler et al. 1996). The system also reinforces the traditional view that men should 

play the role of breadwinner and women should play the role of homemaker. 

Therefore, it places less value on women’s employment outside home. Gender 

discrimination remains a problem in Bangladesh, particularly in education. Although 

Bangladesh has achieved gender parity in primary school (up to class five), the adult 

literacy rate is still low for women. Whereas 62 per cent of adult men are able to read 

and write, the same is true of only 53 per cent of adult women (CIA 2014). With lack 

of education and skill, it is not surprising that women are mostly found in the lower 

ranking positions in the factory and other employment sectors. The prevalence of 

early marriage and early motherhood also reduces women’s chances of working 

outside home. The rate of child marriage and early pregnancy is one of the highest in 

the world (UNICEF 2010). Although the minimum legal age of marriage is 18 in 

Bangladesh, about 51 per cent of women had already been married before they were 

18 in 2011 (BBS 2013). Women are often married at an early age because dowry 

increases with age at marriage (Schuler et al. 1996). Women’s lives are dominated 

by a patrilineal and patrilocal system. After marriage, women are expected to leave 

their maternal home and move to their husband’s house. In her new home, the new 

1 The other geographical areas that have been defined as classic patriarchy are North Africa, Middle 
East including Turkey, Pakistan and Iran, South Asia and East Asia including India and China.

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1931-0846.2015.12089.x/full#gere12089-bib-0007
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bride is subordinated not only to the male members of the family, but also to her 

mother-in-law. 

One of the salient gender norms that plays a significant role in determining gender 

relations and women’s employment status in Bangladesh is the system of purdah or 

the veil. Purdah controls women’s lives in Bangladesh irrespective of their religious 

and social status. It works as a symbol of family honour which must be safeguarded 

and controlled by the male guardians of family and society. In rural Bangladesh, 

purdah is often translated as requiring separate spheres for men and women, where 

men are associated with the outside world and women, with the home. Purdah is 

often blamed for the limited participation of women in paid employment outside 

home (Feldman and McCarthy 1983; Feldman 2001). It is not only male family 

members but also the local community or samaj that guarantees observation of 

purdah. The Samaj acts as a moral guardian of rural Bangladesh and controls any 

form of ‘deviant’ behaviour on women’s part, including a failure to comply with 

purdah. In this context, any kind of work outside home, including factory work, 

clearly constitutes a violation of the cultural norms of purdah. 

Bangladesh is predominantly a Muslim country: 85 per cent of the population is 

Muslim. The remainder includes Hindu, Christian and Buddhist religious minorities. 

Islam in Bangladesh is however imbued with cultural elements from other religious 

groups and the local and national culture. The Bangladeshi identity is often referred 

to as a combination of Bengali and Islamic identity and this combination must be 

taken into consideration when discussing gender relations in Bangladesh 

(Shehabuddin 2008). Bangladeshi women must resolve the conflict between these 

two identities, between modernity, development and Bengali culture on the one hand 

and tradition and Islamic values on the other hand. 

In the socio-cultural context of Bangladesh, as discussed above, garment workers are 

often stigmatised and labelled as ‘fallen women’ for transgressing the boundary of 

purdah by working outside home (Murayama 2008). As a result, women workers 

constantly struggle between resisting any image that stigmatises them and creating 

an image of respectable woman for themselves. The conflict between the Bengali 

culture and Islamic religion and the co-existence of secularism, modernity and 
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religion further complicates the lives of Bangladeshi women and they constantly 

negotiate between their modern and religious identity. My research brings these 

contradictions and complexities of women’s lives to light while discussing their 

clothing practices. 

1.3.3 Contributing to the literature on gender and the labour market in Bangladesh

Although women’s participation in the labour force is relatively low in Bangladesh, 

they have always contributed to the national economy through their agricultural and 

unpaid family labour. Due to their unpaid labour and due to lack of employment 

opportunities, women have been absent from the public workplace for a long time in 

Bangladesh. Women’s entry into the garment industry enhances their public visibility 

and recognises them as workers in the national labour force. It is therefore described 

as one of the most significant factors in Bangladesh labour force statistics: ‘This has 

had far-reaching consequences for women, in defining for the first time their entry 

into formal sector employment on an unprecedented scale’ (Sobhan and Khundker 

2001: 2). 

Given the significance of garment industry and factory work, it is one of the most 

researched topics in academic field in Bangladesh. Studies of women factory workers 

in Bangladesh largely centre around the debate on whether the factory work brings 

emancipation for women or it enhances their exploitation. There are studies that 

emphasise the positive side of garment work: more desirable alternatives to 

traditional agriculture or domestic work (Rahman 2010; Khosla 2009), enhanced 

economic capabilities translated into greater self-worth, confidence, power and 

agency (Kabeer 1995, 1999), positive impact of the factory on changed family 

attitudes towards female education, delayed marriage and child bearing (Rashid 

2006; Afsar 2002; Khosla 2009). The rest of the studies analyse the negative aspects 

of the garment work: wage inequalities and harsh factory conditions such as fire and 

accidents (Paul-Majumder and Begum 2000), the poor infrastructure (Amin et al. 

1998), long working hours (War on Want 2011) and sexual harassment (Siddiqi 

2004, 2009). 
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There are however, a few studies that turn their focus away from factory production 

and extend the discussion to women’s lifestyle and image (Dannecker 2002; Siddiqi 

1996). Petra Dannecker’s (2002) study illustrated the clothing style of female 

garment workers as wearing salwar kameez, loose trouser and a scarf around their 

heads in the street of Dhaka on their way to the factory in the early morning. Although 

purdah is an important part of clothing for women, they were hardly seen wearing 

burqas in Dannecker’s study. Dina Siddiqi’s (1996) research also analysed the image 

of garment workers in the street. Women were seen covering their heads with long 

scarves or with the ends of their sari. Apart from a few women who wore colourful 

burqa, most women in her research were not seen in a burqa. Siddiqi described the 

style of the workers in the street as: 

More commonly, one comes across young girls with kohled eyes and imitation earrings, 
slickly oiled hair pulled back with bright hairpins, tiffin-carriers or purses in hand, 
chatting animatedly with co-workers. (Siddiqi 1996:156)

Siddiqi’s study also examined the image of the workers in the media and in public. 

She gave an example of a young female worker who was interviewed in her hostel 

by a television channel. The worker generated outrage among the public and the 

neighbour because she was wearing a t-shirt in the interview. She was called 

shameless for not covering her body and head with a scarf. My research adds to 

Siddiqi (1996) and Dannecker’s (2002) study a new insight by bringing the 

specificity of my research design and the context of Narayanganj. As discussed 

earlier, women in my study live with their families after migrating to Narayanganj. 

Although it is a common practice among women, particularly single women to live 

with their families in Bangladesh, what distinguishes the research participants in my 

study from other studies is their shared district of origin. Women workers in my 

research are predominantly from Jamalpur district. While the same village network 

means more information and easier access to work, it also means more familiar 

people and relatives all around. Therefore, women in my study are constantly 

watched over by relatives and family members inside and outside the factory and 

such settings have a certain influence on what the women wear. By analysing these 

contextual differences, my study brings new perspectives to the academic discussion 

on gender and the labour market in Bangladesh. The following section focuses on the 

research aim and objectives for the present thesis.
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1.4 Research aim and objectives

The primary aim of my thesis is to examine the clothing consumption practices of 

women factory workers in the garment industry of Bangladesh to develop an 

approach that acknowledges their agency. The research aim leads to three broad 

research objectives. First, my first research objective is to identify the garment 

workers as consumers and learn about their clothing consumption practices. While 

there are ethnographic studies which examine the consumption patterns of female 

workers, they predominantly focus on single female workers, leaving aside the 

experiences of other groups of women, married female workers, for example. 

Therefore, my research focuses on the clothing consumption practices of both single 

and married women. While identifying the workers as consumers of clothing, I ask 

how marital status influences the clothing choices of women workers. I also examine 

how the clothing consumption patterns differ according to age. 

Second, the critics of globalisation and feminisation have contributed to build certain 

images and assumptions in the public mind about the workers and the places where 

the products have been made. For example, illustrations showing garment factory 

workers are often presented as ‘images of low-paid workers sweating over a sewing 

machine for 12 hours a day making “cheap” garments that will “flood” or be “dumped 

on” the UK fashionwear market, putting a British worker out of a job in the process’ 

(Phizacklea 1990: 1). While these pictures are important in generating media 

attention and public concern about workers’ welfare, they have produced a 

homogeneous image of the workers as cheap, victim and docile. These narratives 

about the workers also do not consider another narrative, the narratives of the workers 

themselves. Sandya Hewamanne (2008) criticises the studies of factory work as she 

argues:

The factory work was not just about hard work and gloomy lives. It was also a space 
where women found ways to express their changing sense of self … I felt that an 
epistemic violence had been committed on their lives as study after study chose not to 
focus on the complex and contradictory ways they dealt with everyday challenges. 
(Hewamanne 2008:5)  

My second research objective therefore is, to listen to the narratives of the women 

workers and then deeply analyse those narratives to get an understanding of how they 

exercise agency in their clothing practices. 
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Third, studies on global labour market are incomplete without incorporating the 

gendered experiences of women workers at the workplace and beyond. Gender is 

intrinsically connected to global economy. It has become a strategic and an enabling 

condition for the emergence and for the functioning of major economic restructuring 

processes in today’s world (Sassen 2003). My last research objective therefore, is to 

analyse clothing consumption practices of women workers from a gender 

perspective. The gender focus helps me understand how the gender relations become 

power relations through which men exercise control over women in their clothing 

consumption. For example, I analyse how male relatives in my research exercise 

power in controlling and influencing women’s clothing, income and mobility and 

access to the market. I also analyse how women’s bodies become an object of the 

male gaze and how male workers constantly scrutinise what women workers wear on 

the factory floor and assess women’s moral character on the basis of their clothing. 

The gender perspective however, extends beyond the social relationship between 

men and women. It further includes power relationships between women themselves. 

I examine how women working in the same factory, women from the kinship group 

and women from the older generation play a significant role in influencing the 

clothing of their fellow women workers. The next section discusses why I have used 

consumption in general and clothing consumption in particular as a key lens to study 

women workers in Bangladesh.

1.5 Why study consumption

In academia, there has been a significant focus on the study of consumption 

(Bourdieu 1984; Appadurai ed. 1986, 1996; Campbell 1987, 1997; Featherstone, 

1991; Fine and Leopold 1993; Friedman ed. 1994; Miller 1987, 1995; De Grazia and 

Furlough eds.1996; Crang 1996; Du Gay et al. 1997; Harvey 1990, 2003). Instead of 

the production being the driving force of the history, as viewed by the Marxist 

analysts, consumption has become the new vanguard of history (Miller 1995; 

Graeber 2011). While the early usage of consumption is mostly associated with 

waste, it is viewed as a product of alienated labour by the Marxist analysts who argue 

that the producers have no connection with the products they produce. It is regarded 

as a measure of maximum utility or satisfaction by economic theorists. Consumption 

is later theorised as opposed to production by political economists like Adam Smith, 
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who defines it through the model of rational actor and separates the workplace in 

which the product is produced and the household in which the product is consumed 

(Graeber 2011). The study of consumption has however come a long way from its 

earlier theorisations of alienated labour and economic rational model. The 

sociologists and anthropologists have significant contributions in redefining 

consumption in terms of formation of class and gender identities, construction of 

social relationships and space and expression of self and agency. It is this sociological 

and anthropological understanding of consumption which is more related to my 

research. I define consumption in my thesis as an active process that involves 

individual agents who are embedded in social relationships.   

First, consumption is an important conceptual tool to attain the research aim of this 

thesis. Purchase of clothing depends on several factors, such as disposable income. 

Often, the consideration for buying clothing comes after meeting the basic necessities 

of food and rent. According to a report based on a survey of 1204 factory workers in 

173 garment factories and published by Prothom Alo titled ‘Garment worker in 

Bangladesh: Social Impact of the garment industry’, a garment worker’s family 

spend 4,745 taka per month for food, which is 42 percent of the total family income. 

They spend a further 3,390 taka on rent. Therefore, they spend 72 percent of their 

total income on food and rent. After sending money to their village, spending on 

medicine and on their children’s education, they spend only 526 taka (about 4.5 

percent of the total income) for clothing per month on average (14 January 2016, 

Prothom Alo). Using a broad theme as consumption provides the scope to cover a 

range of topics, including living expenses in the city, disposable income, 

consumption of food, spending on medicine and education, change in the lifestyle 

produced by rural to urban migration, sending money to the villages, investing in 

land and jewellery and building house in the village, which are important to 

understand the clothing practices of women. 

Second, focusing on consumption helps me achieve the research objective of 

analysing gender perspectives in my thesis. There are a number of studies that show 

how consumption helps shape the subjective experience and the construction of 

gender identities for men and women (De Grazia 1996; Lynch 1999; Mills 1999; 

Freeman 2000; Harris 2004; De Grazia and Furlough eds.1996; McRobbie 1991, 
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1997; Nava 1991; Leslie and Reimer 1999; Casey and Martens eds. 2007; Burman 

1999). In their study of furniture consumption, for example, Deborah Leslie and 

Suzanne Reimer (1999) show how interior designs in the furniture industry are 

shaped by gendered identities. While the current designs in the home magazines 

focus on more flexible space and furniture to accommodate changing gender roles, 

they also reinforce the traditional concepts of family and femininity. My study 

analyses how clothing consumption plays a significant role in shaping the gender 

experience of married and unmarried and old and young women.

Third, consumption has also helped me attain the research objective of understanding 

the agency of women workers in my thesis. The study of consumption involves the 

expression of self and agency, the possibility of power, collectiveness and resistance. 

In contrast to the system of production, over which people have little control, 

consumption practices give them choices and autonomy to use their resources in 

different ways (Gortz 1982). While mass consumption provides space for collective 

resistance at the collective level, consumption at the individual level offers flexible 

methods for the creation of individualised style. Women workers who may have little 

say in where they work, may enjoy the power to exercise choices in consumption. 

Consumption practices are often portrayed as victimising women where women 

consumers are lured by advertisements and commercial messages. For example, 

fashion and beauty magazines set standards which can only be achieved by 

consuming certain products and they also defy the power and agency of their 

individual selves. The anthropological perspective challenges the view of looking at 

consumption as a passive activity imposed upon passive consumers through 

advertisement and it theorises consumption as an active process (Bocock 1993; 

Berchmans 1995). Mica Nava (1992) theorises consumption in terms of agency, 

power and activism. She disagrees with the viewpoint that consumption makes 

women helpless victims. Rather, she defines consumption as a source of power for 

women and views women as active creators of meaning in their consumption 

practices. She forecasts the beginning of a new feminism and political activism for 

women through their consumption practices. 
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Nava (1992) argues that women can utilise their purchasing power strategically to 

put pressure on the centre of power and to change things for their own advantage: 

Consumption...has offered women new areas of authority and expertise, new sources of 
income, a new sense of consumer rights; and one of the consequences of these 
developments has been a heightened awareness of entitlement outside the sphere of 
consumption... (Nava 1992:166).  

There are however risks entailed in studying women’s agency through the lens of 

consumption. The agency of women is often dismissed as false consciousness while 

achieving it through material consumption (Agarwala and Lynch 2006). One way in 

which I try to reduce this risk in my research is by listening and analysing the 

narratives of women workers about their lives and locating their stories within the 

socio-cultural context of Bangladesh. As Dina Siddiqi argues: 

Paying attention to women’s accounts of their experiences, and placing them in 
historical and cultural context, partially overrides questions of false consciousness. It 
provides instead analytical categories derived from workers’ speech, actions, desires, 
silences, or passivity that can help us to gain a more complex understanding of question 
of agency, consent and resistance. (Siddiqi 1996: 31)

Fourth, consumption plays a central role in the construction of self-identity where the 

choices of purchasing or consuming different products and lifestyle reflect distinction 

and distinctiveness (Bourdieu 1984). Sociologists, for example, Bourdieu (1984) 

links consumption to social class and distinction in his analysis of the consumption 

practice in France in the mid-twentieth century. He argues that consumption is a 

means to display social status and to create distinction among different social groups. 

Therefore, good taste is a marker of social class and has a significant role to play in 

the formation of elite and middle-class identities. While some people have low 

economic capital, they can still gain cultural capital or social status by investing in 

tasteful commodities. Ethnographic studies used consumption as a lens to understand 

how the factory workers use consumption practices to disassociate themselves from 

their working-class identity and associate with middle-class and create a distinct 

identity for themselves (Pun 2005; Lynch 1999, 2007; Hewamanne 2003, 2008, 

2012; Atmavilas 2008; Cairoli 2011). My research analyses how women workers use 

clothing consumption as a means to hide their garment workers’ identity, to distance 

themselves from their rural traditions as well as to achieve middle-class identity.
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Fifth, consumption has become an important conceptual tool to understand not only 

the labour market dynamics but also social relationships (Appadurai ed. 1986, 1996; 

Bourdieu 1984; Fine and Leopold 1993; Friedman ed. 1994; Miller 1987, 1995; De 

Grazia and Furlough eds.1996; Harvey 1990, 2003). The meaning of consumption is 

tied to our relationship with others. Therefore, consumption must be theorised as 

integral to social relationship. In his ethnographic study on a shopping mall in North 

London, Miller (1998) analyses how consumption plays a significant role in creating 

familial relationships. Miller argues that shopping experiences by women, such as 

buying food and essential products for the family is not about buying treats for 

themselves, it is rather their love and obligation towards family members. My study 

analyses how women’s clothing practices are influenced by gender relations, 

marriage, kinship and collective networks. 

Sixth and last, consumption also helps understand the local context and highlights 

the spaces in which the consumption practices take places. Anthropologists, for 

example, Appadurai (1986) defines consumption by focusing on the commodities 

themselves and by tracking their routes and uses through different stages, starting 

from the production, exchange, distribution and consumption. He argues that 

commodities also have a social life and their meanings are shaped by social and 

cultural context. A study on a shopping mall in Turkey shows how a consumption 

site provides employment opportunities to Turkish women and offers them a space 

to enjoy leisure activities and to develop new forms of sociability (Sarioğlu 2013). 

By functioning as a space for occupational and leisure setting and a place for 

sociability, the retail space thereby contributes to emerging forms of working class 

feminine identities in Urban Turkey. My study also focuses on the local and 

contextual understanding of consumption while analysing women’s clothing 

practices. 

1.5.1 Why study clothing consumption

Several studies attempt to explore the consumption patterns of working-class women 

by paying attention to their clothing consumption (De Grazia, 1996; Lynch 1999; 

Mills, 1999; Freeman, 2000; Harris, 2004). Although clothes are material objects, 

they can also become part of the living subject while enveloping the body of the 

wearer. Clothing does not only have functional value, it also has symbolic meaning 
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that can be used to express the identity, aesthetic and style of individuals or a group 

of people (Schaefer and Crane 2005; Ostberg 2012; Tsaousi and Brewis 2013). 

Instead of viewing dress as object, Entwhistle (2000) defines dress as an ‘embodied 

activity embedded in social relations’. In their ethnographic study Mukulika Banerjee 

and Daniel Miller (2003) shows how the sari expresses the embodiment of marriage 

in the Indian context. While the red sari signifies that the wearer is married, the pale 

or white sari embodies widowhood. Sari also expresses the embodiment of 

motherhood. The end part of a sari, called pallu, is often used in dynamic ways to 

express motherly love: taking the baby within the pallu while breast feeding or using 

pallu to wipe extra milk from the baby’s lips, for example. My thesis examines how 

clothing is embedded in social relations and explores the different meanings of 

clothing as expressed through marital status, motherhood, gender relations, 

generational conflict and the influence of collective networks. 

Clothing plays a significant role in the construction of gendered identity (Entwhistle 

2000; Banerjee and Miller 2003; Hendrickson ed. 1996). A study of young British 

Muslim women showed that clothing based on a binary opposition between 

traditional and western, between home and school, is a contested signifier of identity 

for the young Muslim women (Dwyer 1999). While wearing ethnic clothes make the 

women victims of racism at school, wearing the English clothes make others question 

their Muslim identity and make them subjects of scrutiny by their own community at 

home. Therefore, they negotiate between expectation and freedom to choose their 

dress strategically at school and at home. They use their clothes and headscarf in 

multiple ways, wearing a veil one day and not wearing it the next day for example, 

to challenge the fixed meaning attached to their dress and to construct alternative 

gender identities for themselves. Clothing provides the space for contestation, 

negotiation and individual agency. Clothing is a means through which women 

negotiate between societal expectation and personal preference, between bodies, 

respectability and status. By focusing on clothing, I analyse the gendered experiences 

of women workers in my research and examine how they use clothing as a means to 

negotiate between different identities and contradictory traditions.
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1.6 Outline of the thesis

The rest of the thesis is divided into seven chapters. The next chapter analyses 

relevant literature on women factory workers with a focus on their consumption 

practices in order to formulate key research questions and outlines the theoretical 

framework for my thesis.  The first part critically examines the scholarly debate on 

the effect of factory works on women with a focus on Bangladesh. It then analyses 

ethnographic studies that give attention to women workers’ consumption practices in 

different cultural contexts. The chapter then compares the context of Bangladesh with 

the context of other empirical research and discusses how the different context of 

Bangladesh adds a new perspective to the existing literature on women workers. The 

second part of the chapter discusses the theoretical framework of the research, 

focusing on gender and agency. My thesis uses gender as an analytical tool that 

focuses on not only the power relationship between men and women but also the 

differences among women themselves. It examines the concept of gendered space, 

and the theorisation of female body as the object of male gaze to analyse women’s 

gendered experience in clothing consumption. The last section of the chapter 

discusses the theorisation of agency first, with reference to autonomy, free choice 

and resistance to the social norms and second, which is more relevant to my study, 

the relational aspect and social embeddedness of agency. The chapter ends with the 

discussion on two theoretical perspectives on agency, Deniz Kandiyoti’s theory of 

patriarchal bargain (1988) and Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of habitus (1977), which I 

have used in my research to understand how women exercise agency while living 

within the social structure and abiding by the social norms. 

In chapter 3, I discuss the context of Bangladesh.  This chapter studies the rise and 

growth of Bangladesh ready-made garment industry (RMG) and women’s entry into 

it with an aim to understand the specificity of the context, the unique experience and 

employment history of women workers and the significance of factory work for 

women in Bangladesh. It sheds light on women’s present status in the labour market 

and makes a comparative analysis between women’s employment in garment 

industry and other manufacturing industries. The last part of the chapter examines 

some of critique of factory practices in Bangladesh and predicts future challenges for 

the industry that might have adverse effect on women.  
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Chapter 4 outlines the research strategy, design and methodological tools for my 

research and shows how these approaches inform my research aim and objectives. It 

discusses the fieldwork location and analyses the significance of the specific context 

of Narayanganj for my research. The chapter focuses on the relevance of feminist 

and ethnographic approach to my study. It brings the question of reflexivity, my 

positionality as a researcher and my subjective bias on the data and focuses on the 

power relationship between myself and the participants, the danger of being an 

insider and the ethical problems involving the risk of manipulation and 

misrepresentation of data. It analyses why I have used three main research methods, 

ethnography, interview and focus group discussion (FGD) for data collection. It also 

analyses why I have used photography in my research. The chapter discusses why I 

have selected the research participants based on their marital status and age. The last 

part of the chapter presents a profile of the women workers interviewed with a focus 

on their age, marital status, education, district of origin, their reason for migration 

and joining the factory, their position in the factory, basic income, their living 

arrangements, and expenditure, saving and consumption pattern.

Chapter 5, 6 and 7 are the empirical chapters of this thesis. Chapter 5 focuses on what 

the women workers wear and from where they obtain their clothing. It also asks 

whether there is a distinguishable garment fashion in Bangladesh and what does it 

look like. The chapter also examines what urban fashion looks like in Bangladesh 

and analyses how different or similar is the clothing style of the factory workers from 

other urban middle-class women. By using photographs, it illustrates the common 

clothing practices among factory workers, their daily wear and their occasional 

specific attire, their preferences and likings in colour, fabric and design and the 

popular fashion trends among them. It examines how the clothing style of women 

changes after they migrate to the city and join the factory. It outlines the apparel that 

they can wear and that they are not allowed to wear at work. The chapter ends with 

making a comparative analysis between garment fashion and urban fashion in 

Bangladesh.   

Chapter 6 examines how marriage, age and gender relations determine the clothing 

consumption practices of women factory workers in Bangladesh. It discusses how 

marriage plays a key role in shaping the clothing choices of women. It examines how 



32

the male relatives, husband, father and brother in particular, play a decisive role in 

determining what women should wear and how they control women’s income and 

access to the market. The chapter analyses how age and clothing are related and how 

women in Bangladesh are concerned about being ridiculed for wearing clothing that 

is not age appropriate. It examines the generational conflict, the difference between 

mother and daughter and the difference between younger and older women in their 

moral standards in clothing consumption. It analyses the gendered experience of 

women by looking at how the male gaze and the attitude of male factory workers 

influence women’s clothing choices and how the collective networks including 

female colleagues guard the clothing style of women. By using Kandiyoti’s (1988) 

concept of ‘Patriarchal bargain’, the chapter ends with the discussion on whether any 

restrictions on women’s choices in clothing refer to their lack of agency or is it their 

patriarchal bargain. 

Chapter 7 is the last empirical chapter. The chapter analyses the personal narratives 

of the women workers about their clothing consumption. It examines how the women 

responded to the stereotypical images, as portrayed by the tailors and shop keepers, 

through producing counter meaning. It analyses why there is a contradiction between 

how the shopkeepers and tailors identify the clothing choices of the women workers 

and how the women themselves define their taste. The chapter then examines why 

the women prefer to wear similar clothing to other factory workers on some occasions 

and why they deliberately disassociate themselves from their identity as factory 

workers on other occasions. It analyses the contradiction between refusing to wear 

what they produce in the factory and the desire to wear the factory produced apparel. 

The chapter also reviews the attempt of the women workers to distant themselves 

from the lower class and rural traditions and their aspirations to dress like middle-

class urban women. It examines why there is a contradiction between adherence to 

the norms of purdah and the actual observation of purdah among the women. It also 

looks at the contradictions between dressing like a Bangladeshi woman and dressing 

like a Muslim woman. The last section of the chapter analyses Bourdieu’s theory of 

habitus to understand how women workers in my study exercise agency by 

negotiating between different identities and contradictory traditions in clothing 

consumption. 
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Chapter 8, the conclusion, summarises the research findings, discusses the major 

contributions of the present study and analyses the empirical data within the 

conceptual and theoretical framework. It also focuses on the policy implications of 

my research. The chapter concludes by discussing possible directions for future 

research in this field.          
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CHAPTER 2: WOMEN WORKERS IN GLOBAL FACTORIES- 
LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

2.1 Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to analyse the literature on women factory workers with a 

focus on their consumption practices in order to formulate key research questions and 

outline theoretical framework for my thesis. The first few sections of the chapter look 

at the existing research on global factory workers and examine the scholarly debate 

on the effect of industrialisation on women. While addressing both the positive and 

negative sides of factory work, I focus on the impact of factory work on Bangladeshi 

women. I analyse how the portrayal of a homogeneous image and stereotypical ideas 

about women’s exploitation that are designed to save the interest of the workers, in 

fact, led to the closure of factories and loss of jobs and ended up working against the 

welfare of workers in Bangladesh. 

The chapter also examines the gendered dynamics within global labour market. It 

looks at how gender ideologies and myth of nimble fingers, docility and desirability 

are used to recruit women in the global factories. It then analyses rich ethnographic 

studies that have focused on women’s personal narratives and motivation to 

understand why women still choose factory work despite its harsh conditions. Among 

these studies, a few of them have further taken into consideration women’s 

consumption practices. The studies focus on the consumption patterns and lifestyle 

of mostly single women workers, living and working independently in different 

cultural contexts. They examine how women use their consumption practices to 

achieve a distinct identity for themselves and how they utilise their freedom to 

display a different self in the absence of any guardian. The chapter then analyses how 

my research will add to the existing literature a new dimension by studying clothing 

consumption practices of both single and married factory workers, who live with their 

family and are guarded by their family members and collective networks, in the 

context of Bangladesh. 

The second part of the chapter discusses the theoretical framework for the present 

study. It analyses two important concepts for my research: gender and agency. It 

examines the theories of gender which are relevant to my study with a focus on the 

power relationship between men and women, between women themselves, the 
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gendered space and public-private dichotomy and the theorisation of female body as 

the object of male gaze. The chapter analyses the theory of agency in two opposite 

directions: first, agency in relation to autonomy, free choice and resistance to norms 

and second, which is more relevant to my study, agency in relational terms and social 

embeddedness of agency. It examines Kandiyoti’s theory of ‘patriarchal bargain’ 

(1988) and Bourdieu’s concept of habitus (1977) in order to understand how women 

workers in my study exercise agency while abiding by the social norms. The chapter 

ends with a discussion which leads to the formulation of research questions for my 

study. 

2.2 Women workers in global factories 

Scholars have long debated the effect of industrialisation on women. They have 

brought out both the advantages and disadvantages of factory work. The first set of 

literature draws a positive correlation between women’s paid employment and 

women’s empowerment (Lim 1985, 1990; Sultan 1997; Sen 1999; Tinker 1976; 

Afshar and Barrientos 1999; Kabeer 1994, 2000, 2004; Moghadam 1999). These 

studies focus on the benefits of women’s employment opportunities in the global 

factories and show that access to income increases women’s mobility, enhances their 

purchasing power within the household, offers them a new self-identity as workers 

and economic actors and contributes to higher social status for them. They also point 

out that the factory work influences women’s lives beyond the factory, for example, 

the factory work has helped to modify gender norms and ideologies within the 

broader society. Women’s decisions to work outside the home itself speaks of a 

certain level of power and agency within the household, particularly in the contexts 

where the decision is negotiated and/or made in the face of disagreement from other 

family members. Once the decision to work outside is made, it brings further 

opportunities for women. As Kabeer (2000) suggests: 

Once the decision to work have been negotiated in women’s favour, all the potentials 
associated with earning wages become part of the expanded possibilities open to 
women, an expansion which they themselves have initiated, whether or not they then 
actualised their full potential. (Kabeer 2000:189)
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The second set of literature brings out the disadvantages of industrialisation and 

feminisation (Elson and Pearson 1981; Chapkis and Enloe 1983: Fuentes and 

Ehrenreich 1983; Nash and Fernandez-Kelly 1983; Mitter 1986; Ross 1997; Robbins 

1999; Marchand and Runyan 2000). These studies focus on the harsh working 

conditions and gender inequalities on the factory floor. They bring out the stories of 

how young female workers suffer from sexual violence from factory managers in 

Trinidad (Yelvington 1996) and how women become vulnerable to AIDS in 

Cambodian factories (Webber et al. 2010). A recent study focuses on the hazardous 

sides of factory work and examines the accidents that have occurred in the factories 

globally over a period of 100 years (Peterson 2016). It analyses two factory fires in 

two different parts of the world, with the first case causing thirty deaths in the 

building of a shirt manufacturing company in New York in 1911 and the second case 

killing more than 100 factory workers in a garment factory in Bangladesh in 2012. 

By comparing the two fire accidents, the study shows how hazardous conditions in 

factories have not changed significantly over the course of a century. 

In contrast to the proponents of industrialisation who focus on the employment 

opportunities created by factory work, the opponents argue that factory employment 

may provide opportunities for women in the short run, but it increases women’s 

vulnerability in the long run. The factory work cannot end the gender subordination 

because women enter the job already as bearer of ‘secondary status’ (Elson and 

Pearson 1981: 95-96). Nancy Hartsock (2001) relates feminisation of employment to 

the devaluation of work and powerlessness of women workers: 

I would want to stress that feminization of the labor force refers both to the increasing 
numbers of women in these jobs— especially the low-end jobs. But it also refers to the 
feminization of anyone who holds one of these jobs—i.e., making them powerless, 
invisible, super-exploited. (Hartsock 2001:14)

Research on Maquiladora female garment workers in Tijuana of Mexico show that 

women are employed by factory owners mostly to exploit the ‘comparative 

advantage of women’s disadvantage’ (Arizpe and Aranda 1981; Fussell 2000; 

Collins 2002). While being young, having lack of education is considered as 

disadvantages in labour market, these qualities are considered as advantages in 

Maquiladora apparel industry. The Maquila employers are more interested in hiring 

less qualified and cheap labour force than employing more qualified people with 
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higher wages. Women’s access to the global factory therefore, as these studies 

suggest, cannot be equated with women’s empowerment. 

Despite the contrasting arguments, there is one thing common in these studies that 

most of them focus on the complex and contradictory effects of factory work. Pearson 

(1998) mentions the paradoxical nature of factory work. While, on the one hand, the 

working conditions in sweatshop factories increase existing gender subordination and 

simultaneously creates new forms of gender subordination, the collective nature of 

factory, on the other hand, bears the possibility of decomposing and recomposing 

existing gender relations. As Pearson (1998) rightly stresses:

Employment for women in factories is unstable, often undertaken in exploitative 
conditions for lower wages… factory work because of its collective nature inevitably 
provides a location for a different kind of gendered experience, offering the possibility 
of alternative versions of gender roles and expectations. (Pearson 1998:184)

Research on Bangladeshi garment workers also shows contradictory results, as 

Feldman described Bangladeshi women’s entry into factory both as ‘emancipatory 

and exploitative’ (Feldman 2009). On the one hand, the garment industry has 

provided women with a better alternative to traditional agriculture or domestic work, 

has given them greater economic independence; has brought certain levels of 

empowerment and autonomy for women and contributes to end child marriage and 

early pregnancy (Khosla 2009). Despite an exploitative environment, the factory 

work contributes positively to other aspects of women’s lives. On the other hand, the 

garment industry has failed to close gender disparities in employment, particularly in 

relation to wages and occupational segregation. In addition, women workers in 

Bangladesh are particularly vulnerable to harsh working conditions, fire accident and 

sexual violence. 

A few studies however, shifted the focus from whether factory work is good for 

women or not. They rather pay attention to understand the local context and national 

realities in which the factory work takes place (Kabeer 2000, Siddiqi 2009). For 

example, Kabeer (2000) analyses why women still choose to work in the factory 

despite its oppressive conditions. She argues that the labour market decision of the 

Bangladeshi women workers depends on one important cultural factor: the 

distinction between halal (accepted) forms of work and haram (forbidden) work 
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(Kabeer 2000). Factory work is often rejected by the wider community, including 

Islamic leaders, on the ground that it runs counter to the traditional practice of 

purdah, as women workers come into contact with male strangers in the factory. 

For poor Bangladeshi women, garment work is their last resort. Their economic 

necessity conflicts with cultural expectations, but they cannot overcome their poverty 

while staying at home and still observing purdah.  They resolve this conflict by 

redefining the meaning of purdah as ‘purdah of the mind’. Accordingly, purdah is 

something that every woman carries within herself in her mind, such that it is not 

violated if women work outside the home. The new definition not only shifts the 

meaning of purdah from physical seclusion to a mental attitude, and ‘from social 

control to individual responsibility’, but also makes factory work more acceptable 

form of employment for both poor and better-off women (ibid: 90). The more women 

join the garment industry, the more halal or acceptable the job becomes and the more 

it encourages other Bangladeshi women workers to join in. 

While analysing the local context, both Kabeer (2000) and Siddiqi (2009) criticised 

the imposition of a homogeneous image to all global factory workers as cheap and 

docile. They argue that these images give ‘stereotypical’ and ‘abstract’ ideas about 

women’s exploitation and use a ‘language of horror’ that imposes an ethical 

obligation on northern consumers or activists to ‘save’ the ‘helpless’ third world 

women (Kabeer 2000:9; Siddiqi 2009: 158). By treating all the factory workers as 

homogeneous and voiceless, they rather focus more on the system of exploitations, 

than those workers who are subject to the exploitations. Such strategies not only 

create a hierarchy between ‘inferior’ worker and ‘superior’ consumer, but also often 

‘end up working against the interests of the very workers they are designed to “save”’ 

(Siddiqi 2009:159). For example, the using of the shocking picture of Bangladeshi 

workers to gain first world consumers’ support to impose labour standards on 

Bangladeshi garments or boycotting certain Bangladeshi producers can result in the 

closure of garment factories and the loss of thousands of workers’ jobs. 

The Savar accident in Bangladesh was represented in the international media with 

horrible pictures. No matter how good the intentions were in publishing such images, 

they led to the closure of big brands in Bangladesh, such as Walt Disney. Disney’s 
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move not only influenced other companies to cease trading with Bangladesh, but also 

put the whole garment industry in danger of losing benefits previously enjoyed in the 

world apparel market, such as GSP facilities.  It could lead to the breakdown of the 

garment industry, which employs millions of workers, majority of whom are women. 

This point is raised by the General Secretary of the National Garment Workers Union 

in Bangladesh, who argues that ‘Bangladeshi women workers need better rather than 

fewer jobs…. not buying Bangladeshi shirts isn’t going to help us, it will just take 

away people’s jobs’ (Kabeer 2000: 13). Therefore, Kabeer (2000) advocates for 

emphasising labour rights, instead of labour standards. In line with the study of 

Kabeer (2000) and Siddiqi (2009) my research analyses the national context of 

Bangladesh and focuses on workers’ welfare and narratives, instead of highlighting 

only their miseries. 

The next section of this chapter looks at the studies that analyse how the workplace 

constructs gendered identities and how gender ideologies are used and maintained to 

recruit women workers. I also look at ethnographic studies that give a better insight 

of the gendered dynamics and experiences of women workers in the global factories.

2.3 Gendered dynamics within the global garment assembly

Researchers have studied the gendered dynamics within global factories and 

examined why women are the preferred workforce (Elson and Pearson 1981; Dutta 

2016; Wright 2006). They analyse how the myth of nimble-finger, cheap and docile 

are deployed by the global factory managers to recruit women and how the same 

gender ideologies are used to justify their recruitment strategy. For example, in the 

1990s, the managers of a US garment firm moved their sewing section from the USA 

to Mexico and justified their decision to relocate by arguing that American women’s 

sewing skills were virtually extinct and therefore becoming prohibitively expensive, 

such that they needed to look for women in other parts of the world where these skills 

were still available and also cheap (Collins 2002). While the managers used the 

economic argument about reducing labour costs to justify their move, they also used 

the ‘paradigm of naturalisation’ that asserts that sewing skills cannot be learned 

through training, but must be ‘found in the local population in the same way that a 

natural resource is discovered’ (ibid: 933). 
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The ethnographic studies focus on the local culture and gender relation to analyse 

how the factory managers often act as a transmitter of traditional feminine values to 

women workers (Enloe 1989; Fernandez-Kelly 1983; Ong 1987; Freeman 2000; Safa 

1995). The employers use the gendered ideology of calling women workers by their 

feminine terms such as daughters, mothers and wives as a strategy to personalise the 

workplace and to reduce the possibility of any labour consciousness. The gendered 

construction of women workers as disposable or temporary forms part of their 

designation as desirable employees. It has been described as intrinsic to the 

functioning of the maquiladora industry in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico (Wright 1997). 

The factory managers construct their preferred image of women workers based on 

the intrinsic feminine discourse of the factory work. Women workers are created as 

a temporary workforce who are not the family breadwinner and who work either only 

for their own needs, buying lipstick for example, or for pin money. As they are only 

a temporary workforce, the factory does not need to invest in their skill training and 

as secondary earners, they can justifiably be paid low wages. 

In her ethnographic study of women maquiladora workers in the north of Mexico, 

Leslie Salzinger (1997, 2001) explores how the gendered ideology of docility and 

desirability are constructed on the factory floor.  She shows how the young women 

workers’ physique becomes a medium to satisfy the gaze of male supervisors. While 

women workers are the object of the gaze, the ‘gazer’ is the male supervisor or 

manager. During production time, floor managers stop to talk only with their 

favourite operators, who must be ‘good workers’ and at the same time ‘desirable 

women’. Young women workers often gain privileges just because they are pretty:  

getting permission to enter the factory even if they arrive late, for example. Therefore, 

women workers focus on their looks to become more desirable so that they can use 

their attractiveness to get favours from the management. 

Against these myth of docility and desirability of female workers, there are also 

studies that disrupt these myths. For example, in contrast to Salzinger’s study (1997, 

2001), Hewamanne’s study (2010) shows how women workers find the male 

managers desirable. The study shows how the Sri Lankan Free Trade Zone (FTZ) 

women workers make sexual jokes about their factory managers who are both 

handsome and rich, how they talk about their desire to have a boyfriend and to be 
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kissed by him and how they giggle at the sexual jokes and catcalls made by men in 

the street.

The myth of the docility of women workers are often disrupted by the situation where 

the workers learn to subvert factory discipline through minor acts of resistance. 

Women workers often use tears to respond to problems or conflicts on the factory 

floor, for example, to respond against ill-treatment by supervisors and to gain support 

from other workers. Although patriarchal notions define crying as symbolising 

women’s lack of control over their emotions, it can also be used as a form of protest, 

one of the ‘weapons of the weak’ (Scott 1985). Women workers also employ tactics 

to reduce their working speed, particularly during periods when employers are 

anxious about meeting production targets. For example, study showed that workers 

on the assembly line in a Chinese factory slowed down at the same time all of a 

sudden to silently and collectively resist the unbearable pressure of work speed 

during the night shift (Pun 2005). While women workers’ supposedly docile nature 

and submissiveness is read from their lack of unionisation, women’s reluctance to 

join a trade union is often used as a strategy to secure work in a male-dominated area. 

A study of factory workers in Hyderabad in India shows that women prefer to 

negotiate with the management rather than to go on strike with the trade union that 

can lead to factory closure or loss of their job (Chakravarti 2007). 

Against the stories of managerial recruitment strategies and their deployment of 

gender ideologies, there are also rich ethnographic studies that have focused on the 

lived experience of women and their personal narratives and motivations to 

understand why women still work in the factory despite its oppressive condition. For 

example, the personal motivation for rural Chinese women to join factory work in 

the city is to escape the patriarchal norms and family life in rural China. Although 

they are aware of the adversities of factory work, they aspire to become Dagonmei 

or working girl and want to change their lives. While focusing on personal narratives, 

a few studies have further taken into account women’s consumption practices and 

lifestyle to get a better understanding of women’s aspirations and agency: ‘factory 

workers who may want to be understood as more than just ‘labour for global 

commodities’ but also as ‘consumers for goods and services’ (Dutta 2016: 33). 
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Workers’ lives, which centre on factory production, can be better understood when 

their consumption practices are taken into consideration. Consumption patterns give 

women a distinctive identity as factory workers (Hewamanne 2010). Research by 

Carla Freeman (2000) attempts to connect the consumption and production site in a 

study of high tech women workers in Barbados. She analyses how women workers 

in the Barbados information industry use fashion and clothing to create both a 

professional and a feminine identity. The industry requires the workers to come to 

the office in formal business attire. Freeman argues that instead of challenging their 

low wages, the workers are more interested in gaining status through their clothing 

style. 

Consumption practices also create a sense of collective identity among the workers. 

A study of Moroccan women workers demonstrates that the women use the factory 

lunch space to show off any new commodity they have purchased to other workers 

(Cairoli 2011). They apply make-up during lunch time. They prepare themselves not 

to attract any men, as there are few men in the factory, but to exploit the freedom 

they enjoy purchasing items such as make-up for themselves, and their ability to 

afford to do so. A study of women factory workers in rural Java shows that the 

workers receive such meagre wages that they cannot even contribute to the household 

budget and depend on their families to meet their survival needs (Wolf 1990). They 

only buy certain basic necessities, such as soaps and shoes, with their income. Despite 

the low wages, these women consider themselves privileged. Instead of dismissing 

their evaluation of their situation as false consciousness, it is important ‘to understand 

in light of their exploitation, what had given rise to that sense of privilege’ (ibid:43). 

The next section analyses a number of ethnographic studies that focus on women 

workers’ consumption practices.  These studies show how factory work increases 

women’s purchasing power and introduces them to a new lifestyle, behavioural 

patterns and consumption practices, such as spending money on jewellery and 

clothing. 
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2.4 Gender, consumption and factory workers

Ethnographic studies have examined the lives of garment workers in different local 

contexts, with attention to their consumption practices (Wolf 1990; Pun 2005; Lynch 

1999, 2007; Hewamanne 2003, 2008, 2012; Cairoli 2011).  The focus of these studies 

is primarily on how the workers negotiate their desire to consume around the binary 

terms of tradition and modernity, rural and urban, middle-class and working-class, 

morality and immorality. They examine how the workers use their consumption 

practices to achieve a unique identity for themselves and show their adherence to the 

factory work on the one hand and how they use consumption practices to disassociate 

themselves from the working-class and associate with the urban middle-class on the 

other hand. 

The women who migrate from rural areas to the city to work in the garment factories 

demonstrate that their consumption practices are driven by a desire to achieve 

modernity (Pun 2005). Notably, the garment factory workers substantially alter their 

appearance within the first few months of starting work in the factory. The workers’ 

consumption practices are often an attempt to disassociate themselves from their rural 

origins, often considered to be backward.  It is also a strategy to be accepted in the 

urban community.  The emergence of the workers as wage earners and consumers 

also gives them the opportunity to achieve a new ‘presentation of the self’ or a ‘new 

subjectivity’ and thereby to raise their status from the ‘ascribed’ (rural) to 

‘attributional’ (urban/modern) (Goffman 1959 cited in Ong 1987: 196-198). 

The term ‘garment fashion’ was coined by Nandini Gunewardena (2007: 50) to 

capture the newfound and distinct consumption style of the garment workers. On the 

one hand, the term focuses on the identity of the worker both as a worker and as a 

creative consumer. On the other hand, the term challenges the meaning of fashion as 

derived from the elite class and redefines it from the perspective of the garment 

workers. Therefore, garment fashion is, as Gunewardena argues: 

-an empowering gesture disrupting the neat boundaries between manual and mental 
labor that global capital attempts to delineate, as well as a claim to their emergent 
identities as complex, multiple, shifting, and contested subjectivities. (Gunewardena 
2007:51)
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While new consumption patterns give women workers a taste of urban modernity, 

their distinct style is also being associated with a devaluation of moral tradition and 

disrespectability. It is important to understand the intrinsic conflict between 

modernity and tradition, between morality and immorality within the term ‘garment 

fashion’ while studying the clothing consumption of garment workers in different 

contexts. The contradictions between the modern lifestyle, clothing consumption 

practices and traditional values and respectabilities are well documented in a study 

of Moroccan garment workers by Laetitia Cairoli (1997, 2011). 

The Moroccan garment workers consider themselves more as respected Muslim girls 

and less as ‘modern’ factory workers. They only work at the factory because of their 

poor economic circumstances and they dream of being good wives and mothers who 

will not need to work in the factory in future. Moroccan women show their adherence 

to Moroccan and Islamic ideals through the choice of ‘proper’ clothing styles. While 

coming to the factory, they adopt the traditional dress, the ‘jellaba’, a headscarf and 

plastic sandals.  However, their clothing style is not without contradiction. There are 

significant differences between what they wear inside the factory and what they wear 

outside the factory. As the Moroccan women work in an all-female space, they wear 

similar outfits inside the factory as at home: a loose-fitting dress with leggings 

underneath the jellaba. 

While the Moroccan women conform to the image of a dutiful Muslim daughter both 

at home and in the factory, they display a different self on the street. During this time, 

they exploit the opportunity to wear something modern that they would not be 

allowed to wear in front of family members. As the factories are primarily situated 

on the outskirts of the city and quite far from their home, they are not watched by 

their guardians for a long time. The factory work gives them the freedom to enjoy 

and be in the street without a guardian. Young girls can go where they like after their 

working shift and can return home late at night because the factory work justifies 

their absence. When leaving the factory, many workers take off their traditional dress 

and wear western clothing such as a blazer, trouser and high heels with their hair 

open and loose instead of wearing any scarf. They put on their jellaba before heading 

towards home. 
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The transformation of clothing among the Moroccan workers is vividly expressed by 

one factory owner who argues: 

The girl you see working inside the factory is not the same girl you see outside the 
factory. In the factory, these girls look poor, not well dressed, but at six o’clock, when 
they leave, they are covered with makeup, wearing high fashion clothes, wearing 
jewellery... I am shocked when I see a girl who works for me on the street. Is this one 
of employees? How could it be? I cannot even recognize the girl. (Cairoli 1997:310)

The conflict between modern and traditional as demonstrated by the study of 

Moroccan woman is also evident in other contexts. In one ethnographic study of Sri 

Lankan garment workers, the factories are located in rural areas and the garment 

workers live with their families and do not need to migrate to the city in search of 

employment (Lynch 2007). Although they work in a rural setting, they interact with 

(male) managers from the city and workers from the neighbouring villages.  They are 

therefore exposed to an alternative social life and learn about new fashion trends and 

consumption practices. In an era of globalisation, they perceive themselves as 

modern subjects and do not want to associate themselves with the backward rural 

culture. They develop a clothing style that includes skirts and blouses, shoes, 

umbrellas and a special leather purse known as a ‘garment bag’. They also adopt a 

particular hair style known as ‘the bump’, where the hair is puffed up at the front 

(ibid: 185-186). Because of their unique style, garment workers can be easily 

distinguished from other village women. 

While the workers prefer the identity of a modern worker to a village woman, they 

do not, however, want to be known as a ‘garment girl’ or ‘juki girl’. The term ‘juki’, 

which comes from a Japanese sewing machine brand, is often used to stigmatise the 

garment workers, especially those who work in urban factories. The garment workers 

who work for the factories located in the villages criticise the lifestyle of the urban 

garment workers. One way they disassociate and differentiate themselves from their 

urban counterparts is through their clothes. They consider themselves different from 

urban workers, who dress indecently as they live in boarding houses in the city of 

Colombo, away from their relatives. The rural workers argue that they dress decently 

and frequently use the term ‘lajja-baya’ (shame and fear) to describe their clothing 

style (ibid: 142-143). As they live with their family in the village, they constantly 

think about respectability and decency in their apparel. They want to be ‘good girls’ 
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and therefore do not want to distance themselves too far from the traditional rural 

woman. Lynch described one occasion when the workers dressed up in silk saris, 

gold jewellery, make-up and lipstick, to attend a wedding (ibid:184). Before 

returning home, they wiped off their lipstick and took off their jewellery to avoid 

ruining their ‘good girl’ image in front of their family members. 

In contrast to Lynch’s research, the moral oppositions of good and bad, morality and 

immorality, tradition and modernity are rejected by the garment workers of Sri 

Lanka’s Free Trade Zone (FTZ) in a serious of studies by Sandhya Hewamanne 

(2003, 2008). The FTZ workers adopt a new and unique fashion. They adopt bright-

coloured salwar and ghagra choli (an outfit consisting of a blouse and pleated skirt) 

to go to parties and they also wear old party clothes to work. Although their party 

dresses often resemble out-of-date middle-class fashions, they personalise their 

clothes and choose colours shunned by the middle class. 

Due to their adoption of similar clothing styles, they are easily identifiable as garment 

workers, even when they are far away from the factory. For the same reason, they are 

easily distinguishable not only from other rural and urban women but also from other 

urban factory workers. Even if they wear similar clothes to middle-class women, their 

use of jewellery and hairpins clearly distinguishes them from other women. They 

combine colours and create their own hybrid style by modifying different urban 

fashions. For example, Sri Lankan FTZ workers modified an urban fashion called 

‘Titanic dresses’. Although the dress was originally made in light colours, the 

workers preferred dark yellow, maroon or pink when making it for themselves. They 

combined two colours, such as black skirts with yellow or pink blouses, despite the 

association of such combinations with prostitutes’ apparel by the urban middle 

classes. Therefore, these colour combinations also defined the respectability or loose 

character of the women wearing them. 

What they wear is often described as embodying ‘garment girl tastes’ (Hewamanne 

2008: 188). Their consumption tastes are also called ‘third class’ and the clothes they 

wear are usually avoided by middle-class women (ibid: 180). Although they can 

afford to buy the types of clothing that college students wear, they refuse to do so. 

Instead, they challenge middle-class and male patriarchal ideals of respectability and 



47

celebrate their distinct gendered identities as migrant garment workers through their 

choice of clothing and fashion. Therefore, the FTZ workers establish the garment 

fashion not only as a distinct fashion choice but also as a challenge to middle-class 

pretensions to define what is fashionable. As Hewamanne points out:

As a group, FTZ workers celebrated this stigmatized identity by unhesitatingly claiming 
stigmatized tastes and engaging in counter hegemonic cultural practices ... Women were 
keenly aware of their subordination along class lines and consequently developed their 
own tastes, cultural practices, and spaces to contest such subordination. These new 
tastes, practices, and spaces contained many elements of what middle-class people 
consider disrespectable. (Hewamanne 2008:180)

By adopting a new ‘garment girl taste’, they express their distinctive identity as 

garment factory workers and their readiness to celebrate that identity.  At the same 

time, their clothing style also confirms their membership of and adherence to the 

larger Free Trade Zone community. 

A study of Indian garment workers from Bangalore by Yamini Atmavilas (2008) 

yields radically different findings from Hewamanne’s study (2008). This study was 

also conducted in an urban context where the workers migrate from the rural areas to 

the city in search of work and then settle in the city without their families. Despite 

these similarities, the workers in the two studies have different attitudes towards 

garment fashion. Instead of adopting a distinct garment fashion by subverting 

middle-class values like the Sri Lankan urban factory workers, the Indian workers 

seek to adopt urban middle-class clothing practices. Due to their lack of consumption 

power, they, however, often fail to do so successfully. They nonetheless attempt to 

achieve ‘nagareekthana’ - a modern Indian urban identity -- through their 

consumption practices. Nagareekthana is defined both as an ideology and as a set of 

practices that the workers adopt in order to be modern. Factory work enables them to 

fulfil the role of dutiful daughters by supporting their families and saving for a dowry 

for their own marriage, and it is also closely related to the attainment of 

nagareekthana. To this end, they disassociate themselves from other urban factory 

workers and follow the style of middle-class and elite women workers. Instead of 

wearing faded traditional clothing, they wear colourful and matching top and bottom 

that make them look different from other lower-class workers. Atmavilas provides 

two examples to illustrate the garment workers’ aspirations of urban modernity. The 

first concerns two workers looking at a picture on the billboard. The picture showed 
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a man in shirt and pants and a woman in a bright tunic and pants, with a purse, on a 

motorcycle on their way home from the office. One worker said, ‘Ey! Look! That 

new picture they have posted is for the same type of dress I am wearing…but that is 

more “fancy”’ (ibid: 1). The first part of her comment shows that she wears the same 

type of clothes as urban middle-class and elite women. Her desire to don the same 

image of an urban executive woman is also reiterated in the second part of her 

comment. The second example also demonstrates a young factory workers’ urge to 

be a part of the urban middle-class. As the worker eagerly showed her recent 

purchases to Atmavilas during an interview, she said: ‘Come and see what all I have 

bought… S[ee] I have my own wrist watch, sofa, TV. I have a dress just like the one 

you have on. You want to see? It is all “latest style”’ (ibid: 210).  The worker’s 

comment illustrates her attempt to equate her clothing with that of the modern and 

educated researcher. Unlike the Sri Lankan FTZ workers, the Indian garment workers 

unhesitatingly embrace middle-class fashion instead of creating any distinct garment 

fashion in order to be accepted in the broader urban community and thus achieve 

their final goal of nagareekthana. 

One thing common about these studies discussed above, be it the Moroccan girl in 

Cairoli’s study (2011), Sri Lankan juki girl in Lynch’s study (2007), Sri Lankan FTZ 

workers in Hewamanne’s study (2008) or Indian nagareekthana in Atmavilas’s study 

(2008), is that they predominantly focus on the lifestyle of single women. My 

research will add to this literature a new dimension by studying clothing consumption 

practices of both single and married women workers. I am interested in learning what 

difference it might make to look at a different group of women workers than have 

been the previous focus of attention. My study also gives a new insight by focusing 

on the specific context of Bangladesh which is different from other cultural contexts. 

In the Moroccan context, for example, women workers live with their family but 

there are long distances between where the workers live and where they work. The 

women travel by bus daily to reach their workplace. The travel time and distance 

therefore, give them the freedom to be in the street without a guardian. They can 

travel to the market and can return home late at night because the factory work 

justifies their absence. Cairoli (2011) discusses how the Moroccan women workers 

utilise their freedom to display a different self in the street, how they wear traditional 
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clothing while traveling to the factory and how they change into modern attire after 

work without the presence of any family member. 

In the Sri Lankan context in Hewamanne’s (2008) study, workers live alone in 

dormitories near the factory. The boarding houses where the women workers live 

allow them to have male visitors stay overnight in their rooms. Workers also celebrate 

their freedom in their nightly gossip at the boarding house by making sexual jokes 

about their factory manager. The women also enjoy their freedom in the street by 

giggling at the sexual jokes made by men passing by on a bus or bicycle. Their lives 

outside the factory, in the dormitory and away from family supervision give them the 

opportunity to create a distinct identity for themselves. Their unique identity is 

displayed in their clothing choices. By wearing dark colours and by modifying 

different urban fashion, they have established a distinct style which distinguish them 

for other urban middle-class women.  

The freedom that women enjoy in their clothing choices in the absence of family 

members in other contexts is not evident in case of Bangladeshi women who live 

with their families in the city.  Due to their close proximities to the factories, they 

also do not get enough travel time to be alone in the street without any guardian as 

Moroccan women do. Moreover, women in my study predominantly migrate from 

the same district. While the common district of origin means a strong collective 

network, it also means more familiar people and relatives all around. As it can be 

noted, the existing research has discussed how women utilise the freedom of dressing 

in the absence of any guardian and how they display a different self and wear modern 

clothing while no family members are around. While women’s consumption patterns 

are negotiated between modernity and tradition, there is a preference for portraying 

the narratives of women adopting modern lifestyle and challenging traditional norms 

in the existing literature.  The women I have studied however, offer a less ‘optimistic’ 

story, perhaps because of my interest in understanding agency in terms of social 

norms and structure. I am interested to explore what women wear and how they 

exercise agency in their clothing consumption within the boundary set by family 

members, relatives, kinship and collective networks. The next section outlines the 

theoretical framework for the present thesis with a focus on the concept of gender 

and agency.
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2.5 Theoretical Framework

 I have primarily used three main concepts in my research: consumption, gender and 

agency. I have already discussed why consumption is a key lens to study women’s 

clothing practices in the introductory chapter of my thesis. This chapter focuses on 

the theoretical framework related to the concepts of gender and agency and analyses 

their relevance to my study. 

2.5.1 Theorising gender

The early theorisation of ‘gender’ was developed contrary to sex; while sex was 

theorised as the biological differences between men and women, gender was defined 

as the social differences between them (Oakley 1972). The sex-gender distinction 

defines gender as a uniform category. It indicates that women as a group share some 

common experience and their common conditions define their gender. From this 

perspective, all women differ from all men and all women experience gender 

oppression in the same way. This distinction therefore creates a normative ideal for 

women and fails to consider the racial, class and cultural differences between them. 

The sex-gender distinction therefore, is not helpful to study the subjective experience 

of women workers in my research. 

My thesis follows the later theorisation of gender where gender has been used as an 

analytical tool that focuses not only on the differences between men and women, but 

also the differences among women themselves (Riley 1988; Alcoff, 1988; Butler 

1997, 1999; Benhabib 1992; Rubin 1975; Young 1997). One useful definition of 

gender is given by Scott (1988: 42): ‘a constitutive element of social relationships 

based on perceived differences between the sexes’ and as ‘a primary way of 

signifying relationships of power’. I am interested in examining how women’s 

clothing consumption differ according to their age and marital status. I am also 

interested in understanding how the power dynamics in gender relations, both 

between men and women and between women themselves influence women’s 

clothing choices. 
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Gender is also theorised through the concept of space. The gendered space which is 

rooted into the dichotomy of public and private spaces is a source of power and 

hierarchy (Lal 1998). Although certain gender norms and behaviours are constructed 

across the line of the public and private sphere, assuming that there is always a 

coherent division of public and private worlds is problematic. In fact, the boundary 

between the public and private space nonetheless is breaking down and constantly 

shifting with more and more women entering the factory and service industry. 

The instability of public and private spheres and the shifting boundary between these 

two spaces are important for understanding gender relations in Bangladesh. My study 

analyses how the factory work has clearly enhanced the visibility of women in the 

public space on the one hand and how there is a restriction on women to visit any 

other public place apart from the factory, such as the market, on the other hand. My 

study also looks at a key gendered space which is inside the home and from where 

the women workers buy clothes from the local female vendors. 

In addition to gendered space, there is another significant concept for understanding 

gender theories, the concept of the gendered body. The association of women’s 

bodies with biology and nature has further made the female body an object of scrutiny 

and control. When Beauvoir (1953: 295) says that ‘One is not born, but rather 

becomes a woman’, she refers to the live experience of women who are encouraged 

to learn how to experience their bodies as an object of the male gaze. The awareness 

of being watched also shapes how women use and engage with physical space 

(Young 1990). The theorisation of the female body as the Other or as the object of 

the male gaze is useful for my study to analyse the male gaze and male workers’ 

attitude towards women’s clothing and how the male gaze influences what women 

wear. The next section discusses the concept of agency with a focus on the theories 

which are useful to understand the relation between performance of gendered norms 

and formulation of agency.

2.5.2 Theorising agency

The focus on agency in the studies of women emerged as a challenge to research 

directions in social science that largely define women as victims of capitalism and 

patriarchy. Sandra Harding (1987) explains the limitations of victimologies by 
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arguing that they give the false impression of studying women only as victims and 

not as social agents who can fight for themselves. The theory of agency has played a 

significant role in the study of gender in non-western contexts.  Several studies focus 

on women’s agency as a corrective to the portrayal of Arab and Muslim women as 

passive victims of Islam and male patriarchy (Abu Lughod 1986, 2013; Mahmood 

2005; Wikan 1991; Early 1993).  The theory of agency has also been used extensively 

in post-colonial studies as a critique of the representation of women from Global 

South in mainstream literature as ‘the other’ and as victims of cultural oppression 

who need to be saved (Mohanty et.al. 1991; Razack, 2008; Spivak, 1988, 1993; Ong 

1988). 

The study of agency in the literature on factory workers has emerged as a response 

to the depiction of women workers, particularly from developing countries as victims 

of globalisation and economic restructuring. The portrayal of the workers as victims 

first emerged in the work of Marx (1990) [1867], who analysed the exploitation of 

the proletariat under capitalism. For Marx, workers are both the suppliers of labour 

and also its product. As workers are turned into commodities, human embodiment, 

the feelings and pains of the worker, is obscured in the production system.  Marx’s 

theory, is however, more focused on the class of the workers than their gender. Some 

later studies, particularly the research of feminist ethnographers, define women 

workers as actors by arguing that the negative consequences and the portrayal of 

victimhood is a partial story that ignores women’s agency (Tiano 1994; Nash 2001; 

Wolkowitz 2006). These studies state that ‘individuals never passively accept 

external conditions but instead reflect upon, interpret, and respond to them’ (Hughes 

2003: 3). 

Agency is broadly theorised into two opposite directions. The first theoretical 

viewpoint uses agency as a synonym of autonomy, free will and individual freedom 

(Wilson 2010; Morrissey, 2003; Friedman, 2003; Meyers, 2002). According to this 

viewpoint, agency is defined as the capacity to act independently and to make free 

choice. This conceptualisation is however criticised as abstract and disembodied 

(Benhabib 1992; Keller 1997). The main critique of this approach is its focus on free 

choice as it creates an illusion that peoples’ lives are not constrained by social norms 
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(Collier 1997) and that they are not accountable to their community for their actions 

(Mody 2008). 

In her ethnographic study of middle-class urban women in Sri Lanka, Asha L. 

Abeyasekera (2016) defines agency as a responsibility by criticising the focus on 

choice in the theorisation of agency. She conducts a study on three generations of Sri 

Lankan women to understand how they define agency through their narratives of 

choices in marriage. While the older generation of Sri Lankan women narrate the 

arrangement of their traditional marriage in terms of parental expectations and social 

norms, the younger generation, however, focuses on their own choices and 

independence to choose their partner in their love marriages. They claim that they 

are more modern, agentic and navigator of their own lives in comparison to the older 

generation. Their definition of agency in terms of choice, however, does not reveal 

the ways in which ‘agency is experienced not as ‘freedom’ but as a burden of 

responsibility because they are obligated to their families to make the ‘right’ choice’ 

(Abeyasekera 2016:2). While young women emphasise their freedom to choose their 

partner, they are equally concerned about the consequences of their choices and how 

their choices will affect their family honour. They are worried if their future husbands 

will be the most compatible partners who will match the education and economic 

status of their families. Therefore, they constantly do background checks and consult 

astrologers about their chosen partner before committing to marry them. Therefore, 

Abeyasekera argues that ‘the person who emerges from these narratives is not an 

autonomous bounded individual, but someone deeply embedded in relationships—a 

relational self’ (ibid:9). 

The second theoretical perspective focuses on the relational aspect of agency and 

defines agency as socially constituted (McNay 2000). The term ‘relational autonomy’ 

is used to refer to the social embeddedness of agency, which shows how the agent’s 

identity is constructed and shaped by social contexts and determinants, such as 

gender, ethnicity and class (Mackenzie and Stoljar eds. (2000); Friedman 2003). The 

relation aspect of agency is used in several studies which show how women define 

their lives in terms of relationships, interdependence and social norms (Devine et al. 

2008; Camfield et al. 2009; Zaidi 2012; Mahmood 2005). For example, research on 

rural and urban women in Bangladesh concluded that ‘experiences of autonomy 
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occur primarily within and through people’s interpersonal relationships’ (Devine et 

al. 2006: 131).

I am also aware of the limitations of this theorisation as the overemphasis on social 

structure often overshadows individual actions and leaves less scope to practise 

individual agency. It often represents women as ‘cultural dopes’ who blindly follow 

social norms without exercising any agency (Kabeer 2000: 36). For example, in the 

context of Bangladesh, the low participation rate of women in the labour market is 

simply equated with cultural constraints and traditional practice, such as purdah or 

seclusion (Boserup 1982; Huq 1979). The conceptualisation of purdah as an obstacle 

to women’s paid employment does not leave any space for the practice of agency for 

poor Bangladeshi women who redefine the meaning of purdah not as seclusion but 

as purdah of mind in the face of economic hardship (Kabeer 2000). 

One of the debates among the scholars brings out the discussion on whether agency 

should be defined as resistance towards social norms. A number of ethnographic 

studies however criticises this understanding of agency as resistance as it captures 

only a partial meaning of the term (Abu-Lughod, 1986; Mahmood, 2005; McNay, 

2000). Saba Mahmood (2001, 2005), for example develops a theory of agency by 

uncoupling it from the trope of progressive feminist values, such as resistance, 

autonomy and freedom in her ethnographic work on the Egyptian women’s mosque 

movement known as the piety movement. The Egyptian women began a movement 

to teach as well as study Islamic education which is primarily a male centred 

knowledge. As the aim of the movement is to create pious subjects, it involves 

practices and virtues that accord women a passive and subordinate status, for 

example, achieving shyness and modesty through the wearing of the veil or 

cultivating endurance in the face of difficulties. While defining the agency of the 

Egyptian women, Mahmood points out that ‘what may appear to be a case of 

deplorable passivity and docility from a progressivist point of view, may very well 

be a form of agency’ (Mahmood 2001:11). For example, practice of patience or Sabr 

is one of the values practised by Egyptian women in the Piety Movement. Sabr might 

label the women as passive and inactive as it encourages them to have endurance and 

patience and having trust in God and fate without taking any action during the 

difficult situation. However, Sabr has a different meaning for the participants of the 
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Piety movement. Sabr is the ability and responsibility of the individual to deal with 

the situation. Sabr or patience needs to be cultivated not only during difficult 

situations, but also during moments of happiness. From this perspective, Sabr can 

also be a form of agency. Therefore, agency as long as defined through progressive 

feminist ideals, such as resistance and moral autonomy, will not be able to capture 

other modalities of agency, such as the one practised by Egyptian women in the Piety 

Movement. As Mahmood says: 

So, when viewed from a feminist perspective, the choices open to the mosque 
participants appear quite limited. The constraining nature of these alternatives 
notwithstanding, I would argue that they nonetheless represent forms of reasoning that 
must be explored on their own terms if one is to understand the structuring conditions 
of this form of ethical life and the forms of agency they entail… Only through attention 
to these kinds of specificities can we begin to grasp the different modalities of agency 
involved in enacting, transgressing or inhabiting ethical norms of moral principle. 
(Mahmood 2005:187-188)

As it can be noted from the above discussion, the main argument among the scholars 

is whether individuals have free choice to practice agency or their choices are 

determined by the social structure. On the one hand, agency is defined as the capacity 

to act and make free choice independently. On the other hand, agency is defined in 

relational terms with the structure. My research needs such a theoretical approach to 

agency that creates a mutual understanding between agency and structure. I am 

interested in formulating a theory of agency in a context where structure influences 

women’s decision on what to wear but still leaves scope to exercise agency in their 

clothing practices. I am particularly influenced by Kandiyoti’s approach of 

‘patriarchal bargain’ (1988) and Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’ (1977) which 

provide such a middle ground to understand the mutual relationship between 

structure and agency in my research. 

The importance of strategies, structure and agency is presented in the theory of Deniz 

Kandiyoti (1988). She uses the concept of ‘patriarchal bargain’ to refer to a set of 

concrete constraints. By looking at two forms of patriarchal system, one in Sub-

Saharan Africa and another in the Middle East and South Asia, Kandiyoti analyses 

how women in these oppressive contexts use different strategies to maximise their 

security and interest either through active or passive resistance. Kandiyoti argues: 

‘women strategize within a set of concrete constraints that reveal and define the 
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blueprint of what I will term the patriarchal bargain of any given society’(ibid:275). 

Kandiyoti further explains that the notion of a patriarchal bargain refers to a set of 

rules followed by both male and female but it still leaves space to contest, redefine 

or renegotiate those rules. Instead of using any other term, such as ‘contract’, 

Kandiyoti uses the term ‘bargain’ to show the complexity and tensions of the 

negotiation process. Kandiyoti further argues that the patriarchal bargains are 

‘susceptible to historical transformations that open up new areas of struggle and 

renegotiation of the relations between genders (ibid:275) 

Kandiyoti brings together two examples of patriarchal system to show how women 

use two contrasting strategies in two different contexts. In her first example, 

Kandiyoti brings the case studies of Sub-Saharan African women, who resist openly 

with their husband when faced with any devaluation of their labour. For example, in 

Kenya, men exercise their control to employ their wives as unpaid labour. In the face 

of lack of access to their own lands and lack of any alternative employment, many 

women decide to abandon their husbands. In another case, in Gambia, women do not 

have access to the credits provided in the rice growing projects, despite their 

significant roles in rice production. In this situation, Gambian women decline to 

provide free labour to their husband’s land. Therefore, the husbands have to pay their 

wives wage to work in their fields. Kandiyoti argues that African women in the face 

of economic insecurity, the presence of polygyny, lack of economic support from 

their male members are held responsible for themselves and their children. 

Consequently, they cannot afford to depend economically on their husband and 

therefore, in order to ensure their survival, they resist openly in the face of any 

devaluation of their status. 

In her second example, Kandiyoti brings the example of South East Asian women 

who purposively adhere to the very norms that oppress them. In the presence of early 

marriage, the economic dependence on a man makes the South Asian women adopt 

strategies that comply with the norms, instead of challenging the norms. Kandiyoti 

says: ‘the risks and uncertainties that women are exposed to in classic patriarchy 

create a powerful incentive for higher fertility, which under conditions of deepening 

poverty will almost certainly fail to provide them with an economic shelter’ (ibid: 

281). For example, women maximise their security in their old age through the 
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production of male offspring. In Chinese society, the production of many offspring 

often results in more power in mother’s hand than the father in their old age. 

Economic dependence on sons also makes older women exercise control over their 

daughter-in -laws. In that case, the hardship of a young daughter in law is concealed 

by the possibility of exercising control and power over their own daughters-in-law in 

old age. Kandiyoti argues, ‘The cyclical nature of women’s power in the household 

and their anticipation of inheriting the authority of senior women encourages a 

thorough internalization of this form of patriarchy by women themselves’ (ibid: 279). 

By looking at two extreme cases where African women display open resistance to 

patriarchal norms and South East Asian women display adherence to norms, 

Kandiyoti shows how women negotiate and strategise within patriarchal constraints. 

Kandiyoti’s theory is useful in my study to analyse whether women’s limited choices 

in clothing indicate a lack of agency or a patriarchal bargain. 

In his theory of agency, Pierre Bourdieu (1977) connects the objective functioning 

of structure and subjective aspirations or motivations of individual agents. Bourdieu 

argues that individuals are not passive beings whose actions are completely 

determined by external structures; rather they are social agents who construct social 

reality through inculcation, appropriation and invention (1977: 85). Bourdieu 

proposes a theory of agency by using a few concepts: habitus, doxa, capital, field and 

strategies. According to Bourdieu, habitus is produced by the structure, which is the 

environment or the material conditions. Habitus is the physical embodiment of 

deeply rooted habits, skills, dispositions or characteristics that one acquires through 

life experience for being a member of a particular community. Habitus is also defined 

as ‘transposable dispositions’, ‘structured structure’ (Bourdieu 1977:72) and 

‘socialized subjectivity’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:126). Doxa is the realm 

through which individual gets a commons sense and learns about the taken for 

granted customs and rules of the social order. Strategies, which are guided by habitus, 

are the number of practices to interpret rules and maximise interest. Thereby they 

open up the possibilities to exercise agency in a social context. Another concept is 

capital, which goes beyond the notion of material assets, includes social, cultural or 

symbolic capital such as taste and education. Fields are the various social setting, 

work or school, for example.
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In his in-depth ethnographic study of Kabyle peasant community in Algeria, 

Bourdieu shows that community life is based on hierarchical systems, composed of 

gender, class and age. Each individual gets resources and opportunities according to 

the hierarchy. They also acquire skills and habit. When the individuals enter a field, 

they carry with them their habitus which guide them how to perceive and respond to 

a social environment. They use their capital to maximise their interest within the 

field. They also learn through the doxa about which practices are compatible with 

social orders and which are not. Therefore, they act within a sense of limits set by the 

community. Despite these limits, individual can still exercise agency by using 

strategies, by interpreting other rules and by calculating their interests and the 

opportunities available to them. 

Bourdieu (1977) shows that the Kabyle women take part in wage employment, an 

opportunity that has been created by the modern capitalist system. Despite their 

exposure to non-traditional employment opportunities outside the home, they adhere 

to the traditional gendered norms in their private lives. The Kabyle women’s 

perceived gendered values remain unchanged. Bourdieu argues that the rigid mind 

set of the Kabyle women is the result of the doxa, the perceived values that are 

inscribed and reproduced in their gendered habitus. Therefore, they consider the 

values of male authority and control as natural and rational. 

Bourdieu is however, not interested in the mechanical determinism of social norms, 

but in their interpretation. For Bourdieu, social norms or rules are secondary and the 

interest of the agent is the primary. Bourdieu argues, ‘the habitus is an endless 

capacity to engender products--thoughts, perceptions, expressions, actions-whose 

limits are set by the historically and socially situated conditions of its production’ 

(1977:95). In a nutshell, Bourdieu’s theory defines agency as the perceived abilities, 

which are shaped by the habitus, to use strategies and to make choices about our lives 

in a given structural and cultural context. Bourdieu’s conceptualisation of agency is 

helpful to understand why factory workers in my study adhere to gender norms and 

how they use strategies and exercise agency in their clothing consumption while 

living within norms.  
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2.6 Conclusion

In this chapter I have discussed the existing literature on women factory workers and 

their consumption practices with an aim to formulate the research questions for my 

thesis. The chapter also outlined theoretical conceptualisation for the present study. 

I have looked at the scholarly debate and studies on women’s incorporation into the 

global factories. Scholars have long argued whether factory work is good or bad for 

women. Researchers have also studied the gendered dynamics within global labour 

market. They have analysed the gender ideologies and myth of nimble finger, docility 

and desirability which are used to employ women workers. Against these myth, there 

are rich ethnographic studies that have focused on women’s personal narratives and 

motivation to understand why women still prefer factory work despite its harsh 

working conditions. Among these studies, a few of them have further taken into 

consideration women’s consumption practices (Wolf 1990; Pun 2005; Lynch 1999, 

2007; Hewamanne 2003, 2008, 2012; Cairoli 2011). They analyse how women 

workers use their consumption practices to achieve a unique identity for themselves 

and how they aspire to be a part of the urban modernity. 

The chapter also discussed the theoretical framework related to the concepts of 

gender and agency. It examined gender as an analytical tool, gendered space and the 

dichotomy between public and private and the concept of gendered body and the 

theorisation of female body as the object of male gaze. It also discussed how the 

concept of agency is theorised in the existing studies. It mentioned the two opposite 

directions in the theorisation of agency: the first viewpoint equalised agency with 

autonomy, free choice and resistance to the social norms (Wilson 2010; Morrissey, 

2003; Friedman, 2003; Meyers, 2002). The second viewpoint, which is more relevant 

to my study, focused on the relational aspect and social embeddedness of agency 

(McNay 2000; Mackenzie and Stoljar eds. 2000; Friedman 2003; Devine et al. 2008; 

Camfield et al. 2009; Zaidi 2012; Mahmood 2005). As I am interested in learning 

about the mutual understanding between structure and agency, I have used the 

theoretical framework of Deniz Kandiyoti’s (1988) ‘patriarchal bargain’ and Pierre 

Bourdieu’s (1977) ‘habitus’ to understand how women exercise agency while 

abiding by the social norms.
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As it can be noted from the existing literature on garment workers, the studies are 

focused on a particular group of women, namely single women living and working 

independently – whereas garment workers include women in very different sorts of 

circumstance. There is also a preference for women challenging restrictive norms in 

the existing studies. These studies focus on the freedom that women enjoy in their 

lifestyle and consumption patterns without the presence of any guardian. My research 

adds a new perspective to the existing literature on factory workers by studying the 

clothing style of both single and married women. Unlike women in other contexts, 

Bangladeshi women who live with their families do not enjoy freedom in their 

clothing choices. Therefore, the specific context of Bangladesh adds a new insight to 

the existing studies on gender, factory workers and consumption. My 

conceptualisation of agency in terms of structure and social norms also offers the 

opportunity to explore how women exercise agency in their clothing consumption in 

a context which is surrounded by family members, relatives, kinship and collective 

networks. In the light of above discussion, I ask: 

First, what do the women factory workers wear and what does garment fashion look 

like in Bangladesh?

Second, how do marriage, age and gender relations influence women workers’ 

clothing choices and do any restrictions on their choices in clothing indicate a lack 

of agency? 

Third, how and to what extent do women workers exercise agency in their clothing 

consumption?
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CHAPTER 3: THE CONTEXT OF BANGLADESH

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter studies the rise and growth of Bangladesh ready-made garment industry 

(RMG) and women’s entry into it with an aim to understand the specificity of the 

context and the unique experience and employment history of women workers. In 

comparison to other contexts where the clothing industry has grown slowly, Morocco 

for example, the RMG sector in Bangladesh was established overnight. The sudden 

rise and enormous growth of the garment industry has certainly increased women’s 

access to paid employment in Bangladesh where the female labour force participation 

rate is relatively low, 33.5 per cent in comparison to 81.7 per cent of male 

participation rate (ADB 2016). 

The chapter examines the significance of factory work for women to get a better 

understanding of how the garment industry has contributed to enhance women’s 

employment status in general and how it has affected the lives of women outside the 

factory in particular. Factory work has brought both positive and negative results for 

women in Bangladesh. It has enhanced the self-esteem and bargaining power of 

women on the one hand and it has failed to close the prevailing gender gaps in income 

and occupational segregations on the other hand. The effect of factory work on 

Bangladeshi women, however, leads to different conclusions if it is understood and 

analysed in comparison to women working in other employment sectors including 

the manufacturing industry and in comparisons between women garment workers 

employed by different types of garment factories. Despite working within the same 

industry, the garment workers vary considerably in terms of their socio-economic 

characteristics.  They also differ based on whether they work in small or big factories, 

inside or outside the export processing zone (EPZ). There are also differences 

between garment workers, particularly between first and second generation of 

workers, in relation to their reasons for seeking work in a garment factory. These 

differences among women factory workers suggest that the meanings of garment 

work varies for different groups of women. 
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The rest of the chapter sheds light on the employment history of women in the 

garment sector and examines women’s present status in the labour market. It then 

highlights the significance of factory work for women followed by a discussion on 

the critiques of factory practices in Bangladesh and future challenges for the garment 

industry that might have adverse effect on women. The next section analyses how 

the readymade garment industry has established overnight and what are the factors 

that has contributed to the success history of this industry.

3.2 The rise and growth of the RMG industry in Bangladesh

The Bangladesh ready-made garment (RMG) sector is a $19 billion dollar industry 

which accounts for 80 per cent and 15 per cent of the country’s annual exports and 

gross domestic product respectively (Islam et al. 2013). Apart from low costs, the 

Bangladesh RMG industry offers another prime advantage in terms of capacity. The 

industry consists of more than 5,000 factories and employs about 3.6 million workers 

out of a total 74 million national workforce (McKinsey & Company 2011).  The 

number of factories in Bangladesh exceeds the number in other countries: for 

example, Indonesia, with 2,450 factories, Vietnam, with 2,000, and Cambodia, 260 

factories (ibid).

The growth of the RMG sector in Bangladesh can be called phenomenal in 

comparison to that of other clothing industries, such as the Moroccan industry, which 

has grown slowly. While the Bangladesh garment industry exported only $0.04 

million worth of garments in 1978, the figure had risen to $5.686 billion less than 

two decades later, in 2004 (Paul-Majumder and Begum 2006). At the same time, the 

industry’s share of total exports from Bangladesh grew from 0.3 per cent in 1980 to 

78.2 per cent in the 2004-5 fiscal year. With an annual growth rate of 17.8 per cent, 

the RMG industry now dominates the export manufacturing sector of Bangladesh 

(ibid).

Bangladesh is the world’s second-largest exporter of garments after China 

(McKinsey & Company 2011). The RMG sector exports clothes to 36 countries, with 

the European Union and the US being the largest importers of Bangladeshi clothes. 

For the European market alone, Bangladesh has become the largest supplier of T-
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shirts and the second largest supplier of cotton tops and jeans. The other items that 

Bangladesh exports are shirts, jackets and trousers. 

Most of the garment factories are based around the capital city of Dhaka including 

the Narayanganj city and the port city of Chittagong. The garment production in 

Bangladesh includes both knit and woven wear. The knitwear sector accounts for 33 

per cent of total production (Paul-Majumder and Begum 2006). The garment 

factories can also be divided between smaller and larger factories, or between the 

factories located within the Export Processing Zone (EPZ) and those outside the EPZ. 

The rise of garment industry came into sight much later after the independence of 

Bangladesh in 1971. During this period, Bangladesh adopted an Import Substitution 

Industrialisation policy and nationalised the major industries, such as jute. The import 

substitution policy, however, proved to be very costly for a newly independent 

country with scarce resources. The pressures of the debt crisis and structural 

adjustment also forced the country to enter the free market economy. There was no 

garment industry at that time. It was only after the shift in government policy from 

import substitution to export-oriented industrialisation that a door opened for the 

growth of the garment industry. Bangladesh introduced a new industrialisation policy 

in 1982 and a revised policy in 1986. Both these policies encouraged economic 

liberalisation. The Bangladeshi government also took other initiatives to create a 

more flexible and supportive policy environment to facilitate garment exports, for 

example, allowing new manufacturers exemption from income tax for five years, 

back-to back-Letters of Credit or L/C2, bonded warehouse facilities3, and the creation 

of the Export Processing Zone or EPZ which gives duty free access or fairer 

concession to foreign companies to encourage them to invest in the country’s garment 

industry. 

Apart from these changes in internal policy, there were also external forces that 

facilitated growth of the garment industry in Bangladesh. In 1974, the developed 

countries, such as Britain, France and the United States, imposed quotas on the newly 

2 L/C or letter of credit guarantees payment to the local exporter. L/C works likes a bank loan. 
Therefore, the factory owner can buy raw materials with the L/C of a foreign buyer.

3 Bonded warehouse facilities grant concessions to dedicated garment export manufacturers who can 
import fabrics and accessories duty free. 
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industrialised countries (NICs) in East Asia -namely Hong Kong, Singapore, Taiwan 

and South Korea - under the Multi-Fibre Arrangement (MFA). In other words, the 

MFA restricted the importation of clothes from these countries in order to protect 

local industry in the developed nations. Although the MFA was punishing for some 

countries, Bangladesh actually benefited from the process. The agreement 

encouraged buyers from both the developed and newly industrialised countries to 

outsource their clothes from a country which was still quota-free, such as Bangladesh. 

It was at that point that Bangladesh entered the arena of global apparel export 

manufacturing. 

For the first time in 1977, Reaz Garments exported clothes to France. Gradually other 

garment factories started to manufacture clothes for export. Growth was, however, 

very slow in the beginning. In 1978, another catalyst enhanced the growth of the 

garment industry, which was Daewoo, a South Korean garment manufacturer. 

Daewoo transferred to Bangladesh the necessary technology and knowledge required 

to compete in the global apparel market.  Daewoo collaborated with Desh Garments 

from Bangladesh, offering free training to 130 Desh supervisors and managers in 

South Korea for five years. In return, eight per cent of the marketing commission on 

all Desh exports went to Daewoo. Desh Garments only had to pay for its employees’ 

airfares. Although the relation between Daewoo and Desh did not continue for long 

after the Daewoo chairman was exiled to the United States, it brought about breath-

taking changes to the Bangladeshi garment industry. While most of the Desh trainees 

were later hired by other new garment factories, a few of them established their own 

factories. What started with a few garment factories in 1979 became 753 factories in 

1986, 1,500 in 1993 and 3,000 in 2000 (Quddus and Rashid 2000; Kabeer and 

Mahmud 2004b). 

The success story of the Bangladesh garment industry is somewhat unexpected and 

unique. The country had no infrastructure or planning to support the growth of the 

garment sector. In fact, the garment industry was established overnight to take 

advantage of the changes in international trade policies, such as the MFA. Although 

low wage was one of Bangladesh’s main comparative advantages, it was not the only 

factor behind the growth of the garment industry. External factors, such as the 

imposition of MFA quotas on newly industrialised countries and the collaboration 
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between Daewoo and Desh, worked as catalysts for the growth and success of 

Bangladesh’s RMG sector. The next section discusses the background history of 

women’s entrance to the garment industry.

3.3 Women’s entry into Bangladesh’s garment industry 

After the independence of Bangladesh in 1971, there was an overflow of international 

aid programmes sought to help the newly independent country to escape its poverty 

and progress towards development. It was during this period that a focus on women 

and gender relations first emerged in research. With the aim to make women visible 

in the development process, the Women in Development or WID approach was 

initiated in Bangladesh. Women’s incorporation into the development programme 

gave rise to a particular representation of Bangladeshi women in the media and 

literature: an image of poor and powerless women whose life is caught between 

purdah, poverty and patriarchy and only economic development programmes could 

take them to the path of modernity. 

The early studies on women, particularly rural women in Bangladesh largely centred 

on how women’s lives are submerged into cultural tradition and how the trap of 

purdah, poverty and patriarchy limits the possibility of working outside the home for 

women and thereby, reduce the benefit of development for them (Boserup 1982; 

Begum 1982; Alam and Matin 1984; Gerard 1979; Islam 1979; World Bank 1990). 

In a World Bank report, Bangladeshi women are represented in the following terms: 

The overwhelming majority of women in Bangladesh are not only poor but also caught 
between two vastly different worlds - the world determined by culture and tradition that 
confines their activities inside homesteads and the world shaped by increasing 
landlessness and poverty that draws them outside into wage employment for economic 
survival. (World Bank 1990:1)

In stark contrast to this representation, the micro-credit model of Grameen Bank and 

other NGOs, Nijera Kori, BRAC, Proshika, for example, have brought positive 

images for Bangladeshi women in the world media. By offering credit or small loans 

to poor women, the Grameen Bank generates income earning opportunities and trains 

them to be entrepreneurs. In addition to distributing loans, the NGOs provide the 

recipients with training on health, education, family planning, social, political and 

human rights and thereby, help to enhance their physical mobility and consciousness. 
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It can be said that the NGO sector may have helped to prepare women for their 

engagement in the labour market (Feldman 2009). 

In this background, Bangladeshi women have entered factory work in great numbers 

as a response to the growing employment opportunities in a sector that has grown up 

virtually overnight. The first generations of garment workers, mostly from rural 

Bangladesh, migrated to Dhaka in search of work in the face of growing landlessness 

and poverty. The reasons for taking up garment work among the second generation, 

however, cannot be analysed only in economic terms, but must be linked to their 

experience of city life (Dannecker 2002).  An in-depth study of 77 garment workers 

revealed that the workers could be divided into three groups according to their 

motivation for finding factory work (Kibria 2001). The first group took up factory 

work to ensure the survival of their families. These women are usually from poor 

households and live with their families in Dhaka city. The second group entered the 

factory to improve the economic circumstances of their family. For them, joining the 

factory was more of a choice and less of a necessity. The third group of women took 

on the factory work to build their own future, to ease their family burden of 

maintaining them and to save money for the dowry for their marriage. The next 

section analyses women’s employment status in Bangladesh and their present 

situation both within the garment and other manufacturing sectors.

3.4 Women’s employment and the present status of women factory workers in 
Bangladesh 

Women’s participation in the labour force has increased over time due to the 

significant changes taking place in Bangladesh, including emerging opportunities in 

the garment and other manufacturing sectors and the adoption of female quotas in 

several industries. The labour force participation rate of women increased 

significantly from 2006 to 2010, reaching 36 per cent.  The female labour force 

participation rate (FLFP) however is still low and decreased to 33.5 in the most recent 

survey in 2013. The fall in FLFP can be analysed by looking at the participation of 

different age cohorts of women (Table 3.1). There is a decline in the employment 

rate among the youngest group of women (15-19), which is speculatively related to 

their increasing enrolment in secondary schools. There is however significant 

increase in the employment rate among slightly older women aged 20-29 and their 
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participation rate has reached almost 50 per cent in 2013. The increase in labour force 

participation rate among women in 20s is however outweighed by a large decline of 

53.2 per cent in the participation rate among women aged 30-49. It can also be noted 

from the table (3.1) that there is an increase in the participation rate among older age 

cohort (55+). Although older women constitute a small part of the total workforce, 

their participation has increased considerably in 2013. This demographic change and 

aging in the workforce also contributes to the fall in overall FLFP in 2013. FLFP was 

reduced by 2.5 per cent, from 36 to 33.5 per cent between 2010 and 2013; of which 

0.9 per cent was occurred due to change in the age distribution in the population 

(ADB 2016). Age is an important indicator in my research. While I intend to focus 

mostly on how clothing style differ among women according to their age, I also 

examine how women differ by their age group in other areas, such as marital status 

and level of education. 
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Table 3.1: Female labour force participation by age in 2010 and 2013

2010 2013

Age 

Grou

p

Populatio

n (‘000)

Femal

e 

Labou

r 

Force 

(‘000)

Female 

labour force 

participatio

n (%)

Populatio

n (‘000)

Femal

e 

labour 

force 

(‘000)

(‘000)

Female 

labour force 

participatio

n (%)

Total 47,738 17,174 36.0 54,209 18,15

5

33.5

15–

19

6,888 2,025 29.4 7,476 1,905 25.5

20–

24

7,257 2,974 41.0 7,966 3,906 49.0

25–

29

6,251 2,795 44.7 7,121 3,538 49.7

30-34 5,866 2,735 46.6 6,121 2,207 36.1

35–

39

4,699 2,240 47.7 4,932 1,672 33.9

40–

44

4,407 2,038 46.2 3,962 1,320 33.3

45–

49

3,186 1,516 47.6 3,775 1,192 31.6

55–

59

2,084 233 11.2 2,610 543 20.8

60–

64

1,583 105 6.6 2,587 395 15.3

65+ 2,738 228 8.3 4,289 538 12.5

Source: Asian Development Bank (ADB) 2016

Table 3.2 further shows the distribution of employment by industry. It can be noted 

from the table that women’s participation rate has declined in more traditional 

sectors, such as agriculture. This structural change in economic activity also 

contributes to the reduction in FLFP in 2013. The fall in women’s employment in 

agricultural sector is however balanced by an increase of 1.9 million jobs for women 

in manufacturing sector, particularly within garment sector (ADB 2016). Women’s 

participation has also increased in the service related sector, for example, 

accommodation, food, finance, public administration, education and social work 

activities (Table 3.2).  
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Table 3.2: Employment of women by Industry in 2010 and 2013 (‘000)

Industry 2010 2013

Total 16,202 16,864

Agriculture, forestry and fishing 10,506 9,008

Manufacturing 1,907 3,782

Construction 227 168

Wholesale and retail trade 1,027 776

Transportation and storage 245 114

Accommodation and food services 56 120

Financial and insurance activities 52 80

Public administration and defence 36 108

Education 326 712

Human health and social work activities 165 292

Other service activities 718 553

Activities of households as employers 845 974

Source: Asian Development Bank (ADB) 2016

Despite a fall in employment rate in 2013, these structural changes in the labour 

market indicate women’s increased access to a broader range of employment 

opportunities in the service as well as manufacturing sectors. The number of women 

workers in the entire manufacturing industry is 3.8 million, according to the 2013 

Labour Force Survey. Female garment workers constitute 64-80 per cent of all 

women working in the manufacturing industry4. Although there is inconsistency in 

the data measured by different sources, it is agreed by all sources that the majority of 

4The proportion of female garment workers is 64 per cent of total women working in the 
manufacturing industry as estimated by The Survey of Manufacturing Industries (2012), which is 
inconsistent with the figure of 75-80 per cent by Labour Force Survey (2013) and Bangladesh Garment 
Manufacturers and Exporters Association.
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female manufacturing workers are employed by the garment sector. Therefore, 

women dominate the garment industry in numbers. However, there are still gender 

disparities in other areas in factory employment, particularly in relation to wage 

inequalities and occupational segregation. Women are concentrated mainly in lower-

end jobs, primarily as sewing machine operators. Apart from a few women with 

higher education, women are notably absent from the jobs attracting higher wages, 

such as supervisor and quality inspector. There are no women in the more technical 

and skilled sections, such as the cutting section. The managerial and administrative 

jobs are also primarily held by men. 

Figure 3.1: The organogram of a garment factory in Bangladesh

Source: Produced by the Author, information collected from field visit to a typical factory in 

Narayanganj in January, 2014

The different departments of a typical factory are shown in figure 3.1. Women 

workers are largely concentrated in the sewing and finishing sectors. They are present 

to a much lesser extent in the print and embroidery sectors. 
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3.5 The significance of factory work for Bangladeshi women

The significance of garment work in Bangladesh, must be discussed in line with 

women’s employment status and labour force participation rate in the national 

statistics and comparison between garment industry and other manufacturing 

industries.

First, the reason behind the lower labour force participation rate of women does not 

lie in the fact that they do not ‘work’, but that they are traditionally associated with 

livestock or agricultural work which are not included in the country’s labour 

statistics. On average, a woman in Bangladesh contributes 4,765 taka (US$133.14) 

annually to the economy through her unpaid work. The share of national production 

contributed by women would have increased significantly, from 25 per cent to 41 per 

cent, if unpaid work were included in the national economy (Hamid 1996). 

In the rural economy, women dominate homestead agricultural production, 

contributing 28 to 47 per cent of total family income (ibid). There is a major 

difference between ‘kaj’  (work) and ‘chakuri’ (job) where the former refers to 

unpaid household and agricultural work and the latter denotes formal paid 

employment that is included in the national statistics. Therefore, the lack of 

recognition of women’s kaj or work in the national statistics is a major reason for 

women’s low level of participation in the labour force.  In contrast to women’s unpaid 

agricultural work or kaj, garment work is defined as a chakuri or job which is 

incorporated into national statistics and therefore, turns women into ‘new economic 

actors’ (Dannecker 2002: 37). 

Second, the obstacles to women’s paid employment are often constituted by the state 

representatives themselves. Although the Bangladesh government adopts several 

policies to women’s advantage, WID, CEDAW, for example, there is a lack of state 

support for the creation of employment opportunities for women. The first such 

opportunity was created by the government in the form of a food-for-work 

programme after the 1974 famine. Due to the low level of industrialisation in post-

independence Bangladesh, the only employment that was available for women with 

little or no education was either construction work or domestic service. Against this 

background, garment work has provided a new form of employment for women and 
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created the first generation of a female industrial labour force in Bangladesh 

(Dannecker 2002).

Third, garment work differs from other types of work in the nature of the opportunity 

this type of employment represents. Although gender inequality prevails in the 

garment factories, there are, far greater gender inequalities to be found in the 

Bangladeshi labour market. For example, in other industries, 85 to 93 per cent of the 

workers are male. Garment work thus gives women access to economic 

opportunities. While there is gender discrimination in wages in the garment factories, 

it is still less than elsewhere: the wage gap is 10 per cent in garment export 

manufacturing, far less than the 49 per cent gap for the manufacturing sector as a 

whole (Bhattacharya and Rahman 2002). At the same time, garment work offers 

better pay to women than domestic work. For example, a domestic worker is paid 

half of what a woman factory worker earns (Afsar 2001). Finally, the garment 

factories offer promotion opportunities and the possibility of moving from one 

factory to another, both of which are unavailable to women employed as domestic 

workers or working in agriculture. 

Fourth and last, the significance of garment work for Bangladeshi women workers 

can best be understood by looking at its impact on the workers’ lives outside the 

factory premises. Garment work has made a positive contribution towards female 

education. In the past, investment in girls’ education was seen as a waste of money 

and young women were perceived as a burden and married off as young as possible. 

Women’s access to garment work and its financial rewards have changed family 

attitudes towards female education and delayed marriage and child bearing (Amin et 

al. 1998; Rashid 2006; Afsar 2002; Khosla 2009). 

Women are now also able to send money to their family, a duty traditionally reserved 

for sons. Garment work therefore changes the way women are perceived and treated 

in the family, and also challenges the patriarchal family system which depends on 

the income of a male breadwinner or son.  Factory work has also enhanced the 

visibility of women in the public sphere in a traditional country dominated by the 

system of purdah and seclusion. In the streets of Dhaka, the sight of a group of 

women walking together every morning and every night on their way towards or 
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from the factory has become a common phenomenon. Women’s growing presence in 

male-dominated spaces continuously contests traditional gender practices in 

Bangladesh:  

The significance of export garment industry does not lie in the fact that it has provided 
this possibility for greater self-reliance for the first time to women in Bangladesh, but 
that it has provided it on a scale that is historically unprecedented… it has made visible 
the significance of their contribution to their families. It consequently presents a radical 
challenge to the myth of the male breadwinner model of the family in Bangladesh 
(Kabeer and Mahmud 2004a: 108-109).

3.6 Criticisms of and challenges facing the garment industry 

Bangladesh’s RMG sector has achieved tremendous success and growth over the 

years. A research study predicts that the industry will triple in size by 2020 

(McKinsey and Company 2000). There are, however, several criticisms against the 

factory practices which led to a number of present and future challenges for the 

garment industry and that may affect women workers adversely. 

As the country entered the garment sector in order to take advantage of international 

trade policies, there was no existing infrastructure ready to serve the industry. 

Therefore, many garment factories in Bangladesh are not purpose-built. Research 

shows that ninety per cent of the garment factories are located in rented buildings, 

which are not designed for factory purposes. As a result, the safety facilities are 

inadequate. A total of 1,500 garment workers died in accidents caused by fire or 

building collapses between 2000 and 2013 (Daily Star 21 May 2013). Unsafe 

building conditions alone have caused 700 lives to be lost since 2005 (International 

Business Times April 24, 2013).  The fire in the Tazreen factory in November 2012 

and the building collapse in Savar in April 2013 have crossed the past records of fire 

accidents. The first accident killed more than 100 people and the second, about 1,000. 

Therefore, the first challenge for Bangladesh’s RMG industry is to develop an 

adequate infrastructure compatible with international standards.

Women workers in Bangladesh are particularly vulnerable to harsh working 

conditions, such as fire accidents. According to a survey, 58 fires occurred in the 

garment industry in 1997, taking the lives of 118 workers, 90 per cent of whom were 

women (Paul-Majumder and Begum 2000: 15). At the same time, there are also 

stressful working experiences and health hazards because of the poor infrastructure 
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of garment factories in Bangladesh, lack of lighting, poor ventilation and insufficient 

toilet facilities, for example (Amin et al. 1998; Kabeer 2004; Khosla 2009). Women 

also suffer because of the excessive hours in the garment factories. According to the 

report ‘Stitched Up’, by War on Want, eight in ten women interviewed for the report 

revealed that they worked between 12-14 hours a day, with a number of women even 

working 16 hours a day without any extra or overtime pay. Even pregnant women 

have to work overtime (War on Want 2011).

Despite dominating the garment-manufacturing workforce numerically, women 

suffer from low wage and occupational inequality. They are concentrated mainly in 

lower-end jobs and earn less than their male counterparts. In addition, women 

workers often become victims of sexual harassment both on the factory floor and in 

the street while travelling to and from the factory (Siddiqi 2004, 2009). Inside the 

factory, abusive words, known as ‘gali’ in Bengali, are often used to control women 

workers on the assembly line. The use of abusive words, with bodily and sexual 

references, increase women’s vulnerability (ibid 2004). Apart from verbal abuse, 

women workers are frequently subjected to physical abuse, including beating and 

sexual violence (War on Want 2011). The second significant challenge for the 

garment industry is therefore, to consider how to close gender disparities in 

employment.

Bangladesh occupies a low position in the global labour market, because of its low 

value-added activities. The industry imports most of its main raw materials or yarn. 

The country produces low value clothes and does not participate in high value-added 

activities, such as design or marketing. The lack of infrastructure, particularly 

transport, makes it difficult for Bangladeshi garment factories to export fashionable 

and high-valued clothes with a short lead time. The global buyers’ concern for safety 

issues further increases the international pressure to achieve global standards 

compliance in garment factories in Bangladesh. After the phase-out of the Multi-

Fibre Arrangement (MFA), Bangladesh has faced fierce competition in the world 

market at the onset of the cancellation of its only favourable policy of quota.
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In order to compete in the global apparel market, Bangladesh’s RMG sector either 

has to reduce production costs or enhance its share of value-added by introducing 

new technologies and producing raw materials locally. Cost reductions can be 

achieved either by large-scale production, with small factories merging with larger 

ones, or by informalising the sector to save the cost of a permanent workforce. In 

both cases, women would suffer the most. The large factories demand skilled workers 

as most of the large-scale manufacturing processes are mechanised. As a result, 

unskilled workers, mostly women, lose jobs. 

In the post-MFA phase, Bangladesh can survive by moving from woven garments to 

the more hi-tech knitwear industry. Although this technological shift can improve 

Bangladesh’s position in the global apparel market, it can bring negative impacts on 

women. Research shows that the preference for women in the sewing section declines 

as factories upgrade technologically from producing clothes using woven materials 

to producing knitwear. Women make up 70 per cent of the workers in the woven-

textile factories, but constitute only 35 per cent of workers in the hi-tech knitwear 

industry (Paul-Majumder 2006). The second route to cost reduction via 

informalisation can lead to further negligence of labour laws and rise of sub-

contracting chains which may expand to home. Embroidery and embellishment has 

already often subcontracted to home-based workers, further reducing labour costs 

(ibid). The third and last major challenge for Bangladesh garment industry is 

therefore, to find routes to increase its share of value-added activities without 

becoming a hi-technology industry: for example, improving transport facilities and 

port infrastructure and reducing the level of corruption and political unrest (Kabeer 

and Mahmud 2004b).

3.7 Conclusion 

The chapter provided the contextual framework for the thesis. It studied the sudden 

rise and phenomenal growth of Bangladesh ready-made garment industry (RMG), a 

unique history that makes it different from other context which has experienced a 

slow growth in apparel sector, Morocco, for example. Apart from the change in 

internal policy, such as change from import substitution to export-oriented 

industrialisation policy and creation of export processing zone, external factors, such 
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as Multi-Fibre Arrangement (MFA) and imposition of quota on the newly 

industrialised country have also opened the door for the rise and growth of the 

garment industry in Bangladesh. Women entered the apparel sector as a response to 

the increasing opportunities created in the industry amid growing economic aid and 

development of NGOs and micro-credit programme in the post-independent 

Bangladesh. The chapter examined the significance of factory work for women 

mentioning how it has increased women’s access to paid employment, enhanced their 

visibility in the public space and contested the traditional gender norm of male 

breadwinner and how it has contributed to increase the overall female labour force 

participation rate (FLFP). 

The last part of the chapter focused on some of the critiques of the factory practices 

in the garment industry of Bangladesh and discussed the present and future 

challenges for the sector. Apart from poor infrastructure and harsh working 

conditions, women workers are particularly discriminated against wage and 

occupational inequality and vulnerable to physical abuse and sexual harassment. 

Women workers also suffer from the strategy of Bangladesh RMG industry of 

reducing cost through informalisation and sub-contracting of factory work to home 

to survive in the world market in the post-MFA phase. Therefore, the present and 

future challenge for the garment industry is to increase its value-added activities 

without becoming a hi-technology industry or further reducing the cost and focus 

more on developing an adequate infrastructure, improving transport and port 

facilities, reducing the level of corruption and political unrest and taking measures to 

close the gender gaps. In the next chapter, I look at the methodological approaches 

relevant to my study and elaborate on the profile of the research participants. 
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CHAPTER 4: METHODOLOGY

4.1 Introduction

The chapter focuses on the research strategy, design and methodological tools for my 

study and shows how these approaches inform my research aim and objectives. The 

primary aim of my research is to examine the clothing consumption practices of 

women factory workers in the garment industry of Bangladesh. The research aim is 

followed by three research objectives: to identify the women as consumers and learn 

about their clothing consumption practices, to listen to the narratives of women to 

get an understanding of how they exercise agency in their clothing practices and 

finally to analyse the gendered experience of women in their clothing consumption. 

As it can be noted, women are the primary focus of my research. My study takes a 

feminist approach which values the contextual and situated knowledge. It also brings 

up the question of reflexivity, positionality of the researcher, subjectivity and bias in 

data collection; focuses on the power relationship between the researcher and the 

participants; analyses the danger of being an insider and discusses the ethical 

problems involving the risk of manipulation and misrepresentation of data. 

For data collection, I used a mixed method approach to bring multi-dimensional 

perspective to my study. The three main research methods that I used were: a) 

ethnography b) interview and c) focus group discussion (FGD). I have also added 

photography as another method to obtain a visual understanding of the clothing 

practices of women workers. I found ethnography as an appropriate research method 

for my study as it offered the space to spend time and engage more with the research 

participants and get a better understanding of the cultural context within which their 

clothing practices take place. In feminist and qualitative studies, interviews are used 

as the most common research method because of their ability to produce an in-depth 

study of the research topic and obtain detailed information about the subjective 

experience of the participants. As one of my research objectives was understanding 

the agency of women workers through their narratives, I found interviews to be the 

best medium to listen to the narratives of women. Adding FGD as a method helped 

me cross check whether there was any inconsistency in the data gathered through 
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other methods. FGD also enabled me to learn about the diversified experiences and 

the shared and contrasting opinions of the participants. 

I carried out the fieldwork in Narayanganj over a period of six months from June to 

December in 2015. I selected the research participants purposively based on two 

indicators: a) marital status and b) age. A total of 60 interviews were conducted: 40 

with female workers, 10 with former female workers and 10 with male workers. I 

carried out eight focus group discussions (FGD), with each FGD including six to 

eight current female workers. In total, 117 workers, comprising of both current and 

former, male and female, participated in my research. Data collection also included 

several informal visits to the markets and tailors’ shops, where the workers 

respectively buy fabrics and order clothing to be made. The next section focuses on 

the selection of the research location and its significance for my research followed 

by another discussion on the initial research that I conducted before the actual 

fieldwork.

4.2 Case study location

I selected Narayanganj as the research site. Narayanganj is one of the 64 districts of 

Bangladesh and is located near Dhaka, the capital (Figure 4.1). Narayanganj district 

is further divided into five sub-districts or municipalities, namely Narayanganj city, 

Bandar, Rupganj, Araihazar and Sonargaon (Figure 4.2). My fieldwork was carried 

out in Narayanganj city which is the central municipality of the district. Due to its 

location on the bank of the Shitalakshya River, Narayanganj has always been an 

important port and hub for trade and business. It is famous for its jute and cotton mills 

and production of zamdani saris. The first cotton mill in Bangladesh was established 

in Narayanganj in 1927. The largest wholesale market for cotton thread in 

Bangladesh is situated in Tanbazar, in the Narayanganj district. There are 360 

factories for producing clothing, 175 textile factories, 1895 factories producing 

knitted clothing and 188 factories dyeing cloth in Narayanganj.5 

Unlike other locations where the factories are dispersed across the country, India, for 

example, the factories are concentrated primarily in two divisions in Bangladesh. The 

5 See also http://www.narayanganj.gov.bd/ 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shitalakshya_River
http://www.narayanganj.gov.bd/
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two locations are namely: Dhaka (the capital) and Chittagong (the port city). I ruled 

out Chittagong as a research location due to my unfamiliarity with the place and 

limitation of time. The garment factories are established in four areas in Dhaka: inside 

the Dhaka city, Savar, Gazipur and Narayanganj. Although I was familiar both with 

Dhaka and Narayanganj city, I had personal contact in one of the factories located in 

Narayanganj. Although the factory was closed the next year after my visit, it was one 

of the starting points for many initial contacts for my fieldwork in Narayanganj. 

Therefore, it was a practical decision to choose Narayanganj as the research site.

The specific location of Narayanganj is also significant for my research. Unlike other 

contexts where the workers migrate to the city and live in the hostel independently, 

factory workers in my study live with their families in Narayanganj. As there is no 

girls’ hostel established for the factory workers in the city, the independent living 

arrangement is not available for single women in Narayanganj. While the married 

women live with their husbands, the single women either live with their parents or 

extended relatives. Due to the short distance, the majority of the factory workers in 

my research migrated to Narayanganj from a nearby district called Jamalpur. Because 

of their shared district of origin, they are always surrounded by familiar people and 

relatives both at residence and at work. The living arrangements and the identical 

roots of the workers in the context of Narayanganj is useful to analyse the clothing 

choices of women who are under greater surveillance by family, kinship and 

collective networks. 
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Figure 4.1: Location of Narayanganj

Source: [online] http://ontheworldmap.com/bangladesh/large-detailed-map-of-bangladesh-with-

cities.html 

http://ontheworldmap.com/bangladesh/large-detailed-map-of-bangladesh-with-cities.html
http://ontheworldmap.com/bangladesh/large-detailed-map-of-bangladesh-with-cities.html
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Figure 4.2: Map of Narayanganj district

Source: [online] http://www.narayanganj.gov.bd/ 

http://www.narayanganj.gov.bd/
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4.3 Initial fieldwork

In January 2014, I conducted initial research in Narayanganj for one month in order 

to learn more about the research field and context. During this period, I visited only 

garment factories and not any workers’ residence. I was given access to two factories 

through my personal social networks and connections. I talked informally to twelve 

factory workers, a few managers and office staff in the two factories. As my research 

direction changed considerably afterwards, from the focus on global value chain to 

women’s clothing consumption practices, I could not use the data that I collected 

over this period. The initial research was however useful to be familiar with the 

research field and develop personal connections and initial contacts for my fieldwork. 

It also helped me change my research strategy from interviewing the women workers 

inside the factory with the help of owners or factory staff to a more ethnographic 

approach to speak with them outside the factory in their residence. 

In the initial research, I gained access to every section of the factory through my 

personal connections with the factory owners. It however, also created a hierarchy of 

power between me and the women I hoped to interview. Predictably, none of them 

were willing to open up or share in-depth information about their work or their lives. 

Research participants often respond according to their preconceptions about the 

researcher (Jorgensen 1989).  Hence, it was not surprising that the factory workers 

were suspicious of me, perceiving me only as someone connected to the owner, 

leading them to withhold information. It therefore became apparent that I must 

approach interviewees in my main period of fieldwork by other means. At the same 

time, interviewing workers during the workday was clearly going to be inappropriate. 

It not only got in the way of production, but also gave the workers little freedom to 

express themselves on the factory premises with people around them. I therefore 

decided to interview the workers outside the factory, at their home. 

A number of studies have shown that approaching workers via their residential 

community or even in the street can be a better approach than talking to them on the 

factory floor (Kabeer 2000; Hewamanne 2010; Cairoli 2011). In my main period of 

fieldwork, I approached the workers outside the factory and without any reference to 

their employer. Although I had originally intended to ask one of the factory officials, 
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a research development manager, to act as a gate-keeper and help me gain access to 

the workers, I abandoned this idea for ethical and practical reasons. Contacting the 

workers via the factory staff also could not reduce the potential risk of being 

associated with the factory owners. Instead, I chose to use multiple entry points to 

make initial contacts with potential interviewees: talking to women while they were 

walking to and from work, in public places, at tailor shops and in their residential 

neighbourhoods. I then used the snowball process to reach other workers. 

4.4 The positionality of the researcher and ethical issues in feminist research 

My ethnographic study takes a feminist approach. In contrast to the traditional social 

science research methods which value objectivity in the research process, feminist 

research rejects the idea of value-free, objective knowledge and considers subjective 

experience, emotional attachment and bias on the part of the researcher to be an 

important as well as inevitable aspect of research (Letherby 2003). Feminist 

knowledge is contextual and situated such that the researcher speaks from his or her 

positionality (Stanley and Wise 1990; Smith, 1987; Reinharz, 1992; Harding, 1993; 

Ribbens and Edwards eds. 1998). Feminist research raises the question of 

positionality and bias on the part of the researcher that can influence the data 

collection process and research outcome. To understand the position and the location 

of the researcher, therefore, can be an important source of information for the 

research in general and the reader in particular (Cole and Knowles eds. 2001). 

The question of positionality focuses on the power relationship between the 

researcher and the participants. As the researcher collects and interprets the data, he 

or she exercises control and authority over the research process to some extent. It is 

however wrong to assume that power always lies in the hand of the researcher and 

the participants are without any power (Mullassery 2002). In her research studies on 

sexualities and middle class in Bangladesh, Shuchi Karim (2012) showed how a 

group of participants strategically avoided her and refused to talk to her initially. The 

participants possess a certain level of power to withdraw or hide any information or 

opt out from the research process altogether. Therefore, there are different 

expressions of power. Instead of defining the power relation between the researcher 
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and the participants as fixed and hierarchical, I found it useful to analyse how power 

is negotiated between the two (Grenz 2002). 

One way feminist researchers attempted to dilute the hierarchical power relation 

between the researcher and research participant was by encouraging the researcher 

to have more personal involvement and build rapport with the participants (Klein 

1983; Reinharz 1992). They also focused on attaining reflexivity in the research 

process. Reflexivity offers the space for negotiation over power relations and 

knowledge claim between the researcher and participants (Ramazanoğlu and Holland 

2002). Reflexivity implies what knowledge would be produced and for whom. It also 

clarifies the social position and location of the researcher and acknowledges his or 

her subjective bias in interpreting the research findings. In my research, I identified 

myself as a Bangladeshi, married, Muslim woman with a mixture of eastern and 

western academic backgrounds. The research participants, on the other hand, are 

Bangladeshi garment factory workers who are both single and married, 

predominantly Muslim women with a few years of schooling. The identification of 

both myself and the research participants in the multiple social positions as women, 

as Bangladeshis, as Muslim and as garment workers emphasise the diversity and 

intersectional aspect of the research.

As an insider, I share a few common traits with the participants. For example, I share 

a common language, nationality and religion with the research participants.  This 

sameness has certainly gained me a level of acceptance from interviewees that is 

unlikely to have been enjoyed by a complete outsider. However, I cannot deny my 

privileged position due to my social class and education. In her study on garment 

factory workers in Bangladesh, Dina Siddiqi (1996) discusses the contradictions of 

being a native among the natives where her upper-class status created a power 

relationship between herself and the research participants. I also had to go through 

these contradictions, the sameness and difference and the power relationship between 

myself and the participants in my research.  The interplay of power in our class 

distinction was particularly evident in our consumption of clothing. While I observed 

what they wore, they also noticed my clothing in every interaction. There were 

similarities in our clothing practices, such as both of us wore salwar kameez and 

observed the norm of purdah. I think, covering my head had created a positive image 
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of myself as a good Muslim woman and it further helped me get closer to the women 

I interviewed. There were however, clear differences in our clothing style and our 

choices of colour and design of salwar kameez. On several occasions, the participants 

even indicated my ability to buy more and better clothing than themselves. Even 

though I tried to wear minimal clothing and downplayed my appearance, there were 

differences in our clothing choice which I could not deny. 

Being an insider has also brought several other challenges for myself.  One of the 

challenges was to create a distance between my perceptions as a researcher and the 

perceptions arising from my experience of being a member of the community. 

Community membership also makes it difficult to separate the researcher’s viewpoint 

from that of the participants (Dwyer and Buckle 2009). Lila Abu-Lughod (1991: 141) 

said, ‘The problem with studying one’s own society is alleged to be the problem of 

gaining enough distance. Since for them, the other is in certain ways the self’.  

There is another danger of being an insider, which is related to the possibility of bias. 

Often, the researcher’s perception is over shadowed by his or her personal 

experience. Bourdieu (1998:123-132) uses the term ‘scholastic bias’ to refer to the 

risks involved in the ethnographic research that permeates the personal and social 

experiences of the researchers into the community under study. Abu-Lughod (1991) 

refers the insider researchers as ‘halfies’. While feminist researchers are the outsider, 

mostly western academics studying indigenous communities, the halfies are often 

immigrant researchers, doing research for western academia and their research fields 

are their native country. According to this divide, I belong to the group of halfies. 

Abu-Lughod (1991) points out that the dangers for the halfies are extreme, as they 

are accountable to two group of communities: their own community and the western 

audience. On the one hand, they have to be accountable to the western audience for 

the possible bias in the data and on the other hand, they have to be responsible while 

presenting their own community to a western audience. In my research, I was 

particularly concerned how I would represent women’s clothing practices which have 

cultural and religious values, the question of veil, for example. As a Muslim woman 

who herself covers her head, I had to negotiate between becoming defensive about 

the practice as an insider and analysing the practice as an academic. 
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Finally, being an insider involves ethical concerns and question of confidentiality. 

While the subjective involvement brings the researcher closer to the participants, it 

enhances the risk of manipulation and misrepresentation of data in ethnographic 

research. Before conducting any interview and focus group discussion, I made sure 

that I explained my study to the participants and ensured them that my study would 

not harm them or their employment in any way. Although not all the informants 

signed the consent form, they agreed verbally to take part in my research. I used 

pseudonyms throughout the thesis to ensure anonymity in my research. While using 

photography, I blurred their faces which further confirmed that the participants would 

not be identified from their photos. 

4.5 Selection of research participants

The number of people who participated through interview and focus group discussion 

in my research was 117. I interviewed three groups of participants which included 

female workers, male workers and former female workers. The reason I interviewed 

former female workers was because I was interested in learning how clothing 

consumption practices change after the women leave the factory. Examining the 

clothing of former workers gave us a better understanding of how factory work 

influenced their clothing practices when they worked for the factory. 

The primary reason for incorporating male workers in my research is less to do with 

men’s clothing and more to do with their attitudes towards women’s clothing. I was 

particularly interested in analysing male workers’ attitudes towards women’s 

clothing in order to understand how the bodies of female garment workers become 

‘an object of the male gaze’ (Beauvoir 1953: 295) and how the male gaze influences 

what women wear and how they present their bodies and their selves (Young 1990). 

I used a purposive sampling approach to recruit participants for the present study. 

The interviewees were selected based on two indicators: a) marital status and b) age. 

As the existing research on factory workers predominantly focus on single women, I 

aimed to study the clothing consumption practices of both single and married women. 

Focusing on marital status as an indicator has helped me achieve the goal of 

incorporating the experiences of different groups of women instead of one particular 

group. Moreover, marriage is an important institution in both men and women’s lives 
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and it plays a significant role in determining gender relations in Bangladesh. After 

marriage, many aspects of women’s lives are controlled by her husband, for example, 

preventing her from working outside home. Even though many married women 

continue working after marriage, their mobility is still restricted. A study shows that 

60 per cent of working women in Bangladesh need their husband’s permission to 

visit a friend’s house (Salway et. al. 2005). Therefore, marriage contributes towards 

maintaining gender roles and identities in Bangladesh. I used marital status as a key 

indicator to examine how marriage shapes women’s clothing choices. The category 

of marital status included women from five sub-categories: unmarried, married, 

divorced, separated and widowed. 

Apart from marital status, age is another key indicator to select the research 

participants for the present study. I used age to study how the clothing choices of 

women differ according to age and to examine generational conflict between younger 

and older women in their clothing style and concept of modesty. For my thesis, I 

defined the younger age cohort as the age group between 18 (or less than 18) to 35 

years and the older age cohort as any age above 35 years. This divide, particularly 

placing women aged above 35 in older age cohort, can be questionable, given the 

chronological age of 60 as the starting of old age as set by United Nations. There are 

however differences in the definition of old age between developed and developing 

countries, partly due to disparities in life expectancy and importance of traditional 

and community definition of old age in the latter countries; it is 50+ years as the 

starting of old age in African countries, for example (WHO 2002). Age is therefore, 

a social and cultural construct. Old age is also self-defined by people based on their 

declining health status or social exclusion; therefore, women in their 40s might 

identify them as aged. It was particularly difficult to define older age cohort in my 

research as many participants did not remember their actual birth date. I have 

combined all these factors, chronological, socio-cultural and self-definition, to create 

the divide between younger and older age cohort in my study. 

I often used the word ‘generation’ in my thesis to refer to women from the same age 

group. The existing research on factory workers in Bangladesh has defined 

generation by rural or urban origin and time of arrival in the city or factory (Kibria 

2001; Kabeer 2002). According to this definition, the first generation of women were 
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rural-urban migrants who started working in the factory in the earlier decades of the 

establishments of garment industry in Bangladesh. The second generation of women 

were mostly urban-born and joined the factory in the recent decade.  It was however 

not practical to define generation by this way in my study as some older women are 

recent rural-urban migrants and not all the younger women are city born. Therefore, 

I defined generation in relation to age in my study. I also defined generation in 

biological terms to look at women from the same family who are linked by kinship 

but separated by age, such as mother and daughter, both of whom are factory workers.  

The initial research helped me to build up networks and contacts for the selection of 

research participants in later fieldwork. I met Diba in the first factory I visited in 

2014. She later became a key research participant in my main period of fieldwork. I 

took her phone number and contacted her after I returned to the field eighteen months 

later. During the first few days of fieldwork, I visited the workers’ homes with Diba. 

She took me to one neighbourhood where the workers lived and introduced me to her 

friends, colleagues and ex-colleagues who had moved to another factory or left 

factory work. Although I did not contribute financially for her time and cooperation, 

I gave her a salwar kameez as a gesture of thanks on the occasion of Eid Ul Fitr.

Diba’s presence gave me better access to and acceptance by the community of 

workers. After my frequent visits to the workers’ neighbourhood, they became 

acquainted with me and learnt about my research. Once I was a familiar face in the 

neighbourhood, Diba no longer accompanied me. Having found one interviewee, I 

identified other potential participants by using the purposive sampling, the 

snowballing method and the workers’ own social networks. For example, when I 

interviewed Popy, she introduced me to Rosy who was her cousin and lived in the 

same neighbourhood. Rosy then introduced me to Giti, her cousin’s daughter-in-law; 

and so on. 

The current workers also helped me to find former workers. While many former 

workers had returned to their villages after leaving factory work, others had 

continued to live in Narayanganj, especially when their husbands also worked in the 

city. These women were still in contact with the current workers. The workers also 

helped me select male participants by introducing me to their male relatives or friends 
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who worked in the garment factory. I also approached men at the local tea stalls 

during the weekend. In Bangladesh, these tea stalls are traditionally used by men. 

The male workers usually hang out with their friends or workmates and have tea 

when the factory is closed. A male research assistant helped me gain access to the 

group of male workers at the tea stalls. The next section sheds lights on the use of 

research assistants in my study.

4.6 Use of research assistants

I enjoyed the help of three female research assistants and one male in my research, 

paying them in local currency. I also provided them with a recommendation letter to 

acknowledge their work with me. They assisted me in three ways. First, they helped 

me conduct the focus group discussions. Second, they helped me transcribe 

interviews in the Bengali language. Third, the male research assistant was 

particularly helpful in enabling me to gain access to the male factory workers.

I selected two assistants from among the masters’ students and two from among the 

undergraduate students of the department of Women and Gender Studies of 

University of Dhaka. As a faculty of the department, I knew them personally and was 

familiar with their academic abilities and research capacities. All students in the 

department of Women and Gender Studies have to take a research methodology 

course in order to write their dissertations, so my research assistants were well 

acquainted with research and fieldwork. I nonetheless interviewed each of them 

briefly to inform them about my research and their responsibilities. After I appointed 

them, I arranged a few meetings with them to discuss my research aim, objectives, 

research questions, ethical issues and their roles as research assistants. As my 

fieldwork took place during term time, not all of them would be available on 

particular dates when I needed them, and this is why I had to appoint three female 

assistants, so that one could accompany me if another was unavailable. 

For the focus group discussions, I worked as a facilitator and two female research 

assistants helped me to monitor the process. As I conducted the FGDs, I was not able 

to take field notes simultaneously. Relying entirely on recording the discussion was 

not a good idea because sometimes all participants talked at the same time and it was 

unclear who was speaking at any given point. The responsibilities of the research 
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assistants during the FGDs were therefore to take notes while I was talking with the 

group, to monitor the recording equipment and to manage the workers who attempted 

to join or leave in the middle of the discussion. They also assisted me in arranging 

light refreshments for the women participants. At the end of discussion, they helped 

me give out small payments to the participants to thank them for their time. The 

following section analyses why I have selected the main research methods for data 

collection in my study and how they have contributed to my research.

4.7 Selection of methods 

I used a combination of different research methods to collect data. Previous 

researchers have utilised the multi-method approach to study women’s lives 

(Rahman 2010; Dwyer 1999; Sarioğlu 2013; Zaidi 2012). Combining different 

sources of data collection can take advantage of all the research methods and 

compensate for shortcoming of each other (Denzin 1978; Jick 1979; Punch 1998). 

Therefore, it brings a multi-dimensional perspective to the research and provides a 

better understanding of the subject (Reinharz 1992). I have used three main research 

methods in my study: ethnography, interview and focus group discussion. 

Ethnography, which offers the space and time to study a research topic in detail and 

provides a contextual understanding of the subject, seem to be an appropriate choice 

as a research method. Interview provides more in-depth information on women’s 

subjective experience and focus group discussion offers the platform to share 

common experiences and generates dialogues and debates among the research 

participants. Therefore, combining interview and focus group discussion is a very 

useful way to study people in social science (Michell 1999). As my study focuses on 

the clothing consumption of women, I have added photography to get a visual image 

of the clothing practices. While interview and focus group discussion offers data and 

information on women’s clothing consumption, photography and the visual images 

give a better understanding of the clothing practices to an audience who is unaware 

about the clothing style in Bangladesh. The next section provides further discussion 

on the research methods.
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4.7.1 Ethnography

Given the research aim of looking at the clothing consumption of a group of garment 

factory workers in a particular cultural context, ethnography seemed to be an 

appropriate choice as a research method. Ethnography is one of the most widely used 

research methods to study gender and culture. The ethnographic approach also fits 

well within feminist research (Klein 1983). It provides more engaging space between 

the researcher and the researched which is essential to understand the subjective 

experiences of a group of women in detail.  In her study of Mexican factory workers, 

Leslie Salzinger (2003) commented on the embodiedness and thoughtfulness of the 

ethnographic approach that is important to link the labour market and gender, worker 

and production. It is, therefore, not surprising that several studies on female garment 

workers have used ethnography as a research strategy (Cavendish 1982; Salzinger 

1997; Lynch 2007; Rahman 2010).

During the time I spent in the field, I did not share accommodation with the research 

participants. I stayed in a relative’s house which was very close to their 

neighbourhood. I visited the workers in the evenings on weekdays and in the 

mornings and evenings on Fridays. The women who work eight hours daily clearly 

lack the time and energy at the end of the working day. Their free time in the evenings 

is spent doing household chores, such as cooking and cleaning. I, therefore, took care 

to ensure that my presence did not disturb them or their work. As a result, I conducted 

most of the interviews on Fridays when the factory was closed and they were relaxed. 

If I interviewed any worker or just visited her to talk informally on weekdays, it was 

usually in the evening. 

On a daily basis, I engaged in casual conversations with the women and the 

conversations primarily took place while they were cooking dinner. I always carried 

my field note diary with me and jotted down ideas or anything that seemed significant 

in my diary while talking to the women. I also participated daily in their normal lives. 

They always offered me food. I therefore often shared their meal. During our 

conversations, I was neither a silent observer nor a passive receiver. The 

conversations were interactional and dynamic and made of constant negotiations. The 

women constantly asked me personal questions about my life, family and marriage. 
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While I observed their clothing, I was also being observed by them. Every time I 

visited them, they looked at what I wore. On one particular occasion, a woman looked 

at my bangles and queried whether they were gold or not. 

I sometimes played the role of participant observer. I often accompanied women on 

their shopping trips to the market or to local tailors’ shops to see which clothes they 

bought and where they made their purchases. I also accompanied them on their way 

to and from the factory on several occasions. Two Bangladeshi Muslim festivals fell 

during my fieldwork period: Eid-Ul-Fitr and Eid-Ul-Adha. Most Bangladeshis buy 

new clothes for their family members and for themselves at the time of these festivals. 

It was a great opportunity for me to accompany the women on their shopping trips to 

learn what clothing they buy for Eid.

Although I visited two garment factories in my initial research study, the main 

fieldwork was carried out entirely in the residence of the workers. In her study on 

Moroccan workers, Laetitia Cairoli (2011) approached the factory workers in the 

streets, apart from home and the factory. This strategy did not seem appropriate for 

my research as the women in my study were always in a hurry on the street as they 

took the road to travel to and from the factory. Moreover, the majority of the workers 

lived so close to the factory that it literally took them five minutes to reach the factory. 

Therefore, I did not approach the women in the street. However, I occasionally 

accompanied groups of workers in the street, primarily to observe what they wear 

and what they discuss in a group while going to or from the factory. 

In ethnographic studies on factories, the researcher often participates as factory 

workers themselves (Salzinger 1997; Pun 2005; Lynch 2007; Rahman 2010). There 

are limitations to this strategy. For example, Pun (2005) worked in the factory as a 

student trainee in her ethnographic research on Chinese workers. Due to the nature 

of the work, she had little time to write down field notes and consequently, she had 

to write her notes from memory afterwards. Although the researcher took part in 

production work, she was perceived as a special guest for a short period in the factory. 

Pun therefore argued that despite participating in the factory production as a worker, 

she could not act as a ‘real dagonmei’ or a real Chinese working girl (ibid:19). 
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In another study on factory workers, Arifur Rahman (2010) worked as a quality 

inspector in two garment factories in Bangladesh. Although he made several attempts 

to gain access to the factory as a researcher, his request was eventually denied by the 

factory management. He therefore applied for the post of quality inspector concealing 

his identity as a researcher. Due to the nature of the research strategy, Rahman did 

not reveal his identity or purpose to the women he interviewed.  He therefore, 

followed the strategy of conducting the research without informed consent from the 

research participants, a strategy that he himself called unethical. Apart from the time 

limitations, these are some of the reasons why I did not follow the research method 

of working as a garment factory worker myself in the factory in Bangladesh. 

4.7.2 Interview

Interview is one of the most commonly used data collection methods in ethnographic 

and feminist research as it offers the scope for in-depth study of people’s lives 

(Kabeer 2000; Siddiqi 1996; Rahman 2010). As I aimed to study the clothing 

practices of the women, interviews appeared to be the most appropriate method for 

obtaining detailed information on the topic. Interviews also contributed positively in 

achieving my research objective of understanding women’s agency through their 

narratives. Interviews allow participants the space to narrate their subjective 

experiences in their own words (Reinharz 1992). It also helps to contextualise 

participants’ experience with a focus on their socio-cultural and historical 

background (Maynes et al. 2008). Most of the women in my research are rural 

migrants who came to the city to join the factory. For many of them, factory work is 

their first paid employment. Interviews gave me enough time and space to talk to the 

participants about their lives before and after joining the factory. Listening to their 

narratives helped me locate their life histories within their social context and thereby 

gave me a better understanding of their experiences, strategies and agency. Through 

their narratives, I was also able to learn about aspects of their lives that I had missed 

in my research questions.

As my study focused on the clothing consumption practices of women, I thought that 

interviews would be an appropriate method that would allow the participants to talk 

freely about their clothing in an informal setting. Interviews also gave me the space 
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to go through women’s wardrobes and look at their personal collection of clothing 

with their permission. Interviews were also useful for my research for practical 

reasons. They offered the participants flexibility and convenience. As the factory 

workers had a busy schedule during weekdays, the interviews took place during the 

weekend when they had more time to talk. They could talk while simultaneously 

doing household chores. The interview process could also be stopped anytime when 

the participants needed to finish some household chores. As soon as they finished 

their work, they could carry on with the interview afterwards.

I followed the semi-structured interview method as it is less rigid than fully structured 

interviews and leaves more room for the participants to talk about their lives. The 

semi-structured interview method therefore, allows a much freer exchange of 

information between the interviewer and the interviewee (Esterberg, 2002). At the 

same time, the semi structured method includes a few structured questions so that the 

researcher can change the conversation on at appropriate points, to avoid gathering 

too much irrelevant information. 

All interviews took place face-to-face and were recorded. I also took notes while 

conducting the interviews.  The interviews were arranged in the rooms occupied by 

the workers, apart from the interview with Diba which I arranged in the place where 

I was staying. Each interview was divided into two parts: the first part was more open 

and flexible and followed a life history approach which allowed the workers to talk 

about their lives in their own words. The second part was more structured and 

involved asking the participants a few interview questions which were largely open-

ended (see appendix 1).  

I started each interview by describing myself and my research topic in simple Bengali 

terms to the participants. I also mentioned at the beginning of each interview that all 

information would be treated confidentially and that the participants’ anonymity 

would be maintained, such that the research could not affect their factory work. Most 

of the interviews were conducted for one to one and a half hour. As a token of 

gratitude, I presented them with a small gift after each interview. The gifts were 

primarily toiletries, such as shampoo or soap that the women could use in their daily 

lives. 
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4.7.3 Focus group discussions (FGD)

Another research method for data collection in my study is focus group discussions 

(FGD). Focus groups have the potential to allow in-depth study with a small group 

of people exploring different viewpoints and perceptions in a short time (Keegan and 

Powney 1987; Kahn and Manderson 1992). I followed the method of ‘group analysis’ 

which is a mixed method of forming the focus group based on the diversified 

experiences of the participants (Burgess et al. 1987). Therefore, FGD enriched my 

study by bringing diversity to the collected data and information. FGD has also 

facilitated the process to bring out the mutual and contrasting gendered experiences 

of women workers. It uncovered the power relationship among the participants in 

terms of who is speaking and whose voice cannot be heard (Michell 1999). Focus 

group discussion has also helped me to cross check the information that I obtained 

from the interview. I found out that there was inconsistency in some data that I 

gathered through the interview method. For example, there was contradiction in how 

women describe their adherence to norms and how they pay lip service to the norms. 

Focus group discussion allowed the space to enquire more about these 

inconsistencies and have a better understanding of the interviewed data.

I conducted FGD only with current female workers excluding former female workers 

and male workers. The former female workers have different lifestyles and 

occupations. They are scattered throughout the Narayanganj city and do not live in 

the same neighbourhood unlike the factory workers. As a result, it was difficult to 

bring all the former female workers together and arrange a focus group discussion 

with them. For male workers, FGD was not an appropriate method to discuss their 

personal views and attitudes towards women’s clothing. There are many sensitive 

issues and negative comments about women’s bodies and clothing, the relation 

between women’s dressing and sexual harassment for example, that the male workers 

may not feel comfortable to talk about in a focus group discussion. Therefore, it was 

a practical decision to organise FGD only with current female workers.  

I conducted eight FGDs with each group bringing together eight to ten female 

workers. All the FGDs were conducted in a private room belonging to one of the 

participants. I took advice from interviewees to select participants for the focus group 

https://www.llas.ac.uk/resources/gpg/2399#ref6
https://www.llas.ac.uk/resources/gpg/2399#ref6
https://www.llas.ac.uk/resources/gpg/2399#ref8
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discussion. One interviewee, Jaba, helped me select participants for one FGD. I 

passed the information about the focus group discussion to other factory workers via 

Jaba, having told her about the small payment she and other participants would 

receive. Jaba then passed my message to other workers living in the same 

neighbourhood and asked who was interested to participate in the FGD. 

All of the group discussions I conducted consisted of women workers from both the 

older and younger generation, from the age group of 14 to 40 plus, both married and 

unmarried and from a range of working positions, such as helper, poly-man, check-

man and quality inspector. The first group discussion was comprised of 6 

participants, the second group had 7 participants, the third group was consisted of 8 

women workers, the fourth focus group was made up of 7 participants, the fifth had 

8 women workers and all the last three FGDs had 7 participants in each group. 

Therefore, a total number of 57 women workers participated in eight focus group 

discussions in my research.   

On average, a focus group discussion took about one hour. Each discussion started 

with introducing my research to the participants and explaining what I was asking 

them to do. I then made a chart of the participants with the help of my research 

assistants. The chart included key information about the participants: their name, age, 

marital status, how many years they had been working in the factory and their current 

occupation in the factory. I introduced the discussion with easy and general questions, 

about their lives and working experience in the factory. The discussion ended by 

asking the participants about their clothing consumption practices: for example, what 

they wear in the factory, what they wear while visiting the village and what they wear 

on special occasions. 

4.7.4 Photography

Photography has been used as a research method in several studies in social science 

(Knowles and Cole 2008; Pink 2007, 2012). Kress and Van Leeuwen (2006) 

highlighted the difference between verbal and visual medium and argued that there 

is a difference between expressing through words or language and through photos. 

Therefore, using photography can bring a new and different perspective to the 

research.  I used photographs as illustrations to gain a visual understanding of the 
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workers’ clothing choices. I thought that photography of what women wear in their 

daily lives can be used as a corrective to their homogeneous image as producers and 

helped them identify as consumers. Against the image of horror and oppressive 

working conditions, photos of women’s clothing can give a better understanding of 

their lives outside the factory and bring a new perspective to the research study. Apart 

from providing pictorial images of clothing, it also offered visual understanding of 

the context and surrounding to the reader. 

Most of the photos are taken by myself. I have also collected photos from the 

women’s family photo albums and from secondary sources, books, websites, for 

example. While photography can be a very valuable research method, it also gives 

rise to some ethical concerns. There has been a debate among the scholar on whether 

photography portrays reality or it is constructed. I acknowledge that photos are taken 

from my perspective and are constructed by my subjective experience. I am aware 

that photography is subject to the researcher’s interpretation and manipulation like 

data. The researcher controls what, who and when to photograph. The researcher 

should be conscious of the ethical issues and not take any photo that may 

misrepresent the participant or may cause them any harm (Holm 2014). I was 

particularly concerned about whether women who wear veils would agree to be 

photographed in my study. Before I took their photos, I asked for the participant’s 

permission and I explained to them what the purpose of the photo was. In order to 

maintain anonymity, I have used the Photoshop editor to obscure their faces. By this 

way, they would not be identifiable from their photos. 

4.8 Analysing data

The first step towards analysing the data was transcribing the interviews and focus 

group discussions. With the help of my research assistants, I completed the 

transcription process as soon as I could afterwards. Transcription focused on the 

linguistic details of the interview: I transcribed every word and noted pauses, sighs 

and smiles or other reactions on the part of the interviewee. I transcribed in Bengali 

as keeping the data in its original language also allowed me to return to the exact 

words of the informants whenever I needed.
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The next step was writing a short summary from memory about the field and the 

research findings. Analysing the field data then involved a reading and re-reading of 

the interview transcripts. The re-reading helped me to create a list of themes arising 

from the interviews. I then annotated each interview according to that theme. I 

created two columns for each interview where I wrote the theme in one column and 

the conversation against the respective theme in the second column. While there are 

several software packages available to analyse qualitative data, the time that would 

have been required to learn the use of new software and prepare the data for analysis 

in coded form meant that I chose to analyse the data manually. The next section 

examines the socio-economic profiles of the participants and provides a list of tables.

4.9 Profile of the workers

4.9.1 Age 

The study attracted women from different age groups which included participant as 

young as 14 to as old as 50 years. In comparison to the previous studies that have 

shown the age range of factory workers in Bangladesh as between 16 to 25 years, the 

highest number of informants belong to the age group of 18 to 35 years in my study 

(Dannecker 2002; Kabeer 1991; Hossain et al. 1990). Among the current female 

workers, 6 women are aged below 18 years, 25 women fall within the category of 18 

to 35 and 9 women aged above 35 years (Table 4.1).  Among the former female 

worker, 7 women aged between 18 to 35 years and 3 women are aged above 35 years. 

The male interviewees in my study belong to a young age group with a range between 

18 (and below 18) to 35 years.

Although the minimum age to be able to work in the factory is 18 years according to 

international labour law, there are female workers in my study who aged below 18 

years. In order to gain access to factory employment, they write their ages incorrectly 

on the papers they present to the factory. For example, Mukti is 14 years old but she 

wrote 18 on the papers on entering factory employment. Small factories however, do 

not care about workers’ age and even employ child workers. 
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Table 4.1: Distribution of age among factory workers

4.9.2 Marital status

While women workers are presented as young and single in some of the literature 

(Paul Majumder and Begum 2000; 2006; Afsar 2001), other studies suggest that 40 

to 50 per cent of the garment workers are married women and mothers in the context 

of Bangladesh (Kabeer 2004; Murayama 2008). The informants in my study can be 

divided into five categories in terms of their marital status: unmarried, married, 

divorced, separated and widowed. Among the 40 female factory workers I 

interviewed, one-third (13) was unmarried and about two-thirds (22) was married, 1 

was divorced and 4 women were separated (Table 4.2). Of the 10 former women 

workers, 1 was unmarried, 8 women were married and 1 was widowed. Among the 

10 male interviewees, all but two were unmarried. 

While the category of unmarried, married and divorced are straightforward, the 

category of separated is difficult to define. In some cases women are separated in 

paper, but they hide the information and rather prefer to identify themselves as 

married in real life. Marriage is one of the important institutions in women’s lives in 

Bangladesh. Women often use marriage as a strategy to protect their honour and 

security in an unknown and new urban environment (Mohiuddin 2004). 

Female workersAge

Current 

workers

Former workers

Male workers

<18 6 2

18-23 14 5 5

24-29 7 1 2

30-35 4 1 1

35> 9 3

Total 40 10 10
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Table 4.3 further shows the age distribution of current female workers by their marital 

status. The women below 18 years are predominantly unmarried (5). The age group 

of 18-35 are comprised of both unmarried (8) and married women (17). The divorced 

and separated women are mostly aged above 35.

Table 4.2: Marital status of factory workers

Female workersMarital status

Current 

workers

Former workers

Male workers

Unmarried 13 1 8

Married 22 8 2

Divorced 1

Separated 4

Widowed 1

Total 40 10 10

Table 4.3: Age distribution by marital status of current female factory workers

Marital statusAge group

Unmarried Married Divorced Separated

<18 5 1

18-23 8 6

24-29 7

30-35 4

35> 4 1 4

Total 13 22 1 4
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4.9.3 Education 

There are contrasting differences among the factory workers in their level of 

education: while some were illiterates, others completed higher secondary education. 

While 37.5 per cent of women workers (15 women) in my research went to higher 

secondary school (Year 6 to Year 9), the other 37.5 per cent (15 women) had no 

formal education. Table 4.4 shows that most of informants who were illiterate were 

aged above 35. They had never been to school and some of them could not even sign 

their own name. They however, have religious knowledge and could read and write 

Arabic, having learned how to read the holy Quran in their early childhood. Among 

the participants, three of them completed the basic primary education which is until 

year 5. The highest level of education that the participants received was until year 9.

Table 4.4: Level of education by age group of the current women workers

Level of 

education

Age group No of

women

<18 18-23 24-29 30-35 35>

Illiterate 1 2 2 3 7 15

Year 1 0

Year 2 1 1

Year 3 2 3 5

Year 4 1 1

Year 5 1 1 1 3

Year 6 2 1 3

Year 7 1 1 2

Year 8 1 3 3 7

Year 9 1 1 1 3

Total 6 14 7 4 9 40
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4.9.4 District of origin

Despite all their major differences in age, education and marital status, the women 

workers have one thing in common. Most of them have the same district of origin. 

They have predominantly migrated from Jamalpur, the closest district to 

Narayanganj. Therefore, it is not unusual to find many extended members of the same 

family and same village working in the same factory and living in the same area of 

Narayanganj. Having the same origin helps them create a collective network that 

provides supports and assistance while living in the city. In the later chapters, I 

analyse how the collective networks created through the common district of origin 

serve as a moral guardian to women workers and scrutinise what they wear in their 

daily lives.

4.9.5 Reasons for migration and joining the factory 

Migration is an important aspect of women’s lives in my study. Migration not only 

enhances their employment opportunities and purchasing power, it also exposes them 

to a modern and urban consumer culture. My study analyses how the clothing 

consumption practices of women change after migrating to the city and after joining 

the factory work. I also discuss how they look different from other rural women when 

they go back to their villages after migrating to the city.  

All the participants in my research are rural migrants. There are both economic and 

non-economic factors related to their migration. First, the primary reason for 

migration is to get out of poverty, given the lack of work and income-earning 

opportunities in their village (Table 4.5). Poverty is often aggravated by 

unpredictable circumstances such as a flood or the ill health of the male head of the 

household. Then the women migrate with their family and join the factory to 

overcome financial crisis and to survive. 
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Table 4.5: Reason for migration and joining the factory 

Reason for work Number of women

To supplement/increase family income/save for the future 7

To recover from the business losses of the male head of the 

household (father/husband)

4

Irregularity in the income of the male head of the household 

(father/husband)

2

Sudden sickness of the male head of the household 

(father/husband)

3

To repay debt incurred by the male head of the household 

(father/husband)

7

 To get out of poverty/survive 8

To save money for her own future/ self-development 3

Sudden incident (a flood, or a legal case filed against the 

husband, for example)

2

 Breakup of family relation (remarriage of 

husband/divorce/separation)

4

Total 40

Second, women who are not among the poorest families and could have survived in 

the village, they nonetheless migrate to the city to secure a better standard of living, 

to increase the household income and save for their own future as well as for their 

children. The third and final reason for women’s migration is related to their male 

relatives’ behaviour. Many women migrated because their father or husband had 

taken out a loan to start a business and had then been unable to make a profit or repay 

the loan. The whole family then had to migrate and enter factory employment. Apart 

from the debt, husband’s remarriage resulting in divorce or husband’s death are also 

common reasons for migration among the married women I studied. In the case of 

married women who join the factory work in the latter period of their life, the reason 

is often related to their husband’s remarriage. Had their partner not left them alone, 

they would not have thought to migrate and work in the factory. Single women 
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mostly migrate with their family to support and supplement family income. They also 

migrate independently and join the factory to save money, secure their own future 

and for self-development.

4.9.6 Occupation history

For most of the women in my study, factory work is their first job away from home. 

While a few women had worked as home-based workers for various fashion shops, 

most of them had no experience of paid employment other than garment factory. On 

average, women workers spent 1 to 7 years in a factory to learn basic skills and 

knowledge. With the increase in the number of years’ working experience, their 

income also increased. It also enhanced their chances to climb occupational ladder 

by moving to another factory. Women workers who had worked for a few years as 

helpers in one factory, often joined as machine operators in another factory. There 

were however, women workers who preferred to work and stay in the same factory 

for longer period due to the convenience of its location and leave policy. 

4.9.7 Types of work and position in the factory 

There are several positions occupied by both men and women in the factory. The 

entrance job to the garment factory is helper. The helper assists the machine operator 

and learn the basic sewing skills from the operator. The women who have no 

experience of working in the garment industry, join the factory as helpers. During the 

first few months of training, they either receive no salary at all or a meagre income. 

After a few years of experience, they can ride the ladder up to the role of machine 

operator. 

The machine operator maintains and operates the sewing machine. Operators sit in a 

row, with each row assigned a specific task. While machine operators in one row sew 

shirt sleeves, for example, those in another row sew collars. Each machine operator 

is assigned a helper who assists in the sewing process. After sewing, the shirt goes to 

the check-man and poly-man. While the helpers and machine operators work in the 

beginning of a product, the check-man and poly-man work at the end of a production 

process. The duty of the check-man involves finding whether there is any fault in the 

final product. If there is any fault, the product is rejected; otherwise, it is passed on 

to the ‘iron-man’ for ironing. After ironing, the finished garment then finally reaches 
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the table of the ‘poly-man’, who packs the the finished apparel in the polythene bag 

and attaches a label giving the size and other information. The garment is then ready 

for export. 

About 70 per cent of the women in my study work as helpers and machine operators. 

A few women occupy the position of check-man, poly-man and cleaner and only 3 

women have reached the level of quality inspector. Table 4.7 further shows that 

having a better education does not always guarantee a better position in the factory. 

Among 14 helpers, there were 11 women who had no education and there were also 

3 women who studied until year 8. Similarly, a woman with an education level of 

year 9 worked as a machine operator just as her colleague who had only stayed in the 

school until year 3. Climbing the employment ladder however, requires higher 

education. Among the three quality inspectors, all of them went to the higher 

secondary school and studied until year 6, 8 and 9 respectively.

The male informants work in a range of position which includes loader, helper, 

machine operator, quality inspector and supervisor. At the lower end, there were 1 

loader who helped loading and unloading the final products in the van while it was 

ready for export and transportation, 2 men worked as helper and 4 worked as machine 

operator. At the higher level of employment ladder, there were 2 quality inspectors 

and 1 supervisor. 

Among the ten former female workers, most of them became housewives after 

leaving the factory. Only 2 women were employed as domestic workers. The primary 

reason for leaving the factory work was related to pregnancy and caring for younger 

children in the absence of any family support. 

4.9.8 Basic income 

As there are differences in the type of work women do inside the factory, there are 

also differences in their income levels. According to Bangladesh national law, the 

minimum working wage is 5,000 taka per month. Women with lack of experience, 

however, work for less than the minimum wage. On average, women workers in my 

study earn between 2,000 to 9,000 taka per month. Their monthly income rises up to 

10,000 taka with overtime payment. At the entry level, a helper earns between 2,000 

to 7,000 taka per month (Table 4.6). The cleaner makes 5000 to 6000 taka per month. 
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The monthly income of a machine operator is between 3000 to 7,000 taka. The 

monthly wage of the poly-man and check-man ranges from 4,000 to 7,000 taka and 

5000 to 6000 taka respectively. A quality inspector earns between 5,000 to 9,000 taka 

per month. 

The basic income of women also differs according to their level of experience. While 

the workers with less than four years of experience earn between 2000 to 7000 taka, 

the women with more than 10 years of experience earn between 5000 to 7000 taka. 

The income level of the women also depends on the factory in which they work. 

Women working in the larger factories with high production levels are often paid 

better than those with the same or even better qualifications working in the smaller 

factories. I have further explained the key variables by placing them against the 

participants in Table 4.7. The table provides a summary of information related to 

their age, marital status, level of education, position in the factory, their basic income, 

years of joining the factory, reason for migration and their living arrangements. 

Table 4.6:  Basic income of current women workers by occupational pattern

Basic 

income

Type of work

Cleaner Helper Machine 

operator

Quality 

inspector

Poly-

man

Check-

man

No of 

women

2000≤3000 2 2

3000≤4000 2 1 3

4000≤5000 2 1 3

5000≤6000 1 11 4 1 2 2 21

6000≤7000 2 5 1 2 10

7000≤8000 0

8000≤9000 1 1

Total 1 17 12 3 5 2 40
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Table 4.7: A list of women workers with key variables
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4.9.9 Living arrangements and survival strategies in the city

The factory workers often live as a part of a ‘transit society’ or ‘society in transition’ 

which refers to the ambiguous and flexible nature of their living arrangements and 

survival strategies (Mohiuddin 2004: 155). In many instances, they come to the city 

and work in the factory for a few years in a time of need. Then, they return to their 

villages for another couple of years before coming back to the city again and 

resuming working in the factory for several years until they go back to their villages 

permanently. 

In the existing studies on factory workers, the living arrangements of the workers 

vary from living alone in the hostel to living with family (Mohiuddin 2004; 

Dannecker 2002; Siddiqi 1996). However, living arrangements in my study are pretty 

much the same for all women in my study. Married women live with their husband 

and children (Table 4.7). As there are no hostel in the neighbourhood, single women 

in my study do not live independently. Women who are unmarried, divorced and 

separated live either with their families or with relatives. 

The women workers can only afford to rent one room. The local landowners build 

compounds consisting of ten to fifteen rooms and rent rooms to the factory workers 

and other low-income families. A compound usually has one shared kitchen and one 

or two shared toilets. It is common to find compounds in the areas surrounding the 

garment factories. Each compound is separated from another compound by a 

boundary and a gate. A very narrow entry way leads to the rooms scattered 

throughout the compound. The common kitchen and toilets are usually situated at the 

end of the compound. 

Because living expenses are very high in Narayanganj in comparison to the rural 

areas, women who are mothers often leave their children with a family member in 

the village. If they have more than one child, they bring one to Narayanganj and leave 

the others in the village, sending money for their upkeep. Sending children to the 

village is used as a strategy among the women to survive on a low income. However, 

the reason for this arrangement is not always financial. As there is no-one to look 

after the children in Narayanganj, they prefer to leave their children in the village, 

with the supervision of family members, most often their grandparents. When the 
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children grow up, they take them back to the city. In those cases, where the women 

do not have such arrangements, they often rely on their collective network in 

Narayanganj city. They often leave their younger children in the supervision of any 

other older child or any other older woman staying in the neighbourhood or in the 

same compound. There are instances where women leave their jobs or go back to 

their villages when they cannot make arrangements for their young children to be 

looked after. 

Another survival strategy for the women workers is buying necessary items on tick. 

They buy grocery and food items from the local shop without any money. When they 

need to shop for groceries, they go to the shop, buy the items without paying any 

single penny and the shop-owner keeps account and write down the name of the items 

against each customer. When the women get paid, they go to the shop and ask the 

shop-keeper to show them the list and the total amount owed. After paying the due 

for the month, they buy groceries again on tick for the next month. 

4.9.10 Expenditure, saving and consumption patterns

The main determining factor of the consumption practices of women workers is their 

income. There is a positive relation between income and consumption (Andreasen 

and Hodges 2011). The higher the income, the more spending on necessities and the 

lower the income, less spending on essential items. The earnings of the women and 

their families are mostly spent on living expenses. My research study shows that on 

average, the largest percentage of women’s income is spent on the rent and food. The 

rest of the amount is spent on health and children’s education. They also send a 

significant portion of their income to their villages. 

The consumption of clothing depends on their disposable income or how much 

money is left after spending on basic necessities such as food and rent. Women who 

are the sole earner of the family, they have less money to spend on their clothing. 

While there is a family structure consisting of more than one earners, it increases the 

family income and also enhances the budget to spend more on the clothing for the 

family members. However, higher income does not always indicate more spending 

on clothing. There is a reduced budget for clothing consumption in the families who 

have a debt history. As the significant proportion of the family income is spent on 
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repaying the loan, it further increases the family expenditure and therefore, leaves 

less money for buying clothing. After meeting the basic consumption needs, women 

generally save money and invest it in three things: first, buying land and building 

house in their villages; second, buying gold and jewellery for themselves and their 

children and third, saving money to pay dowry for their daughter’s marriage. 

4.10 Conclusion

The chapter has discussed the research strategy and methodological approaches 

chosen for my study and their relevance to the research aim and objectives. As the 

primary aim of my research was to study the clothing practices of women workers in 

the context of Bangladesh, I took a feminist approach that valued the situated 

knowledge and subjective experience of both the researcher and the researched. For 

data collection, I used three main research methods: ethnography, interview and   

focus group discussion. I have added photography as another method to get a visual 

image of the clothing practices of the women workers. I conducted 60 interviews and 

8 FGDs and a total of 117 people, including both men and women, current and former 

garment workers, participated in my research. I used two indicators to recruit the 

research participants: a) marital status and b) age. My study incorporated women who 

were aged between 14 to 50 years old. It attracted women workers who belong to 

five categories in terms of their marital status: unmarried, married, separated, 

divorced and widowed. 

This chapter also includes a summary of my data. I outlined the characteristics of the 

research participants with a focus on their age, marital status, education and district 

of origin. I also discussed their reason for migration and joining the factory 

workforce, their living arrangements and survival strategies in the city, their 

occupational history and types of work they do in the factory, their basic income and 

their expenditure, saving and consumption patterns.

There are certain limitations of my study stemming from the nature of the research 

design and context. My study focused on single and married women who lived with 

their families and who migrated from a particular district. While the specific research 

design of my study brings a new perspective to the exiting research on garment 
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workers, it represents a limited research sample. Therefore, it cannot be generalised 

to study the national statistics on garment workers.

One of the main problems that I faced in my study is the matter of translation. Spivak 

(1993) discussed the potential risks and challenges of translating from other/non-

European to English language. I conducted all the interviews and FGD in Bengali 

language. Being a non-native English speaker, it was very challenging for me to 

translate the data from Bengali to English without losing the essence of the original 

text. It was also difficult to translate the word ‘agency’ in Bengali to make the 

interviewees understand what I am doing in my research. In fact, there is no exact 

word to transfer the meaning of agency in Bengali language. Therefore, I used 

different words to convey the meaning of agency to the participants, such as decision-

making power, choices and restriction on choices. It can be said that the medium of 

translation has influenced, to some extent, the way I presented the data in my thesis. 

The next three chapters are the empirical chapters of my thesis. Chapter 5 examines 

what garment workers wear and what does garment fashion looks like in Bangladesh. 

Chapter 6 discusses the factors which influence and constrain women’s clothing 

choices with a focus on marriage, age and gender relations. The last empirical chapter 

analyses how and to what extent women workers exercise agency in their clothing 

consumption.
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CHAPTER 5: GARMENT FASHION- WHAT DO WOMEN 
FACTORY WORKERS WEAR?

5.1 Introduction

The primary aim of this chapter is to examine what the women workers wear and 

what garment fashion looks like in Bangladesh. I borrowed the chapter title ‘Garment 

Fashion’ from the work of Nandini Gunewardena (2007: 50). Gunewardena used the 

term to challenge the meaning of fashion. On the one hand, the term focuses on the 

identity of the workers both as workers and as creative consumers. On the other hand, 

it challenges the elite associations of the term ‘fashion’ and redefines it from the 

perspective of the garment workers. 

A number of ethnographic studies have briefly discussed the clothing consumption 

of factory workers and argued for the existence of a distinct garment fashion (Wolf 

1990; Pun 2005; Lynch 2007; Hewamanne 2003, 2008, 2012; Cairoli 2011). Sandya 

Hewamanne (2008) used the term ‘garment girl taste’ to indicate the distinctive 

identity of garment factory workers in the free trade zone (FTZ) of Sri Lanka. The 

FTZ workers are easily identifiable as garment workers, even when they are far away 

from the factory, because they adopt a similar clothing style consisting of bright-

coloured salwar and ghagra choli. Lynch (2007) also referred to a clothing style that 

garment workers in particular adopt, which includes skirts and blouses, shoes, 

umbrellas and a special leather purse known as ‘garment bag’. I therefore ask, 

whether there is a distinguishable garment fashion in Bangladesh. I also examine 

what urban fashion looks like in Bangladesh. Then I analyse how different or similar 

the clothing style of the factory workers is from other urban middle-class women. 

While discussing garment fashion, I examine how the clothing style of women 

changes after they migrate to the city and join the factory. By using photographs, I 

illustrate the common clothing practices among factory workers, their daily wear and 

their occasional specific attire, their preferences and likings in colour and design and 

the popular fashion trends among them. I explore the sources from where they buy 

their clothes followed by a discussion on the tailors’ shops where they order their 

clothes to be made. The chapter outlines the apparel that they can wear and that they 

cannot wear in the factory. The chapter ends with a comparative analysis between 
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garment fashion and urban fashion in Bangladesh. The next section illustrates what 

urban fashion looks like in Bangladesh. 

5.2 Urban fashion in Bangladesh

In general, urban women wear salwar kameez and sari (Figure 5.1 and Figure 5.2). 

Salwar kameez is combined of two garments: the salwar and the kameez. The salwar 

is a form of baggy trouser and the kameez is a traditional tunic of varying length. Sari 

is a single piece of unstitched fabric which can be of different length varying from 

4.5 to 8 meters. The sari is worn with blouse and petticoat with one end of the garment 

wrapped around the waist and the other end draped over the shoulder. The men 

mostly wear t-shirt, shirt, pajama (trouser), punjabi (top), lungi (a seamless one-piece 

cloth which covers the lower part of the body) and genji (vest). Although men and 

women are expected to dress differently in traditional custom, many university 

students and urban working women and men nowadays wear unisex clothing, such 

as fotua and trouser. The fotua is a garment made for the upper body and comes to 

just above the knee.  

Figure 5.1: A group of female students in salwar kameez

Source: [Online] http://punjabstudy.com/edu-news/bangladeshi-student-delegation-visits-
lums?page=1

http://punjabstudy.com/edu-news/bangladeshi-student-delegation-visits-lums?page=1
http://punjabstudy.com/edu-news/bangladeshi-student-delegation-visits-lums?page=1
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Figure 5.2: A group of women in red and white sari during Pohela Boishak

Source: [Online] Imported from the Bangladesh Language and cultural Foundation photo gallery, 
See also http://blcfonline.com/gallery.php?al=Pohela%20Boishakh%202012

Figure 5.3: Celebration of spring in yellow sari

Source: [Online] 

http://grabpage.info/t/www.bing.com:80/images/search?q=Pohela+Falgun&FORM=RESTAB

http://blcfonline.com/gallery.php?al=Pohela%20Boishakh%202012
http://grabpage.info/t/www.bing.com:80/images/search?q=Pohela+Falgun&FORM=RESTAB
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One of the distinctive features of urban fashion in Bangladesh is that women mostly 

prefer tailor-made salwar kameez to ready-made wear. Although ready-made shops 

and boutiques have flourished in urban areas, they are mostly popular for unstitched 

clothing and sari. For ordering salwar kameez, urban women from all class rely on 

tailors’ shops.                             

During festivals, urban women wear traditional attire, such as the sari. There are 

primarily two types of festival celebrated in Bangladesh. The first is the religious 

festival, for example, Eid-Ul-Fitr, Durga Puja, Buddha Purnima and Christmas 

celebrated by the Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist and Christian communities respectively. 

The second is the secular festival, celebrated by people from all religious 

backgrounds. These include Pohela Boishakh (the first day of the Bengali New 

Year), Language Movement Day and Independence Day. 

The wearing of particular colours is associated with the celebration of secular 

festivals. For example, during Pohela Boishakh, Bengali women wear red-and-white 

saris (Figure 5.2). Another colourful festival is the first day of spring, Pohela Falgun; 

the colour for clothing is yellow or any loud colour (Figure 5.3). On 26 March, 

Independence Day, women wear red-and-green, since red and green are the colours 

of the national flag. On 21 February, the International Mother Language Day, women 

wear black-and-white saris or salwar kameez. The next section discusses how 

garment fashion looks like as described by the fabric shop owners and tailors in my 

study. It will be followed by another discussion on how the factory workers are 

exposed to an urban consumer culture and how their clothing style have changed after 

they have migrated to the city and joined the factory work.

5.3 Garment fashion in Bangladesh

In order to get a better understanding of garment fashion, I visited the shops from 

where the workers buy fabrics for their clothing and the tailors who make the 

workers’ clothing. During my conversation with the fabric shop owners and tailors, 

both expressed their opinions about what type of dress the women workers wear and 

how they differ from what middle-class women wear. They argue that the women 

workers’ taste is different from that of other urban women. According to them, 

garment factory workers choose bright and loud colours and ‘excessive designs’.  By 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eid_ul-Fitr
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pohela_Boishakh
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Language_Movement_Day
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Independence_Day
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‘excessive designs’, they mean designs that are too ‘busy’, designs that involve 

contrasting colours, striking patterns or the use of ornamentation such as embroidery. 

They stress that the workers prefer glittery and eye-catching material for their 

clothing. Although all the fabrics are usually piled up together in the shops, the fabric 

shop owners, can identify which fabrics are most likely to be picked out by the 

garment workers. 

Like the shop owners, the tailors also think that the workers have a preference for 

excessive design. Even if the women order a normal kameez, they still prefer an 

embroidered neckline and colourful buttons. My conversation with one male tailor 

further describes his perception of the clothing style of the garment workers: 

Fatema: Do the garment workers come here to order clothing?

Tailor: Yes, they come here. 

Fatema: What types of clothing do the workers order? 

Tailor: They order the printed cotton three-piece set. 

Fatema: What type of designs do they order? 

Tailor: Different designs. Actually, they order too many designs. 

Fatema: Can you please explain what you mean by ‘too many designs’? 

Tailor: Shall I show you? For example, if the kameez is normal, then the salwar is too 
heavily designed with cuts and added buttons.

5.4 Migration and changes in clothing style

Most of the workers in my research are rural migrants who came to Narayanganj city 

in search of employment and later joined the factory. While the motives for migration 

are different for each woman, it has opened new opportunities and brought positive 

changes for all of them. As most of them have no previous working experience, the 

first change that has occurred in their lives is their entrance to the factory and 

participation into paid employment outside the home. Having a job leads to the 

second big change in their lives which is their newly found earning capacity and 

purchasing power. Concomitantly, migration to the city introduces them to a new 

urban consumer culture.  They develop new lifestyle and consumption patterns in the 

city. 
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One of the significant changes that can be noticed in their lives is the change in their 

clothing style. There are striking differences between what they used to wear in the 

village and what they wear in the city. The women stressed that clothing was not an 

important part of their rural lives. Many of them used to wear old and faded clothing 

in the village. In contrast, clothing plays a significant role in their urban lives. When 

I asked Mina, a 35-year-old, helper, whether there is any change in her clothing style 

after joining the factory, she replied: ‘Yes, there is a change in my clothing. For 

example, when I lived in the village, I had only three sets of salwar kameez. I used 

to wear faded clothing. But now I spend more on clothing and wear better clothing’. 

While the factory work has enabled women to buy more and better clothing, it also 

necessitates the use of more and better clothing.  As the women work with thousands 

of people in the factory, they do not feel comfortable coming to the factory wearing 

torn and faded clothing that they used to wear in the village. The significance of 

clothing for factory employment has also been brought up in our focus group 

discussions. When asked about the changes in their clothing style after joining the 

factory, the respondents answered in the following ways:

Participant 1: When we were not working in the factory, we needed fewer clothes.

Participant 2: Two/three dresses a year would do.

Participant 3: Now, we work, we need to buy clothing every two months. 

Participant 4: We work among thousands of people. We cannot wear torn clothing in 
those surroundings, right? 

Apart from the factory work, the urban culture has also facilitated the change in their 

clothing style. Both Rizia and Munira, working as machine operators, focused on the 

importance of clothing consumption in their urban lives and pointed out the ruthless 

culture of the city where the urban people are less considerate about one’s financial 

circumstances and more judgemental about one’s look and clothing style.

Here in the city, people don’t have sympathy for you or for your poverty. I came to the 
city with just one piece of cloth. When I joined the factory, I used to go to work wearing 
the same dress every day. My fellow workers started talking about my clothing behind 
by back. I remembered buying two new dresses for myself after getting my first month’s 
salary.  (Rizia)

The way we lived here, in the city, is different from the way we lived in the village. 
Clothing was not a very important part of our rural lives as we did not go out that much. 
But here, in the city, clothing is very important for us. People here (in the city) might 
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not have any idea about your financial situation, but they can judge you by looking at 
your cloth (Munira) 

Both Rizia and Munira’s statement shows how their clothing style has changed 

significantly after migration to the city and joining the factory work and how the 

urban culture has facilitated the change. The following section illustrates some of the 

common clothing consumption practices among the factory workers.

5.5 Clothing practices among factory workers

The most common and frequently worn clothing among the factory workers I 

interviewed is salwar kameez (Figure 5.4). Although salwar kameez is also the 

standard clothing for other urban women in Bangladesh, not just the workers, it is the 

only type of clothing currently permitted inside the factory. While dressing in salwar 

kameez, the women accessorise it with a orna or scarf.

Figure 5.4: A worker wearing salwar kameez and orna

                     Source: Author’s photograph

Orna (scarf)

Kameez (top)   

Salwar 

(bottom) 

(bottom)
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The orna is, in fact, considered as the most important part of their clothing. No matter 

whether the salwar kameez is new, old or not so pretty, the orna has be new and 

decent looking. While the women workers often go to the factory wearing a normal 

outfit, they make sure that they wear a nice scarf. The women believe that the orna 

adds beauty to the salwar kameez, so if their scarf is attractive, their overall 

appearance will be, too. Therefore, they always mix and match their scarves with 

their salwar kameez. It is noticeable that they particularly match their scarves with 

their salwar or pant (Figure 5.5).

Figure 5.5: A woman wearing matching scarf and salwar and a Burmese 

sandal

  Source: Author’s photograph  

One of the recognisable features in their clothing style is their footwear. The women 

wear informal footwear, especially a type of flip-flop, known as the Burmese sandal 

in Bangladesh (Figure 5.5). Due to comfort and safety considerations, they wear 

sandals at work and on casual occasions. Their fancy shoes are kept to wear on special 

occasions, Pohela Boishakh, for example.
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Another obvious feature of the women’s clothing practices is the observation of 

purdah or veiling. Despite differences among them in terms of their age, marital 

status, education and migration history, all adhere to the norms of purdah. While 

purdah can take many visible forms, the women generally refer to covering the head 

and chest with a scarf as the most common form of purdah (Figure 5.6). They are 

also seen wearing burqa with or without face veil (Figure 5.7).

Figure 5.6: A group of women covering their head with orna

  Source: Author’s photograph  
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Figure 5.7: A woman wearing a burqa and face veil

                                  Source: Author’s photograph   

Noticeably, the women participants have a preference for cotton over georgette as a 

clothing material. Cotton is regarded as more convenient, cheap and comfortable 

given the high temperatures inside the factory. They also prefer it because it complies 

more easily with the norms of purdah. Georgette is a slippery material: it is difficult 

to keep a georgette headscarf, in particular, in place over the head. As the headscarf 

frequently falls down, it is hard to maintain purdah with a georgette scarf. Only a 

very few women wear georgette salwar kameez and scarf, but they use a safety pin 

to keep the georgette scarf in place over their chest and head. Nonetheless, the 

majority of the workers generally avoid georgette as a fabric both for the salwar 

kameez and for the headscarf. 
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The women have specific preferences as regards the texture, colour, design and 

pattern of their clothing. Laila’s favourite colour is black and favourite design is the 

floral print. For Lipi, it is olive, green and pink as her favourite colour and slim fit, 

round and flared as her favourite design for salwar kameez. Lipi expressed her liking 

for a few colours and design: 

I have a weakness for olive salwar kameez. A few months ago, I bought one olive 
kameez. I also like green and pink colour. When I visited the market last time, I found 
one white kameez with a floral design which I really liked. I want to buy the fabric on 
this Eid if it is still available in the market. (Lipi)  

While a few women like plain or matching coloured clothes, others prefer printed or 

patterned clothes (Figure 5.8). For women who wear printed clothing, it is simply a 

matter of individual likes and dislikes. Rahima, a helper, is so fond of printed designs 

that all her salwar kameez are made from printed fabric. Many women, however, 

choose plain fabrics for their clothing as these are cheaper and easy to combine with 

an old kameez or salwar. As Seema, who works as a check-man in the factory, 

explained to me why she liked such clothes, ‘I like single-coloured salwar. These 

salwars last for a long time’. 

Figure 5.8: Women wearing printed kameez (right) and plain kameez (left)

              

Source: Author’s photographs
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When it comes to designing their clothing, the most important consideration for the 

women is to choose neckline of their garment. No matter how simple the kameez is, 

they always want it to have a beautiful neckline. By selecting a good design for the 

neckline, they can turn their simple dress into an elegant one. Therefore, designing 

the neckline is the area where they like to be the most creative and fashionable. There 

are a variety of neckline designs that the workers love to wear. The most common is 

the round neckline. This design is favoured by all women workers, irrespective of 

their age and generation and marital status, partly because of its simplicity.  They 

have another favourite neckline design, which is square-shaped and is called the ‘box 

neckline’ (Figure 5.9). They also have a liking for what they call the ‘boat neckline’, 

a wide neckline running across the collarbones to the shoulder.  

Figure 5.9: A woman showing her box neckline 

    

   Source: Author’s photographs   

One of the popular fashion trends among the women is the long kameez and tight 

salwar. Diba revealed how she followed the latest fashion trend and mentioned her 

favourite design for clothing: 

I wear salwar kameez according to the style and fashion of the season. Now I wear long 
kameez because now they are in fashion. I watch which designs are displayed on the 
mannequins in the shop and in the market. (Diba)
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Another fashionable clothing which is very popular among the workers is called the 

‘pakhi’ dress (Figure 5.10). The dress is named after the central female character 

‘pakhi’ of an Indian drama serial. It is a long length kameez, with a slim fitted top, a 

fitted waist and a flared and round end. Perhaps this is the reason why it is also known 

as the ‘round dress’ among the workers.

Although the women do not wear saris regularly, they still prefer saris as occasional 

wear – for a wedding, for example. As the sari is not a made-up garment, anyone can 

wear anyone else’s sari. Therefore, those who do not own a sari can borrow one from 

others. The only thing they need to do so is to buy a blouse and a petticoat to wear 

with the sari. As Rabeya said, ‘I really like wearing sari on special occasion, although 

I don’t have any sari in my wardrobe collection. So, whenever I want to wear a sari, 

I borrow one from my elder sister’. 

Figure 5.10: The pakhi dress ordered by the workers at the tailor shop

         Source: Author’s photograph   
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5.6 Shopping for clothing: the market and local traders

Salwar kameez can be purchased and worn in two ways. The first is a ‘three-piece 

set’ consisting of kameez, salwar and orna (Figure 5.11). The ‘three-piece set’ can 

be bought either as an already made-up set or as unstitched, individual pieces of 

fabric ready to be sewn at home or by a tailor. The women who like the three-piece 

set argue that the colour matching between the top, bottom and scarf makes the attire 

as well as the wearer look beautiful. 

Figure 5.11: Three-piece salwar kameez piled up for selling in the market

           Source: Author’s photograph   

The second way to produce the salwar kameez is to buy the fabric separately for 

salwar and kameez and then make them up. The workers call it ‘gauze cloth’ or 

‘gauze fabric’. It takes two to three gauzes of fabric, which is equal to 1.83 to 2.74 

meter, to make a kameez and one and a half to two gauzes to make a salwar, 

depending on the height of the wearer. Many workers prefer to buy the fabric 

separately because it is cheap and they can combine new items with old ones. For 

example, they can buy a new yellow kameez to combine with an old yellow salwar. 

In this way, they can save money and buy more than one piece of clothing. While the 
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workers who prefer three-piece sets focus on how they look, those who prefer gauze 

cloth are more concerned with the cost and their savings. 

On average, the workers purchase clothing twice a year, plus additional clothes for 

Eid and special occasions such as weddings. When they purchase clothing, they 

usually buy two or three sets at one time so that they do not need to invest in more 

for a few months. Lahiri (2013) calls the workers’ clothing consumption ‘slow 

fashion’ as they spend less due to their low earning capacities. The tailors however, 

claim that the workers buy a large number of salwar kameez sets, even more than 

urban middle-class women, during Eid. As Pervin, a tailor who is herself a former 

garment worker, reports: ‘The factory workers order a large number of salwar 

kameez. At present, they order even more clothing than the past. Now they have more 

income, more money. Now they can spend on as many as salwar kameez as they 

want’. 

The main occasion for shopping for all workers is Eid which is celebrated twice a 

year. The workers primarily buy clothing during the first Eid or Eid-Ul-Fitr, which 

comes after the month of Ramadan (fasting). As the second Eid or Eid-Ul-Adha 

involves animal sacrifice, the workers generally do not buy clothing and instead 

spend money on goats or cows to sacrifice on Eid day. 

On both Eids, the workers receive bonus pay. They often go shopping after getting 

their bonus. The women who come from relatively better off family backgrounds 

begin shopping even before they receive their bonuses. Shopping early helps them 

avoid queues and crowd in the market and in the tailors’ shops during Eid. They buy 

two sets of clothing during this period. The first set is generally more expensive than 

the second set. It may cost 2,000 to 3,000 taka by comparison with 1,000 taka for the 

second set. Sometimes both purchases involve salwar kameez. At other times, the 

first purchase is a salwar kameez and the second is a sari. Women from lower-income 

families wait for their Eid bonus for shopping. As they usually get the bonus just 

before the Eid vacation, they often end up buying clothing after Eid. Due to their 

lower budgets, they have to stick to buying one set of clothing for Eid. 
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There are two sources for buying clothing: the market and local door-to-door traders. 

The shopping experiences from the two sources are quite different from each other. 

While the women travel to the market to buy their clothing, they do not have to do 

so with the traders as the traders come to their homes to cater to their daily needs. 

Small markets exist in every neighbourhood that cater to their daily needs (Figure 

5.12). There is also a central market in Narayanganj known as the Kalibazar (bazar 

means ‘market’ in Bengali), which offers a variety of products including clothing for 

all types of people in the town. Whereas the workers buy casual clothing and daily 

wear from the nearest shops in their neighbourhood, they usually go to the Kalibazar 

market to buy clothing for special occasions, such as Eid and other festivals. 

Kalibazar offers a range of clothing, shoes and bags from neighbouring countries 

such as, India, Myanmar and China –as well as second-hand and rejected products 

and locally produced goods.
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Figure 5.12: A glimpse of the local market selling vegetables, clothing and 
shoes

  

  Source: Author’s photographs



132

The second way of buying clothes, which is more popular among the women 

workers, is to buy from the local traders, who are mostly women. These local women, 

who do not work in the garment factory, sell fabric, undergarments and ready-made 

clothing to the factory workers. They visit the workers’ homes every other Friday, 

when the workers are at home (As Friday is the weekly holiday in Bangladesh). The 

workers prefer the local traders to the market because purchasing from the former is 

more convenient in terms of both time and cost. Sufia told me: ‘We buy our clothes 

in instalments’. By instalment, she meant that the women who sell clothes give their 

clients the option of buying on account, with only a small deposit; the rest is paid the 

following week or month when the workers get paid.  When I asked, surprised, why 

someone would part with her goods for so little money, or even none, Sufia said: 

Of course, they do. We, all the women who live in this compound, buy from the same 
female trader. We buy all our clothing from her. If the price of the salwar kameez is 
1,200 taka, sometimes we give 600 taka. The remaining 600 taka can be paid next 
month. We cannot pay everything in one go. (Sufia)

The system of buying clothing from a female trader in instalments works on the basis 

of trust.  It represents a win-win situation for both parties. On the one hand, it provides 

some extra income for local women who do not or cannot work in the garment 

factory. On the other hand, it provides a flexible payment system and the option of 

shopping from home to the workers. 

I wanted to meet the clothing trader, so I asked Sufia whether she would visit that 

day. Sufia replied, ‘No, not today. She will come next week when we will get our 

wages’. The traders know when the workers get paid and when is the best time to 

visit their homes to sell clothing. When a trader arrives, she usually sits in a worker’s 

room and the other workers living in that same compound eventually join her and she 

shows them her pieces of fabrics. 

Buying clothing from the local traders is one of the key social and gendered spaces 

for the women in my study. It becomes more like sitting with other women and 

gossiping and having fun. If they like a fabric, they keep it. The women who do not 

buy any fabric in a given week still get the chance to see what other women are 

buying and to talk about the quality and colour of the fabrics on offer. As the traders 

visit frequently, they eventually become close with the workers, like friends. It is, 
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therefore, not difficult to understand why the workers prefer to buy fabrics for their 

clothes this way, even though the local traders offer a more limited range than the 

market traders. 

5.7 The tailor shop

While women workers make clothing for the global consumer, their clothes are being 

made by the tailors, known as darji in Bengali. As tailor-made clothing in Bangladesh 

is generally cheaper than ready-to-wear apparel, most of the factory workers wear 

tailor-made clothing. There are two types of tailoring shops: the first makes clothing 

only for women and the second makes only men’s clothing. In the past, the darji was 

generally a male role. Nowadays, many women, some of them are former garment 

workers, have started working as darji (Lahiri 2013). 

After buying the fabric, the women either sew their own clothing at home or visit a 

darji or a tailor’s shop to leave the fabric and order clothing to be made up for them. 

Although most of the workers operate sewing machines in the factory, they do not 

know how to sew their own clothing. As the factory workers are involved with a 

particular section and not with the complete production of an individual garment, 

they learn only basic sewing skills in the factory: for example, how to sew the sleeve 

of a t-shirt. Most of them therefore, depend on others to make their clothing. 

The few women who learn sewing, learn it of their own accord primarily to save on 

the cost of tailoring. For example, Sabina, a machine operator, learned to sew three 

years ago. She now sews her own clothing as well as those of her daughter. Workers’ 

family members often work as tailors. Likhi, a machine operator, is lucky to have a 

husband who is a tailor and makes her clothing. The couple owns a sewing machine. 

Likhi’s husband makes clothing for the whole family, for Likhi as well as for their 

three children.  

While the tailor shops are run either by a man or by a woman, the workers prefer to 

go to a female tailor as they feel more comfortable giving their body measurements 

to a woman. In addition, female tailors usually charge less than male tailors. 

However, the women consider the male tailors more skilled than the female tailors. 

Therefore, they tend to visit the male tailors despite their higher charges for ordering 

comparatively expensive garments for special events, such as Eid or a wedding 
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ceremony. The following section moves to the discussion on what the women wear 

at work and how their clothing is determined by the factory rules. 

5.8 The factory and working apparel 

The working apparel of the garment workers is, to some extent, determined by factory 

regulations. Women are only allowed to wear salwar kameez on the factory premises. 

Salwar kameez is preferred to sari or burqa in the factory as it enables easier exit in 

an emergency. A few years ago, the garment workers used to wear either a sari or 

salwar kameez, but the sari is now prohibited in factories on the grounds that it is 

apparently not safe to wear sari at work. The prohibition on sari is the result of the 

recent accidents of building collapse and fires in Bangladesh that has brought 

international attention and led to the tightening of factory rules as a result of pressure 

from foreign buyers.6 The justification for the banning is that the sari obstructs the 

mobility access for the women and thereby, it decreases their chances to save life by 

fleeing quickly through fire exits in the event of fire or any other emergency.  As 

Runa, a helper, explained: 

There is a rule! You cannot wear a sari. Just think, you are wearing a sari and there is a 
fire. You try to escape but you trip and fall as the loose end of your sari catches on the 
stairs. It is your loss, isn’t it? That’s why the rule is there. (Runa)

Again, safety considerations mean that the workers are not allowed to wear any fancy 

shoe or heel in the factory. Chadni, a 27-year-old, married, helper commented:

I cannot wear heels in the factory. I have to climb the stairs. What if I fall down when 
I’m wearing heels, in case of an emergency or rush on the stairs? (Chadni)

A few factories provide a uniform to their workers regularly. The workers wear it 

and return it to the factory once a week to be washed for free. As Jaheda, who works 

as a helper, explained: 

We wear shirt and scarf at work. Everyone has to wear the uniform but the colour is 
different for different sections. For example, the fire wardens wear red shirts and 
workers from another section wear yellow shirts. If a buyer comes, we also wear a mask 
(Jaheda) 

6 See also https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2013_Savar_building_collapse 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/dec/08/bangladesh-factory-fires-fashion-latest-crisis

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/dec/08/bangladesh-factory-fires-fashion-latest-crisis
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The other factories supply uniforms to the workers only during specific times, 

particularly if a foreign buyer is visiting. The garment workers are given aprons or t-

shirts to wear over their salwar kameez and a facemask to wear when the buyers are 

present. Factories that cannot afford to supply a uniform simply tell the workers 

beforehand when buyers will be visiting and ask them to come to the factory dressed 

as best as they can. 

Due to the factory restrictions, there are significant changes in the clothing 

consumption of women workers who used to wear sari before taking up the factory 

employment. Lucky, a 31-year-old, helper, was among those women who wore a sari 

when she was not working. Eventually she started working at a factory and therefore 

had to change her style of clothing from the sari to the salwar kameez. The restriction 

has also served to reduce the overall consumption of sari by the workers who stopped 

purchasing and wearing sari regularly. Since they spent most of their time in the 

factory where they are not permitted to wear saris, they do not find it necessary to 

purchase or collect saris. Rather, they prefer to buy salwar kameez that they can also 

wear at work. Sabina said, ‘I don’t purchase sari nowadays. I stopped buying any 

new saris. I don’t remember buying any new sari in the last three years’. When Mina 

migrated to Narayanganj city from her village, she brought a few salwar kameez but 

not a single sari because she knew that she had to wear salwar kameez in the factory. 

Some women have a very minimal use of saris in their lives. As it is vividly expressed 

by Sumi who stated that: ‘Now I have even forgotten how to wear a sari’. 

The factory rules also have an impact on the use of the burqa at work. Most factories 

do not allow women wearing the burqa and the niqab (face cover) on the premises. 

The few women who wear burqa and face veil to work are asked to take it off for 

identity verification by the security guard at the factory gate. As a result, many 

women have stopped wearing burqa and niqab altogether while going to the factory. 

The influence of the factory on women’s clothing can be understood by making a 

comparison between the clothing consumption practices of the current and former 

workers. When the women leave the factory, it also affects their clothing 

consumption. As they do not go to the factory, they do not feel the need to buy new 

clothing. Former garment workers consider spending money on their clothing as an 
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extravagance as they no longer work and cannot contribute financially to their 

families. They cut their own clothing consumption budget to reduce household 

expenditure. As Rokshana, who worked as a machine operator and now a housewife, 

pointed out: 

It was better to work in the factory. I had money in my hand. I bought whatever I wanted 
in the past. I bought salwar kameez for myself. Now I have no money. Now I cannot 
buy anything... now it’s even difficult to survive, how can I go shopping? Now I do not 
go to work, so I buy just one salwar kameez in a year. After paying for the rent, groceries 
and children’s education, do I have the luxury to buy clothing? (Rokshana)

Many of the former workers also returned to their old practice of wearing the sari 

after leaving the factory. Poly, for example, wore salwar kameez when she worked 

as a helper in a factory. After she has left the factory work, she has become a 

housewife. With the change in her occupation, she has also changed her clothing style 

and has gone back to her previous habit of wearing the sari. Poly describes her 

experience in the following lines: ‘I used to wear sari when I was living in the village. 

When I joined the garment industry, I started wearing salwar kameez. After I left the 

factory, I started wearing the sari again’. The next section analyses the connection 

between the workers’ production and consumption lives and examines whether they 

wear what they produce in the factory. 

5.9 The blurred line between work and home: wearing and storing clothing at 
home

At home, women are seen wearing maxi, long dress, salwar kameez or sari (Figure 

5.13). Due to the long working hours, they do not get enough time to stay at home. 

In fact, they spend so much time at the factory that it becomes their home and the 

line between these two spheres often becomes blurred. Therefore, most women wear 

the same clothes (salwar kameez) at work and at home. Instead of buying separate 

clothing for work and home, they prefer to buy only working apparel that can also be 

worn at home. 

I don’t have extra clothes to wear just at home. All my clothes are work clothes. When 
I go out to work, I cannot wear faded or torn clothing. I feel ashamed. So, I make only 
working clothes that I can also wear at home. (Liza)

What I wear at work, I also wear that at home. The factory and home are the same for 
me. I am only off today. The factory opens again tomorrow. There is no time, no time 
to make a difference between what I wear at home and what I wear at the factory. (Sumi)
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I wear the same clothing at the factory and at home. I stay at home just for a couple of 
hours. I come home from work at night at 10 pm and go to the factory again the next 
morning at 8 am. So, what’s the point of buying extra clothing for home? (Rizia)

At home, the women usually store their clothing in two ways. They store their daily 

wear either in a rail or just by hanging in a line in the wall. After they return from 

work, they take off their work cloth, wash and hang it to dry and then store it to wear 

to the factory on another day (Figure 5.14). They keep their best clothes that they 

plan to wear on special occasion primarily in a wardrobe or almirah (Figure 5.15). 

They also use unusual and indigenous methods to store their clothing. I have seen 

women keeping their salwar kameez under their pillow so that their attires are pressed 

when they sleep on the pillow. This method of storing the clothes makes their 

garment look like ironed. They also store their clothes in a bean bag in the exceptional 

cases where they cannot afford to buy a wardrobe.
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Figure 5.13: Two women wearing a sari (right) and long (maxi) dress (left) at 
home

     

    Source: Author’s photographs   

Figure 5.14: clothes hung up to dry in the worker’s home

 

        Source: Author’s photographs 



139

Figure 5.15: Clothes in an almirah (above right), in a rail (above left) and 
hanging on a line (below)

       

Source: Author’s photographs   

5.10 Clothing for special occasions 

In general, the factory workers’ clothing can be divided into two types: first, their 

work clothes, which they also tend to wear around the home and second, clothes for 

special occasion. Since there are restriction on what they can wear and cannot wear 

at work, they utilise the special occasions to wear exclusive and expensive outfit. 

Clothing for special occasions is therefore, very different from the daily wear. The 
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workers use a personal term to describe their special occasion clothes. They have 

appropriated the term ‘high-fi’ to refer to something that is posh and that 

distinguishes these clothes from the ‘normal’ ones they usually wear at work and at 

home (Figure 5.16 and 5.17). While they invest at least 500 to 600 taka in a normal 

set of clothes (salwar kameez), they often invest as much as 1,000 to 1,200 taka for 

a ‘high-fi’ attire. 

For all the women workers, the most special occasion for buying clothing is 

undoubtedly Eid. Apart from Eid, there are other special occasions that give them the 

opportunity to wear nice clothes. One such occasion is when the women have their 

photos taken, either alone or with their families (Figure 5.18). Weddings – of relatives 

or neighbours - also offer them the opportunity to dress up. 
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Figure 5.16: A normal kameez (left) and a high-fi kameez (right)

      

            Source: Author’s photograph   

Figure 5.17: Fabric bought for high-fi salwar kameez

       

         Source: Author’s photographs   
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Figure 5.18: Workers’ portraits

  

                        Source: Author’s photographs   
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There are other special occasions when the women workers wear matching clothing. 

Some of the special occasions are National Victory Day, Valentine’s Day or the first 

day of the Bengali New Year. On these occasions, the women wear the same colour 

clothing (5.19). For a given occasion, they choose a particular colour and everyone 

makes the same coloured salwar kameez. Pinky, a 17-year-old, single, machine 

operator, mentioned what she wore during one of the special occasions: ‘I ordered a 

kameez with other factory workers on December 16. It was green and red’. She 

explained the relation between the observation of the special day and colour: 

One colour means whatever colour you like, same colour for five or ten workers. One 
will be the captain; she will be responsible for ordering the fabric for all of us. We will 
tell her that we will make these clothes together. In this way, we want to wear dresses 
of all different colours. That’s why, if someone does not have a dress of a particular 
colour, she asks the others, ‘do you have [something in] this colour? I will also wear 
this colour’. You cannot get enough of the same fabric for five or six people in the 
printed design or any other design. That’s why, we get one colour. One colour, same 
fabric. (Pinky)

The chosen colour of celebration also varies according to the production floor where 

women work. During the festivals, Pohela Boishakh in particular, the women 

workers match the colour of their outfit with other workers from the same production 

floor. As Firoza, a machine operator, said: 

Different floor, different colour. Everyone wears colour according to the factory floor 
where she works. So, some workers wear green and some red. (Firoza)

A conversation with Hena, a machine operator, also showed how colour and fashion 

are connected on the factory floor: 

Fatema: Do you wear the same clothing at any particular time?

Hena: Yes, on the occasion of Pohela Boishak, all of us, about 15 to 20 women workers 
on the same production line, make the same clothes. 

Fatema: Is there any particular colour for your clothes for Pohela Boishak?

Hena: During Pohela Boishak, we wear white and red. This year, we have made white 
kameez, red salwar and red orna. We all went to the factory wearing the same clothing. 
(Hena)
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Figure 5.19: Two women wearing the similar white and red sari on Pohela 
Boishakh 

                                Source: Author’s photograph   

The last special occasion for the garment workers is the night before the Eid vacation. 

The night is called ‘chand raat’ or ‘Moon Night’. In Bangladesh, Moon Night is 

usually the night before Eid day as the Eid is determined according to the phases of 

the moon. Moon night is celebrated with fireworks, joy and happiness. Although the 

night that the workers call Moon Night is not the actual festival, they still call it Moon 

Night because it is the night of celebration and joy for them before Eid vacation. 

The workers are overjoyed as they get their salary and Eid bonus on this particular 

night. The night is celebrated with cultural functions in which the garment workers 

take part and enjoy. The night is also the occasion when the workers can wear any 

clothing they wish to wear. Many women come to the factory wearing the sari on this 

night, a garment that is not allowed in the factory premises at other times. Figure 5.20 
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shows that three women wearing sari with heavy design and embellishments. As it 

can be noted from the picture, the women do not observe purdah on this particular 

occasion: they do not wear a headscarf, so that they can display their clothes and hair 

to full advantage. The next section analyses whether there is a recognisable garment 

fashion in Bangladesh and how similar or different it is from the urban fashion.

Figure 5.20: Workers wearing sari in their factory on the night before Eid

Source: Author’s photograph   

5.11 Conclusion: garment fashion and urban fashion

In this chapter, I examined what the women workers wear and what garment fashion 

looks like in Bangladesh. The term ‘garment fashion’ was invented as a way to 

challenge the notion of fashion as something associated with the elite class 

(Gunewardena 2007: 50). It aims to redefine fashion as a means to express the distinct 

clothing style of factory workers. Ethnographic studies have focused on the lifestyle 

and consumption patterns of women working in the global factories (Wolf 1990; Pun 

2005; Lynch 2007; Hewamanne 2003, 2008, 2012; Cairoli 2011). These studies 

argued for the existence of a distinct garment fashion. They have appropriated terms 
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such as ‘garment girl taste’ or ‘garment bag’ to refer to clothing consumption style 

that is exclusively adopted by factory workers. The distinct style of clothing means 

the factory workers can be distinguished from other women and identified as such 

even when they are far from the factory.

As is evident from my conversations with the fabric shop owners and tailors, there is 

a recognisable garment fashion in Bangladesh. Both groups have argued that there is 

a distinct garment fashion to the extent that they are able to identify particular types 

of fabric and designs that the workers usually choose and that differ from the choices 

made by middle-class women. The existence of a garment fashion is also visible in 

the common clothing practices among the women workers in my study: all of them 

wear tailor-made salwar kameez; they cover their head with scarf to observe the norm 

of purdah; they wear Burmese sandals due to comfort and safety considerations ; 

they prefer cotton to georgette clothing given the high temperature of factory and its 

better compliance with the norms of purdah. While the tailor-made salwar kameez is 

the standard clothing for both urban middle-class and working-class women, what 

really distinguishes the clothing of factory workers from other urban women is their 

distinct clothing style. Dressing in cotton salwar kameez and purposely avoiding 

georgette, wearing the Burmese sandals, covering their head with scarves and moving 

in groups further makes it easier for others to identify them as garment workers.  

Garment fashion is also evident in their purchasing patterns and the sources from 

where they obtain their clothing. The workers in my study purchase clothing from 

two sources: the market and the local traders. While they purchase fabric for daily 

wear from the small markets in their neighbourhoods, they go to the central market 

known as Kalibazar to buy clothing for special occasions, such as Eid and other 

festivals. The second way of buying clothes, which is more popular among the 

workers, is to buy from the local traders, mostly women. The workers prefer the local 

traders to the market because the traders bring the clothing to the women’s own 

residence and give them the opportunity to buy clothing in instalments. The common 

practice of buying from local market and local traders suggests that there is a niche 

market for the factory workers.
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Although there is a recognisable garment fashion in Bangladesh, it cannot be defined 

in singular term. Garment fashion in Bangladesh is diverse and colourful. Despite 

having a few common clothing practices, the workers’ clothing consumption differ 

in several ways: in their choices of colour, their preference for scarf and design of 

neckline, their preference for three-piece sets and their preferences for plain and 

printed kameez. The diversity of garment fashion is what connects it to the urban 

fashion which is also diverse, vibrant and colourful. Urban fashion in Bangladesh is 

expressed in the use of varying casual attire that women wear in their daily lives and 

the traditional attire that they wear during festivals. Urban fashion is also reflected in 

the celebration of festivities and the selection of colour where each occasion is 

celebrated by wearing outfit made of a particular colour, wearing red and white sari 

on Pohela Boishak, wearing red and green on victory day, for example. I have 

discussed how women workers in my study are introduced to the urban consumer 

culture after migrating to the city and how the factory work and the urban culture has 

facilitated change in their clothing style. As it can be noted, the women used to wear 

faded clothing in the village, but they wear more and better clothing in the city. They 

participate in urban culture and keep up with the latest fashion trends by wearing 

fashionable clothing such as pakhi dress. They also take part in the urban culture 

through the celebration of festivals. Similar to other urban middle-class women, they 

also celebrate Pohela Boishak wearing white and red sari.

In a nutshell, the women workers in my study adopt a distinct style. Nevertheless, 

they attempt to be part of the broader urban consumer culture. The diversity of 

garment fashion, the celebration of festivals and wearing of the same colour clothing 

among women factory workers often resembles and reflects the essence of urban 

fashion in Bangladesh. The next chapter discusses how marriage, age and gender 

relations determine the clothing consumption practices of women factory workers in 

Bangladesh. It examines the role of male relatives, male and female colleagues and 

collective networks in influencing women’s clothing choices. It analyses whether any 

restrictions on women’s choices in clothing can be attributed to their lack of agency. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONSTRAINTS ON CLOTHING CHOICES- 
MARRIAGE, AGE AND GENDER RELATIONS

6.1 Introduction

The central objective of this chapter is to examine how marriage, age and gender 

relations control and influence the clothing choices of women factory workers. It 

examines how the marital status influences the clothing practices of women; how the 

clothing choices of married women are controlled by their husbands who also control 

their income and access to the market; how clothing signals attractiveness for single 

women and how it becomes a way to confirm the gender norms of being a dutiful 

wife for the married women who rely on their husband’s decision on what to wear; 

how clothing expresses motherhood for women who have children and how it 

becomes a site of negotiation between the freedom to choose what to wear and the 

burden of responsibility as a female head of the household in the absence of a 

husband for divorced and separated women. The chapter also examines how age and 

clothing are related and how women in Bangladesh are concerned about being 

ridiculed for wearing clothing that is not age appropriate. It also brings out the 

generational conflict in the matter of clothing consumption where the older women 

workers disapprove the clothing choices of younger women. While analysing the 

gendered experience of women in their clothing consumption, it analyses how the 

male gaze and the attitude of male factory workers divide the clothing choices open 

to women into good versus bad and modest versus immodest. It also focuses on the 

power of collective networks including female colleagues from the factory in 

persuading women on what to wear. 

As the women in my study have limited choices in clothing, the chapter ends with 

asking whether any restriction on women’s clothing choices indicate a lack of agency 

or is it a patriarchal bargain. The term ‘patriarchal bargain’ is coined by Deniz 

kandiyoti (1988) to analyse how women negotiate and strategise within constraints. 

It refers to a set of concrete constraints or a set of rules followed by both men and 

women. Despite the rules, as Kandiyoti argues, patriarchal bargain leaves the space 

to resist, redefine and renegotiate those rules. By providing the examples of two 

forms of patriarchal system, Kandiyoti analyses how women employ different 

strategies in oppressive contexts to maximise their interest. For example, women in 
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Sub-Saharan Africa resist to work as unpaid family labour and abandon their husband 

who has failed to provide them with economic support. Women in South East Asia, 

in contrast, comply with the gender norms of being a dutiful wife in the face of 

economic dependence on men. Women in my study live within a patriarchal system 

which restricts their clothing choices. While discussing the constraints they face in 

their clothing choices, I am interested to know whether these constraints suggest their 

lack of agency or their patriarchal bargains. The next section discusses the influence 

of marriage and male dominance on women’s clothing practices. 

6.2 Marriage, male dominance and clothing

Marriage is one of the most influential factors in the matter of clothing consumption 

for women in my study. Given the significance of marriage as an institution in the 

lives of women and its importance in determining gender roles and relations in 

Bangladesh, it is crucial to understand how marriage plays a decisive role in shaping 

women’s clothing choices. What the garment workers wear varies according to their 

marital status. While consumption is often an expression of modern gender identities 

for the unmarried workers (Yu and Pan 2008), it is an expression of motherhood for 

married workers (Yuzhen 2011). While the unmarried workers spend money on 

themselves to buy cosmetics and other products in order to achieve freedom, 

independence and modern femininity, married workers, however, spend less on 

themselves and more on their families and children (Yuzhen 2011). A study shows 

that single workers often try to look attractive to their male peers in order to find a 

marriage partner and ‘Making oneself attractive to the opposite sex requires material 

investment in one’s appearance through the purchase and use of cosmetics and 

fashionable clothes…’ (Atmavilas 2008: 64). Single women in my study also wear 

nice clothing to look attractive. They give particular importance to what they wear in 

the factory and their working clothes are usually of good quality. The reason why the 

single workers spend on clothing was explained by Mubina:

There are women in the factory who wear stylish and fashionable clothing. Particularly, 
women who are not married dress up in a stylish way and think that if they look 
beautiful, men will look at them and they will get married. (Mubina)
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In comparison to unmarried women, married women in my study, particularly those 

who are also mothers, invest less in their clothing and spend more on buying clothing 

for their children. While both unmarried and married women have lack of choices, 

the latter usually enjoy less choices and freedom in the matter of clothing 

consumption than the former. Married women’s clothing choices are mostly 

controlled by their husband. When the couple lives with the husband’s parents, the 

mother-in-law also has a say in what her daughter-in-law should wear. 

The clothing consumption of women workers is largely influenced and controlled by 

the male members of their families in three ways: first, the male relatives have a 

particular opinion about what the female members of their family will wear, second, 

they control women’s income and third, they put a restriction on women’s access to 

the market. The next few sub-sections discuss how male dominance within the family 

and marriage plays a key role in defining the clothing consumption of married and 

unmarried women. It focuses on the clothing style of four groups of women on the 

basis of their marital status: single women, married women without any children, 

married women with children and divorced and separated women. 

6.2.1 I will wear what my husband will ask me to wear: Influence of men’s 
opinions

When I asked Rahima what she would wear on the special programme of Chand Raat 

(the night before Eid), she replied:

I will wear what I have in my collection. I will wear what my husband will ask me to 
wear. (Rahima)

Rahima’s statement clearly shows the dominance of her partner in deciding what she 

would wear in a specific occasion. It also confirms her obligation and reinforcement 

of gender role as a dutiful wife. I tried to understand how male partners and male 

relatives control and influence women’s clothing from my interviews with the female 

workers. As can be noted, the main concern of the male relatives is to protect the 

family honour which is manifested through controlling the clothing style and 

mobility of their female members. They primarily ask their female family members 

to wear clothing that is in compliance with Islamic rules and regulations, such as the 

burqa. The male partners place restrictions on certain designs in the clothing of their 

wives, for example, design which is revealing. Liza, a machine operator, reveals that 
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she chooses high necklines for her clothing as her husband dislikes any deep-cut 

neckline:

My husband does not like any deep-cut neckline that shows the skin. He says that it’s 
not good for women to wear any revealing designs. So, I always order the tailor to design 
a high neck for my kameez. (Liza)

Apparently, many women changed their clothing style after they get married. While 

they could experiment with different design and style as unmarried women, they had 

to let go few of their choices due to the disapproval of their husband. Giti, a poly-

man, stopped wearing any short salwar kameez after her marriage. As she said:

Before I got married, I used to wear fashionable clothing. I wear kameez of different 
styles and of different designs. Now those days are gone. Although I like short kameez, 
my husband forbids me from wearing any short kameez. He asks me to wear long 
kameez. (Giti)

As regards the women who live with their in-laws, their clothing style, income and 

access to the market are controlled both by their husband and mother-in-law. In the 

case of Giti, her income is controlled by her mother in law, who also accompanies 

her to the market and also influences her clothing choices. 

While it is their husbands who decide what women should wear after marriage, it is 

fathers and brothers who influence and control women’s clothing style before their 

marriage. Diba mentioned that she wore burqa particularly when she was 

accompanied by her father. She said: 

Whenever I go outside with Abba [father], I wear burqa. My parents asked me to wear 
burqa when I was in year 6 at school. My elder sisters wore burqa, so then I also started 
wearing the burqa. (Diba)

Laila, a 19-year-old, single, poly-man reveals that she does not wear a georgette scarf, 

not only because it is a slippery material but also because her brother does not like 

her wearing it. Her brother also influences her use of cosmetics and nail polish. 

During our conversation I asked her, ‘Do you use nail polish?’, she replied: ‘No. I do 

not use nail polish apart from the occasion of Eid. I don’t use it as I offer prayers 

[cannot pray with nail polish applied]. My brother also does not like me using nail 

polish’. 
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Rubina, one of the former workers who worked as a helper and now has become a 

housewife, also mentioned how her father and brother controlled the type of design 

she wore before her marriage: ‘Before my marriage, I did not wear any designed 

(fashionable) kameez as my father and brother did not approve of it’. In my 

conversation with one former worker, Sathi, who worked as helper, now a housewife, 

explained how male control over clothing consumption has been transferred from her 

single to married life. When she was unmarried, her brother controlled what type of 

clothes she could wear and what cosmetics she could use. Her brothers particularly 

disapprove of her wearing any make up. After her marriage, it was her husband who 

decided how she would look. Sathi said, 

My husband did not approve of my wearing any make up. He did not like that I put a 
bindi on my forehead. So, he bought me only skin whiteness cream and no make-up 
accessories. (Sathi)

Her husband also did not approve of her wearing a sari as the abdomen area was 

exposed in sari. Instead, he asked her to wear a burqa, and she even continued to wear 

a burqa after her husband died a few years later. 

6.2.2 My husband pays the bills: Control over income

One of the main ways men control women’s clothing consumption is by controlling 

their income. Apart from a few women, the majority of the factory workers in my 

study have no control over their income. Despite being an earner, the women support 

a system that is based on the model of the men as breadwinners and women as 

homemakers. In most cases, they give all their money either to their husbands or 

parents. Even when they earn more than their husband, they do not possess their own 

income. Many women disclaim the control over her income in order to avoid any 

quarrel from the husband’s side, Sumi, for example. They either give their full salary 

to their husband and then ask for money from him or keep a small amount with them 

as a pocket money and give the rest of the income to their husband. 

Even though they give their full salary to their husband, they hardly mention their 

contribution to the family expenditure. In fact, they always pass all the credit for 

running the family to their husbands. Instead of saying ‘I’ or ‘we’, they always say 

that ‘My husband pays the bills’, as if their money is not involved in the expenditure. 

They never say that ‘I pay the bills’. If they really need to highlight their contribution 
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towards family expenditure, they prefer to use ‘we’. My conversation with Chadni, 

who is a helper, shows how she gives all the credit to her husband when it comes to 

spending: 

Fatema: What do you do with your income? 

Chadni: I give it to my husband.

Fatema: All of it? 

Chadni: Yes.

Fatema: You don’t keep any pocket money for yourself? 

Chadni: He gives it to me later, 200 or 300 taka.

Fatema: So, how do you manage the family finances? 

Chadni: My husband does it.

Fatema: Who pays the rent? 

Chadni: My husband does.

Fatema: If you need anything, like oil, soap, clothing? 

Chadni: He buys it for me. 

Fatema: So, where is your contribution towards the family expenditure? 

Chadni: We both contribute. 

Like the married women, the single women also do not have any control over their 

income. The only difference is that they give their income to their fathers, or mothers 

or both parents. Moni who is a quality inspector, keeps a small amount of pocket 

money out of the full salary she gives to her father. As she said, ‘I give most of my 

income to my father. I keep some pocket money with me’. 

6.2.3 I do not go to the market (alone): Restriction on mobility

Another way in which men control women’s clothing consumption is by controlling 

their mobility. Although women are allowed to go outside to work in the factory, 

they are not however encouraged to go to other public places alone. It brings the 

question of respectability for women. 
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Laila’s family, particularly her father and brother, do not approve of her leaving the 

house a lot:

My family does not allow me to leave the house much apart from work. My brother 
does not like it. He says that I am now a grown-up woman and that people will say bad 
things about my movement. He does not even allow my sister-in-law to go outside 
without him. (Laila)

Restriction on women’s mobility includes limitations on their access to the market to 

buy clothing. Firoza, a 30-year-old, machine operator, said:

My husband does not take me with him to the market. I even don’t know where the 
market is. I don’t know any place, except my home and the factory. (Firoza)

When I asked Firoza why her husband did not take her to the market, she replied: 

‘It’s not good. My husband says, ‘‘you go to work to the factory, that’s enough’’’. 

Both Firoza and her husband’s statement clearly defined the gendered space and 

limited boundary for her between home and work. Despite working outside, she has 

restricted mobility to other public space, market, for example. Her husband saying 

‘enough’ expressed that allowing his wife to work is already an extension of her 

gendered space and it reflected his disapproval of providing further mobility to his 

wife.  

In those cases, where women go to market to buy clothing for themselves, it is rare 

that they go alone. Someone always accompany them. Single women are mostly 

accompanied by their family members, such as mother, brother or sister-in-law. For 

Munira, who is a machine operator, her mother accompanies her to the market to buy 

clothing. Although she has the freedom to choose the fabric for herself, her mother 

certainly is an influence in her shopping trips. When I asked Khushi, a 17-year-old, 

single, machine operator, who accompanied her to the market, she said that it was 

her brother or sister-in-law. As she said, ‘I do not go to the market alone. Either my 

brother or my sister-in-law accompanies me’. Then I asked her whether any of her 

female colleagues or female friends ever accompany her to the market. She replied, 

‘No. I am usually not accompanied by my friends. I have only one female friend. She 

is married. She accompanies me to the market only if her husband permits her to go 

with me. Without her husband’s permission, she cannot go to the market with me’. 
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6.2.4 My husband’s choice is my choice: husbands buying clothing for their 
wives

As women have restricted mobility and access to the market, they usually depend on 

their parents or husbands to buy them clothing. In both cases, where women do not 

go to the market at all or are accompanied by a family member, they rely on another 

person’s choice. I was curious to know whether the women like what their husband 

buy for them. 

When I asked Likhi, who relies on her husband to buy her clothing, whether she liked 

her husband’s choice or not, she replied: 

My husband’s choice is my choice. If I choose any fabric and he does not like it, then I 
will not wear it. His choice is my choice. I have never disliked anything that he bought 
me. He has quite a good taste. (Likhi)

I also asked the women what if their partner do not have very good taste in clothing, 

would they still like their husband’s choice. Noticeably, most of them answered in 

positive tone. When I asked Firoza, who even don’t know where the market is and 

completely rely on her husband to buy her clothing, ‘Do you like what your husband 

likes?’, she replied, ‘Yes, why wouldn’t I? Even if he buys me ugly clothing, I will 

still like it. In fact, he always buys me nice clothing. He chooses such fabric that is 

likable’. Not only do women accept their husband’s choices for them: they also 

defend those choices if other women criticise them. Sumi said:

I do not go to the market even to buy my own clothes. I wear whatever he (husband) 
buys. I don’t like going to the market. I like what he chooses for me. Many of my female 
colleagues in the factory have said that they do not like what I wear. I told them that I 
have never disliked anything that my husband has bought for me and I do not care 
whether you like my clothing or not. What matters for me is that my husband likes what 
I wear. (Sumi)

In the next section, I examine the clothing styles of three women to illustrate more 

clearly how marriage affects women’s clothing choices. The discussion will be 

followed by the sub-section which examines the clothing consumption practices of 

divorced and separated women.
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6.2.5 ‘New Cloth makes me happy’: Nasimon 

Nasimon, who is single and 18 years old, has been working as a machine operator in 

the garment factory for the last two years. She migrated with her family from 

Jamalpur to Narayanganj district a few years ago to get out of poverty. In the face of 

irregularities of income stemming from her father’s employment in the construction 

sector and the presence of three dependent family members (her mother, who is a 

housewife, and two school-going young brothers), Nasimon and her elder sister 

joined the factory to supplement the family income. With a basic income of 6800 

taka and another 3200 taka supplemented by overtime pay, Nasimon along with her 

sister, has made a significant contribution to mitigate the family’s financial crisis. 

After deducting the cost of the maintenance and her brothers’ education, she spends 

the rest of the money on clothes for herself and her family. Our conversation about 

clothing consumption started with her saying: ‘I really like buying new clothes. New 

cloth makes me happy. I don’t have any other desire except buying new cloth. I don’t 

buy anything else for myself. I buy only salwar kameez’. When I asked her how many 

kameez she buys in a year, she replied: There is no fixed number of how many 

kameez I buy. It usually depends on how much money is left after paying for the 

household expenses. On average, I buy nine to ten sets of salwar kameez in a year. I 

bought two kameez this month for wearing on Eid day: one kameez with 600 taka 

and another kameez with 1500 taka’.

Like other factory workers, Nasimon mentioned her preference for cotton clothing. 

Although she generally avoids georgette material for her work clothes, she has a 

collection of georgette kameez that she has stored in her wardrobe to wear on special 

occasions. I asked Nasimon who accompanied her to the market. She replied: ‘I don’t 

go alone [to the market]. I go with my mother. Sometimes, my female colleagues 

accompany me’. As her mother accompanies her, she obviously has an influence on 

what clothing she buys. Notably, Nasimon is very precise on what she likes to wear, 

despite her mother’s influence on her clothing. She expressed her liking for printed 

kameez with a neckline design that includes lace. Her favourite colours for salwar 

kameez are blue, pink, brown and purple. She also revealed her fondness for saris. 

Nasimon expressed her desire to buy her favourite coloured sari: ‘Last year, I bought 

a blue sari. This year, I am planning to buy one pink sari’. 
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6.2.6 ‘Now I wear knee length kameez’: Lipi

Lipi, a 26-year-old, married woman, has been working in the garment factory for the 

last 12 years. With a high school degree, she managed to obtain a job as a quality 

inspector which involved the task of checking the quality of the product. Lipi 

migrated with her family 12 years ago to create a better future for the family. Her 

father and brother started a small business and she, her mother and her sister joined 

the factory. She got married nine years ago and continued working in the factory after 

her marriage. Her husband also works in the same factory as a supervisor. They do 

not have any children yet. As both she and her husband have good positions in the 

factory, they are quite well off financially. Like most of the factory workers, Lipi 

does not keep any money for herself and gives her full salary to her husband. She 

however does not want to separate their income as his or as her. As she said, ‘We 

keep both of our salary with my husband. When I need anything, I take money from 

his wallet. It can be his money or can be my money. We cannot make any difference’. 

Despite her claim, it cannot be denied that it is her husband who is the one who 

maintains the expenditures and buys all the necessary things for the family, including 

clothing. 

Regardless of his husband’s control over the income and his decision-making power 

over consumption, she however argues that she can afford to spend more on her 

clothing than other factory workers. After paying the rent and grocery bill and 

sending money to her brother-in-law, who is training to be a doctor, the rest of the 

money is spent on other necessary items, including clothing. If not every month, Lipi 

buys clothing every three or four months. In total, she purchases about twelve sets of 

salwar kameez in a year and another three to four sets on the occasion of two Eids. 

She spends about 8000 to 10,000 taka on clothing each year.  

While choosing what to wear, Lipi gives priority to her husband’s preference and 

choice. She wears only those clothing which her husband approves and rejects those 

of which he disapproves. She mentioned the change in her clothing style before and 

after her marriage:

When I was single, I experimented with different designs, wearing short kameez, for 
example. I cannot wear those designs now as my husband does not like those designs. 
My husband likes long, knee length kameez. So, now I wear knee length kameez.  
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6.2.7 ‘Buying clothing for my daughters feels like buying clothing for myself’: 

Chobi

Chobi, a 45-year-old, married and mother of two daughters, joined the garment 

factory seven years ago as a helper. She migrated to Narayanganj city with her family 

to repay the loan of her husband, who was a farmer in the village.  Her husband 

started working in the construction sector and Chobi and her elder daughter started 

working in the factory. With the income of her husband, her daughter and herself, 

Chobi and her family were able to repay the loan and also covered the cost of 

marriage of their elder daughter. 

In response to my question about how often she purchases clothing, Chobi replied: ‘I 

buy clothing when it is worn out, usually every four to six months. You see the 

kameez I am wearing now, I bought this last Eid. I bought another salwar kameez on 

the last Eid. These two kameez are still in good condition and I can still wear them. 

I do not need to buy a new one for myself.’ While spending on clothing, her daughters 

are her main priority. Therefore, spending on their clothing is, different from how 

spends on her own clothing. As she said: ‘My younger daughter, she will never wear 

old clothes. She makes excuses, such as her fabric colour is now faded, it’s no longer 

usable. She demands new clothing every month’. 

Unlike other factory workers, Chobi does not buy clothing for herself on special 

occasions such as Pohela Boishak. She rather prefers to buy for her daughters, as she 

commented: 

I do not buy any clothing for myself on occasions, like Pohela Boishak, but I buy 
something for my daughters. Everyone in our factory bought new clothing on Pohela 
Boishak this year, but I did not buy anything for myself. My colleagues even tried to 
persuade me to buy a new salwar kameez but I didn’t. I said that I did not need to buy a 
new one. I would wear my old one. I will buy new clothing for my daughters. Buying 
clothing for my daughters feels like buying clothing for myself. 

6.2.8 Divorced and separated women

In comparison to married women, women who are divorced or separated, enjoy 

relatively more authority and choice in their clothing consumption that the former. 

In the absence of any male partner, they are the head of the household and the 

breadwinner. On the one hand, they have full control over their income and can 
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choose whatever they want to do with their money. Accordingly, they can spend more 

on their clothing than other groups of women. Sufia, a 35-year-old woman migrated 

to Narayanganj city and joined factory work as poly-man twelve years ago after she 

was divorced. She has a son who is studying in the village. After meeting her basic 

needs and sending money to her son to the village, she spends the rest on her clothing. 

With a basic income of 6800 taka and overtime payment, she could afford to buy 

clothing according to her choice. Among her co-workers, she is known for never 

wearing the same clothes two days in a row.  As she proudly said: 

I am different. I do not wear something two days running.  Other female factory workers 
notice me and say, “you change your clothing daily and wear something new every 
day”. I tell them that this is how I dress up and this is what I choose to do. If you wish, 
you can do the same. (Sufia)

On the other hand, the women have the full financial responsibility of running the 

family without a male partner. Therefore, they have to think twice before spending 

any money on themselves, including their clothing. Mina, a 36-year-old woman, 

came to the city with her elder son after her husband remarried. She is now separated. 

Without any formal education, she got the job as a helper in a small factory with the 

minimal wage of 3000 taka. She controlled her income and also does the shopping 

for the family. She herself decides what to consume and how to consume. However, 

she could hardly save 500 to 600 takas per month. She could think about buying 

clothing for herself only after paying the rent, sending money to her two sons whom 

she left in the village and managing the food cost. Due to low income and lack of 

saving, she could afford to buy clothing only once in every three months. 

Although the divorced and separated women often enjoy the freedom to buy clothing 

according to their choice, they still get upset that they have to buy their own clothing 

and that their husbands do not buy for them. I often heard women saying, ‘my 

husband does not buy me clothing’. Runa, a helper, is separated from her husband 

after his remarriage. Apart from the basic household necessities, such as rent or food 

and saving for her daughter’s marriage, she spends most of her income on clothing. 

She buys salwar kameez frequently and keeps them to wear later or to give to others 

as gifts. When I visited her, I saw a rack full of clothes that belonged to Runa and her 

daughter. Even the local female traders who sell clothing knock at her door first as 

they know that she is one of the best potential customers in that particular area. Runa, 
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however, gets offended when other women workers in her neighbourhood make fun 

of her saying that she buys clothing every month. Runa replied: ‘What are you 

saying! Am I in the circumstances where I can buy clothes every month? Do I have 

a husband who will buy me clothing?’ Her statement clearly expresses her desire to 

have a husband who will be the breadwinner and who will buy her clothing. The 

following section analyses the influence of age on women’s clothing consumption.

6.3 Age and generational conflict in clothing consumption

Age is another significant factor in defining the clothing choices of women. Older 

women’s clothing is often defined in moral terms and they are expected to dress 

correctly according to the standard of the society. There is a moral policing of their 

appearance so that their clothing does not reveal their sexuality in an inappropriate 

manner (Twigg 2007). The older women in my study are also conscious about the 

moral order of the society and the age appropriateness of their clothing. Therefore, 

they refrain from any clothing design which is seemingly inappropriate for them: 

round dress or pakhi dress that is popular among younger women, for example. They 

are mostly concerned about being ridiculed for wearing age-inappropriate clothing. 

During one focus group discussion, one participant, who is 45 years old, mentioned 

how people ridiculed older women for wearing clothing made out of georgette 

materials. She said:

Georgette [fabric] does not suit us. We are aged. People will say bad things if an old 
woman dresses improperly. Do we need to hear that?  (Participant 2, FGD 6)

As the factory rules change over time and place restrictions on wearing the sari, the 

older women workers are now forced to wear salwar kameez at work. This change 

from the sari to the salwar kameez is often very challenging for them. The challenge 

was explained by the older women workers when I asked them about their experience 

of wearing the salwar kameez for the first time in their lives. Rosy, who is a 42-year-

old and separated, has been working in the garment industry as a poly-man for the 

last thirteen years. She used to wear saris at work. but as the factory now prohibits it, 

she has had to start wearing salwar kameez for the first time in her life-

Allah [O God]! Don’t ask. I was dying of embarrassment … Everyone was laughing at 
me when I entered the factory wearing a salwar kameez … those younger workers at 
the ironing section were laughing… as everyone, the older women and younger women, 
started wearing the same type of clothing. That’s why they were laughing. (Rosy)



161

Likewise, Runa, a 40 years old helper, was also used to wear sari when she lived in 

the village. She started wearing salwar kameez after joining the factory. When I asked 

her how she felt when she wore salwar kameez for the first time in her life, she 

replied: ‘[Wearing a sari] It was a new thing for me [Smile]. I was shy [Laugh]’. 

When I asked her, why she felt shy wearing a salwar kameez, she replied: 

Isn’t it a matter of shyness for me? I felt naked…I always wore sari. I was used to wear 
sari in the village. Now I have adopted the habit of wearing salwar kameez. (Runa)

The embarrassment and shyness of Rosy and Runa caused by wearing salwar kameez 

is rooted in the rural tradition of Bangladesh that expects elder women to wear sari. 

It is no surprise, then, that the senior women, particularly those who migrated from 

rural areas, are ridiculed if they wear the salwar kameez. 

The younger women in my study prefer to wear salwar kameez, first, because it is 

relatively comfortable, given the high temperatures in the factory and second, 

because it is considered better for religious reasons as it covers all parts of the body. 

The older women also agree that the salwar kameez is more Islamic than the sari, but 

they prefer to wear the sari. 

Older and younger women workers differ in their clothing choices; it is clearly 

illustrated by the women from the same family, such as mother and daughter. Seema 

is Pinky’s mother; both work in the garment industry. As she has to take care of her 

whole family, spending money on her own clothing consumption is left until she has 

fulfilled her financial responsibilities as a wife and mother. Whenever she buys 

clothing for herself, she always buys another three kameez for her three daughters. 

Her choice of clothing is entirely different from that of her daughters. Her clothing 

style has changed as she ages. Seema said:

Would I wear what my daughters wear?! They make dresses with style and designs: 
flowers and lace at the back of the collar, so many designs at the neckline in front, three-
quarter sleeves! I just wear simple short sleeves and a round-necked kameez. I don’t go 
for design like my daughters do. They are young and we are old. I used to wear so many 
fashionable clothing in the past. Am I young enough to wear that type of clothing now? 
Would that type of clothing look good on me now? (Seema)

In comparison to her mother, Pinky is more fashion conscious. As her mother said, 

she wore clothing with style and design. She is modern and copes up with new 

fashion trend in clothing. Before purchasing her dress, she looks around the tailor’s 
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shop and the market, watches television and observes her co-workers so that she can 

pick up on new designs. As she expressed:

When I buy clothing, I notice the fashion and style in the tailors’ shops. Girls order 
clothing of different designs in these shops. I also learn about different design and style 
from my co-workers. This Eid, I want to see what new type of salwar kameez arrives in 
the market…Many girls in the factory will buy new clothes. I will see what they have 
bought. Also, television programmes will advertise the new fashion trend. Then I will 
go to the market to buy new three-piece. I can tell the difference between the old and 
the newly arrived three-piece design. I like yellow clothes the best but I have many 
yellow three-pieces already. Now I have to decide which colour to choose. (Pinky)

There is also a generational gap between Poly and her daughter Jerina’s clothing 

style. Poly is a former garment worker and a housewife at present. Jerina is working 

in the factory as a machine operator. In comparison to Jerina who has a good 

collection of clothing, her mother hardly owns any decent dress to wear. When she 

was working in the factory, she made a few salwar kameez, but she never kept them 

to wear herself. Instead, she gave her new kameez to Jerina and took her daughter’s 

old clothes to wear herself: 

I wear my daughter’s old clothes. I give her my new ones. If she wears them, people 
will notice her. Then, she will get marriage proposals. No one needs to notice me. So, I 
take her old clothes. I give her better clothes. we make kameez with 2.2 metres fabric. I 
wear the same size as my daughter. If I buy some clothes, they actually fit all three of 
my daughters’ (Poly)

Older and younger women also differ in their views of what constitutes morally 

appropriate clothing. It is often found that the older women use dress as an expression 

of religiosity, dignity and respectability in order to ascertain moral superiority over 

the younger generation of women (Yelvington 1995). While both the younger and 

older workers in my research study wear clothing to signal shyness and modesty, the 

two generations define modesty in completely different ways. The younger women 

often wear short and tight-fitting salwar kameez revealing their body shape, even if 

they still cover their heads. As opposed to the younger women, the older women 

prefer to wear shapeless clothing. They instruct tailors to make their salwar kameez 

very loose and long in order to desexualise their bodies. As Chobi, a 45-year-old, 

married, helper, argued: 

We are old. Now we don’t think about the worldly life, we think about the afterlife 
[death]. Understand? We wear loose clothes, so that our body shape cannot be seen. 
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Those who are young, they wear tight fitting clothes. Those young women wear clothes 
that reveal their body shape. We don’t wear that type of clothing. (Chobi)

The difference in clothing choices between the older and younger women often 

produces generational conflict. The tension between two generations of women in 

clothing is illustrated beautifully in the study of the Bedouin community where the 

desire for wearing lingerie among young Bedouin women creates discontentment 

among their older female relatives and upsets the traditional norms of femininity 

(Abu Lughod 1991). The generational conflict is also evident in my study where the 

older generation of women object strongly about how the young women dress. The 

older women mostly disapprove of the short dress of the young workers. They do not 

consider those younger workers who wear short and tight fitted dresses as sober girls 

who observe purdah. The disapproval is clearly expressed in Rosy’s comment:

Some girls wear such clothes that expose their backsides. It looks dirty. Is it factory’s 
code of conduct [dress code]? Whenever they wear a kameez, they make it short. If they 
wear clothes, so short that reveal their backsides, I ask them ‘‘what type of clothing do 
you think you are wearing? Is it a proper clothing?’’ It looks like the undergarment that 
we wear underneath our kameez, doesn’t it? I feel upset that they do not follow the 
norms of purdah. (Rosy)

The next section analyses the male workers’ attitudes towards women’s clothing 

and examines how the male gaze influences what women wear.

6.4 The male gaze: The influence of male workers on women’s clothing

This section analyses the view of male workers about women’s clothing. It examines 

how the male perceptions turn women’s bodies into the ‘object of male gaze’ and 

how the male gaze influences women’s clothing choices. It is evident from my 

fieldwork that the male factory workers have a common attitude towards women’s 

clothing, which apply to all women, irrespective of their identities as garment 

workers. When I asked Rony, an 18 years old, single machine operator, about what 

type of clothing a woman should wear, he said:

I think when they are at home, they should wear salwar kameez and a scarf, but not the 
transparent scarf. There are some net-alike scarves on the market. They should not wear 
those scarves, only a cotton scarf that covers their body and head. This is the rule for 
women. When she walks in the street, she should wear the burqa, gloves on her hands, 
socks in the feet, this type of clothing. (Rony)



164

Rony’s statement clearly divided women’s clothing into appropriate and 

inappropriate categories. It also suggests which clothes women should wear- the 

burqa for example- and which clothes they should refrain from wearing, such as the 

transparent scarf. His emphasis on wearing a cotton scarf reminded me of my 

interview with Rizia who commented on why she preferred to wear cotton and why 

she avoided wearing georgette scarves in front of her male supervisor. As Rizia, a 

19-year-old, married, machine operator explained: 

I like cotton. Cotton is comfortable. Sir [supervisor] visits our floor frequently to check 
our work. I cannot work in front of Sir wearing a georgette scarf. It does not stay in 
place over my head. I have to be covered in front of Sir. That’s why I prefer wearing 
cotton while working at the machine. (Rizia)

As it can be noted from Rizia’s comment, her preference for cotton clothing and her 

rejection of georgette fabric is not only linked to comfort and the norms of purdah, 

but also related to being observed by her male supervisor. It further shows how 

women’s clothing choices are restricted by the male gaze.

When referring to women’s clothing, the male workers constantly differentiate 

between ‘good’ and ‘bad’, modest and immodest, elegant and ugly, clothing. They 

associate the former categories of clothing with Islamic ideals and refer especially to 

the burqa or any other clothes that covers women’s bodies. Sohel, who is a machine 

operator, argues that women should dress in accordance with the norms of purdah as 

the shame and honour is related to them. According to his opinion, women should 

wear ‘Islamic, loose clothing’. Sojib also commented that ‘The women should keep 

themselves behind the purdah or veil and they should wear modest clothing’. By 

modest, he meant a burqa. 

When referring to their own female relatives, the male interviewees expressed very 

positive views, claiming that their female family members wear good clothing. As 

Kaisar, a 26-year-old, quality inspector, commented about his wife, ‘My wife wears 

salwar kameez and a burqa’. Rony also insisted that ‘If ammu [mother] goes 

anywhere, she wears a burqa. My sisters also wear burqa’. They also express positive 

views about their female co-workers, arguing that the women factory workers mostly 

wear ‘good’ clothing and they relate the reason for wearing modest clothing to their 

village traditions. Ranjan, who is a supervisor, explained his perception of female 
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workers’ clothing by explaining that: ‘Actually the women garment workers mostly 

come from rural areas. So, the majority do not wear any immodest clothing.’ 

In contrast to the good/modest attire, the male workers define tight fitting and/or 

revealing clothing as bad or ugly. As the they consider that most of the female 

garment workers wear modest clothing, they are not worried for the majority of the 

women workers. What worries them is the minority of female garment workers 

whose outfit does not fall under the definition of ‘good’ clothing. Ripon, a 35-year-

old, married, loader, commented about women wearing tight clothing: ‘Some wear 

very tight-fitting clothes. Their kameez remain glued to their bodies.’ 

They associate the wearing of ‘immodest’ clothing with the reputation and character 

of the wearers and argue that wearing immodest clothing justifies so-called ‘eve 

teasing’, i.e. sexual harassment. As Parvez, a machine operator, asserted that: ‘There 

are many women workers who love to be teased’. Monir, a quality inspector, also 

commented about women who wear immodest clothing:

They wear it intentionally to look good, so that men will enjoy and pass comment on 

her and she will also enjoy their attention. (Monir)

The male workers thus blame the women workers for wearing ‘immodest’ clothing. 

Instead of blaming the male harassers, the male workers largely transfer the 

responsibility to their female workmates for sexual harassment, as can be seen from 

the following exchange:

Fatema: What type of clothing do your female colleagues wear? 

Khaled: Some women wear burqa and others don’t. Those who are modest they wear 
[burqa] and those who are immodest they don’t. A few women wear tight and immodest 
clothing.

Fatema: How many women, in your view, wear immodest clothing?

Khaled: You can see two to three women out of a hundred women wearing immodest 
clothing. But our eyes go only to those two/three women. 

Fatema: Do the men comment on those women? If yes, what type of comment do they 
make when they see those women? 

Khaled: They say, ‘see one girl is coming. I will have an affair with her. Look, such a 
beautiful maal [Bengali slang to compare a woman with a sexual product] is coming’. 
They say many things. 
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Fatema: Who get teased more, the women who wear burqa or those who don’t? 

Khaled: Both the women who wear burqa and also those who don’t because some 
women even wear very tight-fitting burqa. Many wear loose though. Those who wear 
tight kameez or burqa, men look at their backside and say ‘look how that shakes’. 

Fatema: So, do you think women are verbally abused because of their clothing or for 
any other reason?  

Khaled: Yes, because of their clothing. Those who wear [loose] burqa or kameez, people 
do not look at them. And many wear a type of clothing that indicates that they want to 
approach other men.

It can be noted from Khaled’s interview how the male workers make bad comments 

and have fun among themselves about some of the female workers for their clothing. 

They consider that women’s immodest clothing brings bad reputation to the whole 

garment factory. As Farid, 18 years old, single, helper, said: 

When women worker come to the factory wearing tight-fitting clothes, they look bad. 
My fellow male workers then say, “what type of clothing is she wearing?”. They pass 
bad comments. I cannot tell you all the bad comments they say about women’s clothing. 
Because of these women, the garment factory will get a bad reputation. People start 
thinking that whoever works for the garment factory, wears such clothing. (Farid)

According to the male workers, then, modest clothing can save the reputation of the 

factory work as well as the woman worker and protect her from sexual harassment. 

As Ranjan argued: ‘If your dress is immodest, then there will be problems. This is 

normal. And those who wear modest clothing, they will not be teased, or very few 

will be. I mean the percentage is very low’. Therefore, he suggested: ‘Everyone 

should wear modest clothing. Those who wear the burqa, are fine; but those who do 

not wear [burqa], they too should wear modest clothing or salwar kameez so that they 

do not face any harassment’. The following section discusses the power of collective 

networks including the female colleagues to determine women’s clothing choices.

6.5 People will say...: The influence of collective network and fellow women 
workers

 During my conversation with one young factory worker, Nazia, who works as a 

quality inspector, brought up the issue of what people will say if she wears clothing 

made of georgette and slippery material. Nazia said, ‘Once a relative gifted me a 

three-piece set. The salwar and kameez were made of cotton material, but the orna 

was made of georgette. I wore the outfit barely for two to three days. Then I didn’t. I 

stopped wearing the three-piece set, because people will say bad things about me’. 
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Nazia’s statement is just one example of the occasions where the workers frequently 

use a phrase that says, ‘people will say this’ or ‘people will say that’, without ever 

mentioning which people they mean. As discussed earlier in this chapter, there is 

evidence of social control and male dominance. Even when there is no evidence of 

any practice of control, women are still self-conscious and aware of what others 

might be thinking about their clothing. The question is worth asking here: why does 

it even matter what other people think about their clothing?

In order to understand the point, it is important to look at the collective networks 

which are created as a result of people coming from the same district. The collective 

network has a large influence on the workers’ lives. The network not only helps them 

find work and accommodation, but also helps them survive in the city. From lending 

cooking utensils to lending money, the network is advantageous in every single way. 

For example, Sufia and Rosy come from the same district and they work in the same 

factory. Sufia who is divorced and Rosy who is separated, now share a room in the 

same residence to save money. On several occasions, I found Sufia using Rosy’s 

cooking utensils and vice versa. Most of the workers buy food and groceries from the 

local grocery store on tick.  Like the local clothes traders who sell goods on a pay-

by-instalment basis, the local grocer is part of the same collective network. 

It is not only the collective network of the city, but also the network of their villages 

of origin that is equally important for them. While many workers join the factory to 

get rid of any debt or to get out of poverty, they aspire to go back to their villages in 

the long run, so they maintain a close connection with their place of origin. As a 

result, they are also aware of the expectations of their behaviour, including their 

clothing choices, once they return to the village. For example, women workers from 

the old generation who usually wear salwar kameez in the city often wear a sari or 

burqa when visiting their villages.

As most of the workers I interviewed migrated from Jamalpur district, it would be 

safe to say that they have created a small Jamalpur district in the city of Narayanganj. 

Therefore, it is not unsurprising for the workers to find fellow villagers and relatives 

in the neighbourhood and factory. When the workers vaguely say that ‘people will 

say bad things if I wear this or that or if I go to the market’, they are most probably 
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referring to this familiar collective network which extends from their residence to the 

neighbourhood to the factory itself. It is very common to find members from the same 

village working in the same factory. As the workers stay with their families and do 

not live independently, they are always surrounded by the family members, relatives 

and fellow villagers. In other words, they are constantly on guard. It is no surprise 

that women workers are aware of these ‘prying eyes’. 

The collective network also includes the fellow women workers who have a say in 

other women workers’ clothing styles. It’s not uncommon for them to pass on snide 

remarks about any female worker who come to the factory as overdressed and with 

eye-catching make up. They also express doubt about the character of those workers 

and blame their conduct for any teasing incurred from the male workers. During one 

focus group discussion one participant said:

If any woman worker wears eye-catching make-up, then the male workers make fun of 
them behind their back. No one bothers women who are of good character and conduct. 
The male workers only make fun of those who come to the factory overdressed. There 
are some women in our sewing section who put on lots of make-up. The male workers 
make fun of them. (Participant 7, FGD 2)

The fellow workers also make sure that they correct the clothing style of any of their 

female colleagues. One focus group discussant said:

If any workers’ kameez or orna slips and is not in the proper place, the other women 
make her aware and ask her to fix the scarf [on her bosom] properly. (Participant 2, FGD 
5)

The concluding section analyses whether women’s clothing choices, restricted by 

marriage, age, male dominance, collective networks and social control as discussed 

above, point to their lack of agency or is it their patriarchal bargain.

6.6 Conclusion: constraints, lack of agency and patriarchal bargain

In this chapter, I discussed how marriage plays a key role in shaping the clothing 

choices of women; how age matters in clothing and how male and female workers 

and collective networks constantly guard women and what they wear. Despite being 

an earner, most of the women in my study do not have any control over their income. 

Their lack of control over their income often means a lack of agency and a lack of 

decision-making power in clothing consumption. When the women say that ‘my 
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husband buys me clothing’, it gives them (husband) the power to choose clothing for 

their wives. Firoza’s husband, for example, buys all her clothes. When asked whether 

she liked what her husband chose for her, she replied that she would like any clothing 

her husband would buy for her, even if it is ugly. In order to understand whether 

Firoza’s statement was just out of love for her husband or her adherence to the 

gendered norms of being a dutiful wife or her lack of agency in choosing her own 

clothing or a patriarchal bargain, we must analyse her statement in the context of 

Bangladesh. 

The traditional gender norms in Bangladesh define men as the breadwinner and 

women as the homemaker. The marital contract in Bangladesh is also based on the 

same model of ‘male breadwinner/guardian and its corollary’ (Kabeer 1991:142). 

With the increased poverty and high cost of living, it has become impossible to 

survive on the income of the husband alone. While women working outside their 

home visibly upset the norms of male breadwinner, it also reflects the inabilities of 

their husband who failed to provide for their wives and therefore, who failed as 

breadwinners. This is the reason why garment workers are called ‘highly visible 

symbols of cultural transgression’ in the context of South Asia (Siddiqi 2000: L11). 

Factory work is described as a ‘cultural anomaly’ as it upset the norms of purdah by 

going out to work (Kabeer 1991:143). Accepting the women factory workers as 

wives and daughters-in-law indicates the ‘openness’, ‘tolerance’ of the men’s 

families and is a ‘sign of approval’ of garment work. The female workers feel grateful 

for being chosen for marriage despite working in a sector that disrupts the gender 

norms of purdah. Therefore, they never question the control their husbands and in-

laws have over their income (Dannecker 2002). 

In Bangladesh, it is not only the working-class, but also middle-class women who 

lack control over their income. Among middle-class, women’s employment and 

income is taken as ‘sufficient compensation for waiving dowry demands’ (Kabeer, 

1997: 299). The educated middle-class, who are aware that demanding dowry is a 

criminal offence, employ a different strategy to accumulate wealth. By marrying a 

woman who works, they not only establish control over the income of their wives, 
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but also justify their strategies by claiming that they want women’s emancipation by 

supporting their wives to work (Chowdhury 2010). 

Often, marriages are ruined over the issue of having control over wives’ incomes 

(Kibria 1995). In her research on garment workers, Kibria (1995) provides the 

example of a worker who stopped keeping money for herself after her husband found 

out she was doing so. The worker described how the marriages of some of her female 

co-workers had broken down as a result of their refusal to concede control over their 

money. To save her marriage, she had therefore started to give her income to her 

husband. 

Why factory workers concede control to their husbands over their money must be 

analysed in these contexts. Despite the increase in the number of women working 

outside the home, the norm of male breadwinner still exists in Bangladesh 

(Dannecker 2002). By giving men control over their income, by using the phrase such 

as ‘My husband pays the bills’, ‘My husband buys me clothing’, or ‘My husband’s 

choice is my choice’, the women in my study make sure that their husbands remain 

as the main breadwinners of the family. It also makes them good wives and good 

homemakers and concomitantly, allows them to work outside the home. It brings me 

to the second part of my analysis. While women’s adherence to gendered norms, such 

as giving up control over their income to their husband, restricts their clothing 

choices, I want to ask whether their lack of clothing choices can be attributed to their 

lack of agency. 

Kandiyoti’s study (1988) argues that women exercise agency by employing different 

strategies in different patriarchal contexts, what she calls the patriarchal bargain. I 

want to analyse the strategies adopted by two groups of factory workers in my study. 

The first group belongs to the women who exercise control over their income and 

second group who concede control over their income.  In the first group, there are a 

few women who are the main breadwinners and enjoy control over their income. One 

such woman is Rizia. She works as a machine operator. She is married and has one 

daughter. Her husband is a rickshaw-puller. Despite being an earning member, her 

husband does not provide a single penny for the maintenance of the family. 

Therefore, Rizia has to manage everything by herself. She controls her own income. 
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Unlike other factory workers, Rizia does not give control over her income to her 

husband who is not a responsible man. When asked whether having full control of 

her income creates problems with her husband, she replied: ‘No, what can he say? 

He knows that I even pay for his debts. And when I am maintaining the family and 

managing everything, what can he say? He neither provides for the family nor spends 

any money on us. He never buys me anything’. Although her responsibility for 

maintaining the family overpowers her desire to spend on her clothing, she 

nonetheless enjoys more power and agency to choose what clothing she want to buy 

and wear.

The second group of women in my study, who are the majority, has no control over 

their income. Although handing over their full income to their husband appears to 

suggest a lack of agency, it eventually brings certain advantages to them. The first 

advantage of transferring the control to their husband is that it has enhanced their 

bargaining power in clothing consumption. The women argue that they can ask for 

anything whenever they want. One focus group participant mentioned how earning 

money and giving it to her husband has benefitted her in terms of clothing 

consumption. While her husband gave the excuse that he did not have money in the 

past, it does not happen now. He cannot say that he does not have money as she gives 

her salary to him, she argued.  

Another advantage of conceding the control over income is the opportunity for 

women to buy gifts for their families and relatives. While it is a common practice in 

Bangladesh to help the husband’s family with money and necessary items, it is not 

always very easy for the wife to buy things for her family after marriage. Giving up 

control over income often gives women the opportunity to buy items for her family 

with the consent of their husband. For Sumi, a 26-year-old, machine operator, giving 

away control over her income enables her to buy presents for her younger siblings. 

Although she does not keep a single penny for her own use, she is happy that her 

husband buys gifts for her siblings and parents whenever she asks. She shared her 

joy of gifting to her parents with the approval of her husband during the Eid. She 

said, ‘I buy gifts and necessary items for my parents during the Eid. He (her husband) 

never forbids me’.  



172

Giving up control over income has brought further benefits for women. Apart from 

enhancing their purchasing power, it has also helped transform certain gender norms 

within their families. The workers mentioned how earning money and giving it to 

their husband has changed their husband’s personal behaviour and attitudes. For 

example, their husbands now help them with the household chores, which was 

unimaginable just a few years ago. It has also changed the gender division of labour 

in their home. One focus group participant commented in our conversation: ‘If you 

give them (husbands) money, you will get good behaviour. My husband now even 

cooks rice for me! If I cook dinner at night, he cooks breakfast in the morning’. When 

asked whether her husband used to help her before she had joined the factory: ‘No! 

Why would he? He did not even get a glass of water for himself, let alone do the 

cooking’. 

While comparing the two groups of women workers, I am however, neither 

advocating for conceding control over income for women nor suggesting they should 

renounce their rights. What I am arguing is that women from two groups adopt two 

different strategies and bargain with their patriarchal context in two different ways. 

For Rizia, establishing control over her income is the best strategy to maximise her 

security in a situation where her husband does not take any financial responsibility. 

For the second group of women, giving up control over their income might suggest 

lack of choice; it has not, however, made them powerless or devoid of agency. Rather 

I argue that it is their patriarchal bargain to concede control over income which allows 

them to earn and work outside home without violating the gender norms of male 

breadwinner and female homemaker; enhances their purchasing power and allows 

them to ask for clothing whenever they want; buy gifts for their family members and 

ultimately transform gender norms and the gender division of labour within their 

family. The next chapter looks at the personal narratives of the women workers about 

their clothing consumption. It examines how the women respond to the stereotypical 

images of their clothing through producing counter meaning. By using Bourdieu’s 

theory of habitus (1977), it analyses how women in my study exercise agency by 

negotiating between different identities and contradictory traditions in clothing 

consumption. 
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CHAPTER 7: NARRATIVES OF THE (CLOTHED) SELF- 
GENDER, AGENCY AND ASPIRATIONS

7.1 Introduction

There is a stereotypical portrayal of the workers, as found in most of the existing 

literature on global factories, that makes them distinguishable from urban middle-

class women and prompts questions about respectability (Wolf 1990; Pun 2005; 

Lynch 2007; Hewamanne 2003, 2008, 2012; Cairoli 2011). While factory work has 

paved the way to a modern identity and new subjectivity for the workers, it has also 

created differences between a distinct modern identity as a garment worker and an 

imitated modern identity as the urban middle-class. There is a blurred line between 

these two types of modern identities and they are not mutually exclusive. Both cases 

however, raise moral concerns around the issue of respectability.  

The women workers’ transformation and association with modernity is often 

associated with sexual promiscuity and immorality (Wolf 1992).  Their lifestyle and 

consumption patterns are subject to criticism in the media, among the urban middle 

classes and in religious bodies. Consequently, other sections of society, particularly 

the middle classes, generally refrain from consuming anything associated with the 

garment workers. Dina Siddiqi (1996) illustrates the image of Bangladeshi garment 

workers from the Dhaka city as: ‘The prevalent image of the gaudily made up worker, 

dressed in bright synthetic salwar kameez and cheap sunglasses flitting around from 

factory to shopping centre to cinema and park, clashes with all norms of “respectable” 

behaviour’ (1996:167). Therefore, it is not unexpected that the phrase ‘You look like 

a garment girl’ is commonly used to describe the questionable taste of the middle-

class women in Bangladesh who overdress (ibid). 

Stereotypical images of the garment workers were also held by some of the people I 

interacted with and communicated for my research. Tailors and fabric shop owners, 

frequently distinguish garment workers’ clothing choices from those of middle-class 

women. According to them, the workers choose overly bright colours, eye-catching 

fabric and order salwar kameez to be made with excessive design and embellishment. 

These stereotypical images, as depicted in the literature and in the tailors and shop-

owners’ comments in my study, however, erase another narrative, the narrative of the 

workers themselves. The main aim of this chapter is to bring out the narratives of the 
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women about their clothing choices and analyse those narratives to understand how 

women exercise agency in their clothing consumption. As regards agency, the main 

arguments amongst existing scholarship is whether individuals can make a free 

choice to practice agency (Wilson 2010; Morrissey, 2003; Friedman, 2003; Meyers, 

2002) or their choices are dictated by the social structure (Mackenzie and Stoljar 

(2000); McNay 2000; Mody 2008) (Mackenzie and Stoljar eds. (2000); Friedman 

2003; Devine et al. 2008; Camfield et al. 2009; Zaidi 2012; Mahmood 2005).  

My research needs a theoretical approach that creates a nexus between agency and 

structure, which can be found in Bourdieu’s theory of ‘habitus’ (1977). Habitus is a 

set of dispositions, skills, habits, values, preferences and characteristics that one 

acquires through the life experience for being a member of a particular community. 

Apart from habitus, Bourdieu also used another four concepts to define agency: doxa, 

capital, field and strategies. Bourdieu argues that individuals are not passive beings 

whose actions are entirely determined by external structure, rather they are social 

agents who exercise agency by using strategies, interpreting rules and by calculating 

their interests and the opportunities available to them. According to Bourdieu, 

structure produce habitus and at the same time, habitus also produce and shape 

structure. Habitus is not fixed and changes over time, so does strategies. Habitus can 

be altered by experience, context and capital. Bourdieu (1977:95) calls it an ‘endless 

capacity’. Therefore, habitus is a dynamic concept which shape the agent’s behaviour 

and guide them which strategy to use and how to react in a social setting. Bourdieu’s 

theory is important to understand not only how women in my study exercise agency 

while adhering to the norms but also explains why they abide by the norms. It is also 

useful to study the contradictions that women encounter in their clothing 

consumption.

The rest of the chapter discusses how women exercise agency by negotiating between 

different identities and contradictory traditions. The next section focuses on how the 

women workers resist and respond to some of the existing stereotypical images about 

their clothing. It examines why there is a contradiction between how the shopkeepers 

and tailors identify the clothing choices of the women workers and how the women 

themselves define their taste. 
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7.2 Resisting the stereotype

7.2.1 ‘I don’t design’

The first stereotype about women workers in my study, as narrated by the 

shopkeepers and tailors, is that they wear clothing with excessive design. On the 

contrary, the women, however, frequently use the phrase ‘I don’t design’ when 

describing their clothing consumption. As they largely wear tailor-made salwar 

kameez and not ready-made clothing, the phrase would simply suggest that they do 

not contribute to designing their own dress and wear clothing as designed by their 

tailors. The phrase also indicates that the women have a lack of agency and ability to 

influence what they wear and it gives the power to the tailors to choose their clothing. 

There is however evidence from my field study that suggests that the women do 

actually design their clothing. They often order the tailors to design the neckline of 

their salwar kameez to be made as round, boat or box. The evidence of designing 

their kameez and neckline certainly contradicts with the phrase ‘I don’t design’. 

When the women say, ‘I don’t design’, they also add another sentence that says, ‘I 

wear normal clothing’. For example, Nasimon said, ‘I don’t like any design. I prefer 

normal design’. When they use the English word normal, they use it as a synonym 

for simple clothing. Their use of the word normal also stresses how they want to be 

associated with the general population and not with any stereotype. They use two 

Bengali words ‘Sadharon’ and ‘SadaSidha’ to describe the type of design they prefer 

in their clothing. Both words can be translated as normal and simple. The 

contradiction between ‘I don’t design’ and ‘normal design’ also came up during my 

conversation with Shikha and Khushi: 

I don’t design my clothing that much. Sometimes, I just tell the tailor how to design the 
neckline of my kameez. (Shikha)

I don’t design my salwar. I wear a normal salwar. Haven’t you heard about the kabli 
salwar? I just ordered the salwar to be made in the kabli design. I don’t design my 
kameez either. I prefer wearing normal kameez7. (Khushi)

Although Khushi stressed that she never design her clothing, she mentioned her 

preference for kabli salwar. She also commented that she liked to wear a kameez 

7 Kabli design is a special type of design for salwar. The kabli salwar are designed as casual and baggy 
trousers and is very loose-fitting. The design is originated in Afghanistan and Pakistan. 
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designed with three quarter or half-sleeves and a length of 35 inch. While speaking 

about her preference for certain designs for her clothing, she also commented on the 

designs she does not like. For example, Khushi told me that she really did not like 

any salwar with as churidar design.8 Despite her claim ‘I don’t design my salwar’, 

she, in fact, knows which design to choose for her outfit.

When I asked the women to explain the phrase ‘I don’t design’, they actually drew 

on counter meaning and described it opposite to what the phrase would literally 

suggest. By the phrase ‘I don’t design’ the women first, refer to their preference for 

normal, simple and unostentatious design and second, disassociate them from any 

excessive design that might stigmatise them. When they say, ‘I don’t design’, they 

largely associate the word ‘design’ with immodesty. The women are aware of the 

stereotyped images that exist against them. They also care about what other people 

think of their clothing. They are aware of people making bad comments about the 

women workers who come to the factory wearing eye-catching clothing. As a result, 

they avoid wearing any attention-grabbing outfit that may question their 

respectability. As one participant commented: 

We don’t design. We dress up in a way that people do not question our respectability 
when they look at us. (Participant 7, FGD 3)

The women’s inclination towards simple design is clearly not the same as no design 

at all. However, the women deliberately use the phrase to avoid the stigma associated 

with excessive design. Therefore, ‘I don’t design’ does not suggest that the workers 

do not design their clothing at all. Rather the phrase is a way of expression to resist 

any stereotype and stigma associated with the factory workers and their clothing. 

7.2.2 ‘Gravity’ 

The second stereotype about women workers in my study, as described by the shop-

owners and tailors, is that they prefer brightly coloured clothing. Although there is 

evidence of the women choosing loud colours for their clothing to wear on special 

occasions, they largely disagree with this stereotype. In addition to the phrase, ‘I 

8 A salwar with churidar design is more like leggings which has a wide cut on the top and narrow cut 
at the bottom. It has longer length than the leg in order to create wave effect in the ankle area just like 
bangles women wear on their arms. The bangles are called ‘churi’ in Hindi language. This is why it 
is called churidar.

http://www.mirraw.com/store/dress-materials
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don’t design’, they frequently use the English word ‘gravity’ in their narratives to 

describe their taste in the selection of colour for their apparel. In general, the term 

gravity refers to seriousness, significance or extreme importance of any situation.  

The women however use the term ‘gravity’ as a synonym for dignity and 

respectability of a person which is reflected in their choice of pale and muted colour 

in their clothing. 

In contrast to the stereotypical image of the workers preferring bright and loud colour, 

they actually profess to dislike such colour. During my conversation with Ankhi, she 

told me that she does not buy a salwar kameez if it contains any loud colour. To 

express her liking, Ankhi used the Bengali word ‘marjito’ which is translated as 

elegant, polished and polite. She said:

I wear clothing which has a marjito colour. Loud colour does not suit me. (Ankhi)

Sufia also mentioned that she only chooses apparel that is white or has white as the 

predominant colour. Her reason for choosing white colour is particularly to avoid any 

loud colour in her clothing. When I asked her what she meant by loud colour, she 

explained, ‘Loud colour means any colour which is eye-catching, red, for example’. 

The colour red is also identified by other women workers as a loud colour which does 

not have gravity. Rahima said: ‘I wear clothing which shows gravity. Gravity means 

wearing clothing of muted colour. I don’t wear any red kameez. I don’t like that 

[smile]’. Rahima revealed that her favourite colours for salwar kameez that has 

gravity are pink and light purple. The word gravity and red as a loud colour is also 

mentioned by Jaheda, a 45-year-old, helper:

At my age can I wear just anything? I have to wear clothing which has gravity [at my 
age]. I have always worn simple and ordinary clothing though, which shows gravity, 
something which is not very brightly coloured and not red. If any woman wears red 
clothing, she can be noticed by people from far distance. I like yellow and pale purple. 
(Jaheda)

The use of pale colour by the women, for example, Sufia wearing only white salwar 

kameez and Ankhi, Rahima and Jaheda avoiding loud colours in their outfits, 

challenges the stereotype that they wear loud and bright colours. The use of the term 

‘gravity’ by the women is, therefore, another way of expressing resistance to any 

stereotype associated with them, like the phrase ‘I don’t design’. 
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7.3 Being the same and being different

7.3.1 Dressing alike: friendship, clothing and collective agency

Consumption often binds the factory workers together. Going shopping together and 

displaying the newly purchased items in the factory the next day is what connects the 

workers: ‘Instead of keeping them separated, consumption bound them into a 

collectivity through their shared dream and desires to become a new kind of gendered 

subject…The desire to transform themselves and have a new look was what drew 

them together’ (Pun 2005:158-159). As it can be noted, women workers in my study 

wear the same coloured outfit on special occasions, such as the first day of the 

Bengali new year. By wearing the similar clothing, they celebrate the occasion and 

also their friendship. For them, dressing alike is an expression of their friendship and 

collective agency. 

There are a number of women who bond well in the factory. They form friendship 

groups among them. The friends from each individual group shop together, wear the 

same clothing together and gossip together in their lunch time. Although they are 

colleagues, they address each other as Bandhobi which is translated as girlfriend in 

English. While it is a common ritual among the workers on the same production floor 

to wear similar clothing on special occasions, women in a friendship group do not 

wait for such occasion to dress alike. In fact, they choose a random date and wear the 

same clothing on that date. Wearing the same clothing reflects their membership of 

a particular friendship group. For example, Nazia said:

I have bonded well with a few workers in my factory. On a specific day, we go to the 
market together. Then we choose the same fabric and same colour for all of us. Then 
we go to the tailors’ shop and put in an order for salwar kameez to be made for each one 
of us. Then as a group we go to the factory wearing the same salwar kameez on a day 
we’ve decided in advance. (Nazia)

Runa and Mamata, both working as helpers, also recalled their experience of wearing 

the similar clothing with their female friends from the factory. 

A few years ago, there was an event in our factory. As Bandhobis, we all ordered the 
same kameez. We bought the fabric in brown. Then we all went to the factory wearing 
the same kameez that day. It felt like celebrating a picnic on that day. (Mamata)

We are three friends in our group: me, Champa and Bilkis. Suddenly there will be a day 
when one friend from our group will ask the other to wear their best looking kameez on, 
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say, the next Friday. Then, we do as she suggests and wear our best kameez that day, a 
kameez that we usually keep in our almirah to wear on a special occasion. (Runa)

During my conversation with Hena, I asked her how she felt about wearing the same 

clothing as her friends. She replied: 

I feel full of joy. We don’t expect a lot. So, when we plan something like wearing the 
same clothing with our friends and when we can do that, I feel good. (Hena)

Being in a friends’ circle is not only about wearing the same clothing. Friends also 

influence each other in their overall appearance and clothing consumption. Moni, a 

quality inspector, described to me how she and her friends influence each other in 

their clothing consumption and lifestyle. She said that she had four friends in the 

factory. When I complimented her for her ear ring, she revealed that her friends chose 

the ear ring for her. She also mentioned that she never wore bangles because none of 

her friends wore bangles. Moni said: ‘Whatever I do and wear, my friends do the 

same and vice versa’. Friends also have influence on each other in changing dressing 

habits, such as wearing the burqa. Nasimon, for example, started wearing burqa 

because of her friends’ influences. In contrast, Mukti does not like wearing burqa and 

her dislike for burqa is influenced by her friends to some extent. She said: ‘I do not 

like burqa. I do not wear it. None of my friends from our group wear burqa’. 

7.3.2 Being different: dressing differently

While there are attempts to dress like other workers, there are also instances to dress 

differently. The women often avoid any trend in clothing consumption that is 

followed by the majority of the workers. Chadni, for example, dislikes plain fabric 

mainly because other workers wear it. As she explained:

All the workers wear plain kameez. That’s why I don’t like them. I prefer printed 
kameez. (Chadni) 

While the pakhi dress is very popular among the women workers, Nazia refrained 

from ordering this dress since other workers have already done so. Nazia said: ‘This 

Eid, the pakhi dress is very popular. My aunt who works with me in the same factory 

bought a pakhi dress for 1500 taka. There are so many women in my factory who 

also bought the pakhi dress. That’s why I didn’t order that dress’. On certain 

occasions, a few women even get offended when I asked them the question about 

buying or making the similar clothing as their fellow factory workers. Sufia, for 
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example, was offended when I asked her if she ever wore the same dress as other 

fellow workers on special occasion. She replied:

Why do I have to wear what other workers wear? (Sufia)

While dressing differently is largely an attempt to be different and unique, it is also 

a way to disassociate oneself from the membership of factory work. Distancing 

themselves from other workers is often a strategy adopted by working-class women 

to restore the respectability of middle-class women (Sarioğlu 2013; Skeggs 1997). 

The working-class women adopt the strategy of denial and dis-identification and of 

not being recognised as working class (Skeggs 1997). As their class position does not 

allow them to have access to any other class except the working class, they define 

themselves through the process of what they are not. In her ethnographic study on 

female retail workers in Turkey, Esra Sarioğlu (2013) shows how the retail workers 

construct their gender identities by distancing themselves from the local working-

class women. She argues that the Turkish retail workers are aware of the degrading 

status of the working-class label. Therefore, they formulate a strategy of distancing 

themselves from other factory workers in order to establish their superiority and to 

retain the respectable status of middle class. 

In my study, it is not uncommon for the women to reject or hide their identities as 

garment workers. Therefore, they intentionally design their clothing in a way that 

does not characterise them as garment workers. They primarily want to be associated 

with the urban educated women who go to colleges and universities. Although I do 

not want to generalise it, there is often a positive relation between the workers’ level 

of education and their motives to dress differently than the common factory workers. 

The two women Chadni and Nazia as I mentioned above, have a higher level of 

education than their fellow workers. Both Chadni and Nazia went to secondary 

school and studied until year 8 before joining the factory. Therefore, it is not a 

surprise that they want to be associated with school or college attending urban girls. 

Diba, who works as a poly-man, studied until year eight. She considers herself to be 

different from other garment workers who hardly have education above the primary 

level. As she was dropped out of her class in order to join the factory, she initially 

faced a tough time to adjust with the factory environment, especially with the 
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workers. She continuously disassociates herself from the garment workers and is 

closer to her school friends who now go to the college. There is also a man in her life 

whom she loves and the man is also educated and goes to the college. So, she hides 

her identity as a garment worker from her boyfriend as it may hinder the possibility 

of her marriage with the man. Certainly, Diba is associated with people who are 

educated and not from the garment factory in her personal life. Her different 

surroundings make her disinterested in building friendship with the factory workers. 

Diba's attitude towards the garment workers is also reflected in her choices of 

apparel. She hides her worker identity while going to a tailor to have her clothing 

made or while going to the market to buy her clothing. She consciously chooses her 

outfit in a way that distinguishes her from other workers. As she said: 

All the girls in the factory obviously wear salwar-kameez. But other girls’ clothing does 
not match mine. Those garment girls wear dresses on plain colours and with gauze 
fabric. I wear printed kameez. The school and college going girls never wear the plain 
coloured kameez. (Diba)

7.3.3 Wearing what they produce: refusal and acceptance

One question I asked the women was whether they ever fancied wearing the clothing 

they make in their factory. The most common answer was no. They displayed a 

negative attitude and distanced themselves from the clothing that they make. One 

reason for this distancing is the cultural differences between the clothing they make 

and the clothing they wear. The workers usually wear Bangladeshi clothing, such as, 

salwar kameez and they usually produce Western clothing, such as t-shirts. The 

workers believe that the Western clothing does not fit into their culture. When I asked 

Rabeya whether she liked any of the designs of the clothing that she made, she 

replied: 

No, I don’t like them. The clothing we make is for foreigners, not for us. We don’t like 
what they like. Those clothes have low-cut necklines and short sleeves. Even if I wore 
those clothes, I would have to wear them under my kameez [with a laugh]. (Rabeya)

Some interviewees even became upset just being asked about whether or not they 

would like to wear western clothing. As Runa replied: ‘No [spoken with a tone of 

ridicule]! Are those clothes of any use in Bangladesh? Those are for Western 

countries’. 
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Munira also reacted aggressively when asked the same question: 

It is better to wear torn clothing than those clothes. Clothing is for covering the body. 
What is the point of wearing clothes that do not cover the body properly? (Munira)

Although the factory-produced apparel attracts largely negative responses, a few 

women actually long to wear what they make. There are stories of how the women 

yearn for the factory-produced clothing and how they satisfy their desires to wear 

them. Mamata told me her story of liking a t-shirt:

There was a time when I liked a t-shirt. So, I asked my brother who can sew cloth to 
make a similar t-shirt for me. I had a good relationship with my floor supervisor. So, I 
brought home a t-shirt with my supervisor’s permission. I showed the design to my 
brother. Then my brother went to the market and bought fabric and made a t-shirt for 
me. But what I showed him and what he made for me were very different. (Mamata)

Similarly, Diba described her experience of wearing a factory t-shirt:

One day I really liked a t-shirt in my factory. So, I asked my Sir [supervisor] if I could 
bring one home. Now I still wear the t-shirt [that I brought from the factory] when I 
sleep at night. There was another time when I liked a nightdress [nighty]. It was 
beautiful. It was left on Manager Sir’s table. That day, I was given the duty of cleaning 
his room. I saw the nighty when I went to clean the room. I locked the room as I cleaned. 
There was no one in the room, so I tried on the nightdress and then quickly folded it and 
put in back on the table.  (Diba)

Similar to Mamata and Diba, there are also other women workers who like the 

western clothing. They are however hesitant to wear such clothing in their cultural 

context. Therefore, they often copy a particular design from a western dress on their 

salwar kameez. Hena, a machine operator, for example, once liked an embroidery 

design while working on her machine in the factory. Because she could sew her own 

clothing, she took advantage of creating a design like the one she saw in the factory.  

Therefore, she copied the design on her salwar kameez. She said, ‘Once I liked an 

embroidery design [that I saw] on a western dress while working in the factory. I 

came home, bought fabric from the market and copied a similar design onto my 

kameez’. The next section analyses how women use clothing as a means to distant 

themselves from rural tradition, highlight their urban identity and gain respectability 

in the village. It will be followed by another discussion on women’s middle-class 

aspiration and their attempt to achieve middle-class identity.



183

7.3.4 Visiting the village: distancing from the rural tradition

There are many differences between the women who leave the village to work in the 

city and the same women who return to their villages. The difference can be seen not 

only in economic terms as they invest in buying land in their village, but also in their 

way of dressing, which sets them apart from the rural women.  The women in my 

study exploit their purchasing power to compare their clothing with that of rural 

women in their village of origin. They argue that they wear more and better clothing 

than the rural women as they have more purchasing power than the latter. As Lipi, a 

quality inspector, said, ‘We have more clothes than the rural women. They cannot 

afford to buy as many clothes as we can. They wear the same cloth every day, all 

year round’. Surovi, a 24-year-old, married, check-man, also thinks that there are 

differences between her clothing and that of rural women: 

Yes, there is a difference. Village people earn less. We earn more. There is poverty in 
the village. So, they cannot afford to have many clothes even if they want to. Also, many 
of our female relatives in the village wear the sari and we mostly wear salwar kameez. 
(Surovi)

A study of Sri Lankan workers from free trade zone revealed that they wore faded 

clothing when visiting their village (Hewamanne 2008). As there was a stigma 

attached to the lifestyle and clothing of urban factory workers, the workers 

deliberately did not wear the clothes that they wore at the factory. Their intention was 

to create an image of themselves as good rural girls and differentiate themselves from 

other urban factory workers. The workers in my research are also concerned with 

maintaining the image of a ‘good girl’. In contrast with the Sri Lankan workers, they 

however, keep their best clothing to wear during their visits to the village. When 

discussing what she would wear to visit her village, Jerina said: 

I have ordered two sets of salwar kameez and I have put another two sets on reserve. I 
will also make some new clothes for Eid. I will go to the village soon. I cannot visit the 
village dressed poorly. (Jerina)

The women are aware of the difference that their clothing makes in the village. It 

emphasises their purchasing power and distinguishes themselves from rural women. 

Their clothing demonstrates that they are respectable women who work in a 

respectable place in the city. In other words, clothing brings them respectability in 
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the village. Therefore, it is not surprising that they want to dress up in their best attire 

in the village. As Nazma explained: 

People from our village show lot of interest to know about us as we live in the city. They 
observe what we wear when we visit the village. So, obviously I have to wear my best 
clothing. I think, nice clothing brings me honour and respectability in the village. 
(Nazma)

7.3.5 Middle-class aspirations: purchasing from the middle-class market

Consumption creates distinction among social class (Bourdieu 1984). However, 

people can raise their social status by investing in tasteful commodities, despite 

having low economic status. Research has shown how the working class uses 

consumption as a means to raise their status to middle-class (Pun 2005; Cairoli 2011; 

Atmavilas 2008; Sarioğlu 2013). The women in my study, on the one hand, exploit 

their purchasing power to buy clothing that distinguishes themselves from working 

class and rural women. On the other hand, they exploit the same purchasing power 

to achieve urban middle-class identity. 

When I arrived to interview Sufia, she stared at my bangles and asked me, ‘Is it gold?’ 

I replied, ‘No’. She then promptly asked, ‘Can you buy a pair of bangles for me? I 

will give you money next time you visit me.’ I said, ‘But what if you don’t like the 

bangles that I buy for you.’ She then insisted, ‘I like your bangles. I like your choice.’ 

Although there are differences in education and economic status, Sufia’s offering to 

give me the money to buy bangles for her suggests that there is a similarity between 

her choice as a garment worker and my choice as an urban middle-class woman. It 

also indicates that she can afford the bangles too. 

The above example is one of the many occasions where the workers in my study 

compared their clothing with that of urban middle-class women. Nasreen, an 18-year-

old, single woman, a former garment worker and who now works as a housemaid, 

said that she used to observe the college going girls on the road when she went to the 

factory. Nasreen said, ‘Sometimes I watched the college going girls and I realised 

that they were wearing the same design I had in one of my kameez’. The women 

workers, particularly those who left their schools to join the factory, express their 

desire to dress like the school and college going girls. Pinky, for example, stated how 
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she missed wearing her school uniform which was a white salwar kameez with a 

white scarf. She said:

When I first came to the Narayanganj, I watched the girls in their uniforms going to 
school on the road. When I went to the factory, I felt sad. I remembered the days when 
I too used to wear school uniform. (Pinky)

While the women buy their daily wear from local female vendors, they purchase their 

expensive clothes from the Kalibazar market during Eid. Kalibazar is also the market 

where middle-class women buy their clothing. Apart from purchasing from the same 

middle-class market, during Eid the women workers also go to the same (male) 

tailors’ shops where middle-class women order their clothing. In fact, during the Eid 

festivals, the garment workers order more salwar kameez than any other working-

class or middle-class women, as mentioned by a tailor, which further confounds 

expectations based on their socio-economic position. 

A study on Indian factory workers shows the contradiction between the workers’ 

desire to achieve ‘nagareekthana’, their desire to look like urban modern middle-

class women and their lack of the purchasing power needed to fulfil this desire 

(Atmavilas 2008). Women in my study also express their frustration on the occasions 

where there is a gap between their middle-class aspirations and their working-class 

reality, between their desire to buy a dress and their inability to afford to do so. As 

Shampa said: ‘I often like dresses which are very costly. But I can’t afford it even if 

I want to’. 

7.4 Redefining and negotiating purdah 

7.4.1 Purdah in outward clothing: following religion and Islamic rules

Purdah which is a very common practice in any South Asian and Muslim country 

including Bangladesh, plays a significant role in the clothing consumption of women 

workers in my study. While purdah is clearly defined in Islamic ruling, it has taken 

various forms in different cultural settings. The factory workers in my research have 

formulated their own definition of purdah in their clothing practices according to 

their socio-cultural contexts. In a broader sense, purdah can be defined from four 

different aspects: first, purdah is defined from the religious aspect in which it is 

associated with the use of appropriate clothing under the Islamic rule. According to 
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this definition, purdah must be observed visibly; it can take many forms, ranging 

from wearing salwar kameez and a head-scarf to a burqa encompassing the entire 

body.  

The women in my study differ in what constitutes the appropriate form of purdah. 

Many women believe that sari is not a proper clothing to observe purdah as it exposes 

the abdomen area. They argue that salwar kameez is the appropriate form of clothing 

that serves the purpose of purdah. 

See, many women don’t realise that the sari does not have any purdah. The abdomen 
area is exposed. But I wear salwar kameez so the whole body is covered. I also cover 
my head with the orna. (Jaheda)

Those who are respected, they can be as respected if they wear salwar kameez and cover 
their head with the orna. (Shampa)

Despite the differences in their opinion, all the women define purdah from the 

religious perspective. They consider adhering to the norms of purdah as a worthy and 

religious act. They use two Bengali words to describe the observation of purdah 

among women. They call any woman who cover their heads and bodies as 

‘purdawali’ or ‘purdanashin’ (modest and virtuous) and the woman who do not 

cover their body as ‘bepurda’ (exposed, immodest or without purdah). One of my 

focus group participants said:

Observing purdah is the right thing to do. See, if you observe purdah, you are following 
the Islamic rule of the Quran and Allah. (Participant 5, FGD 7)

Nuri, a former worker, who is now a housewife, also considered purdah as the correct 

thing to do: ‘Burqa is a good thing. See, if you wear burqa when you go out, your 

body will be covered, so the men cannot stare at your body. It will serve the purpose 

of purdah. Isn’t that a good thing to do?’ 

Although purdah is a religious obligation for the workers, there are however many 

other reasons for their veiling which are not spiritual in nature. Sometimes purdah is 

observed out of necessity and for practical reasons. Covering the hair and wearing 

burqa, for instance, saves time in getting dressed. The women can just throw a burqa 

over their body and they have the freedom to wear anything underneath. Burqa is 

also used as an alternative to a possession of fewer salwar kameez. If someone wears 
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a burqa, no one can see what she is wearing underneath the burqa. Both Diba and 

Shampa offered more practical reasons for wearing the burqa: 

Changing clothing is a hassle. So, I just wear semiz [undergarment] under my burqa. 
Also, if I wear a burqa, I don’t need to comb my hair. When I went to my private tutor 
for study [before joining the factory], I didn’t like to go there wearing the same salwar 
kameez again and again. This problem does not arise if I wear a burqa. (Diba)

See, a lot of the times I don’t have nice clothes to wear. So, then I just put on a burqa 
and leave quickly. (Shampa)

The practical reasons for veiling also incorporate the need to protect hair from dirt 

and lint produced from the clothes being made in factory. When asked the reason for 

covering, Pinky, a machine operator, responded: ‘I cover my head because there is 

so much dirt in the factory that will make my hair dirty’. In contrast, there are also 

practical reasons for not covering up. The high temperature inside the factory is one 

of the reasons why many women do not prefer to wear a burqa at work. Mariyam 

said: 

I don’t wear burqa in the factory because it’s too hot there. It’s not possible to survive 
wearing burqa. It’s also inconvenient to work wearing the burqa. (Mariyam)

As most factories do not allow burqas to be worn on the premises, many women do 

not wear a burqa while travelling to the factory either. They argue that purdah should 

be observed in a systematic and consistent way and there is no point in wearing burqa 

while going to work if they have to take it off at work. Nazia argued:  

Purdah, listen, if I take off my burqa while I work, I wear burqa in one place and not in 
another place, does it serve my purdah? It’s better to cover your head and body properly 
with cotton orna. If I always cover my head and body, that is a better purdah. (Nazia)

As it can be noted, the women have contrasting viewpoints and different practical 

reasons for covering up and for not covering up. Therefore, religious grounds are not 

the only reason for observing purdah among them. The women also define purdah 

in relation to inner-self. The next section focuses on the second aspect of purdah that 

includes modesty, conduct and character. 

7.4.2 Purdah of the mind: modesty, conduct and character 

While the first aspect of purdah includes appropriate clothing, the second aspect 

extends beyond the clothing and outer cover. This definition of purdah is best 

described by the term ‘purdah of the mind’ (Kabeer 2000). From this perspective, 
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purdah is defined in relation to behaviour, conduct and character and the modesty of 

the inner-self (Mahmood 2001). Here modesty largely refers to the sexual modesty 

that physically segregate men and women’s living spaces and restricts their 

interaction outside the family and marriage (Papanek, 1973). The women participants 

also value this aspect of purdah which makes it essential for them to be modest in 

character alongside covering the body. They argue that women violate the norms of 

purdah if they mix with un-related men outside marriage despite visibly covering 

their body. Wearing the veil does not automatically make anyone modest. Rosy 

points out the relation between purdah and modesty in our conversation, as she said: 

There are some women workers in our factory who are purdawali. They are very 
modest. And there are some who are very naughty. They cover themselves up on the 
outside and but they are naughty inside. Those who cover their face, they are even more 
wicked. If you saw them, what would you say about their activities? (Rosy)

Rosy referred to the immodest behavior among some of the women workers who 

cover. This point was also raised by Laila who explained how burqa can lead to 

immodesty:  

Nowadays, many people do not appreciate the burqa. Particularly the men blame the 
women who wear burqa and niqab to cover themselves and their faces and then take this 
advantage [as you cannot see their face] to do naughty things in other places. That’s 
why they don’t like it. Still, it is good from the perspective of purdah. (Laila)

The relation between purdah and inner-self brings me to the next section which 

discusses on the intrinsic and voluntary nature of purdah. 

7.4.3 Why would I need to learn?: natural modesty 

The third dimension of purdah is related to its voluntary nature. Wearing the veil is 

often considered as a voluntary act to achieve modesty and honour in society (Abu-

Lughod 1986). The women participants, as I have noticed, get offended if they are 

asked who asked or taught them to observe purdah. They argue that no-one asks or 

forces them to follow the norms but they observe it voluntarily for their own benefits. 

Sufia focuses on her voluntary decision to observe purdah in the following way:

I do observe purdah. That is my choice. I always cover my head, when I go to and return 
from work. Purdah is something that one should do from one’s own free will. Why 
would I need to learn from someone else? (Sufia)
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Although the women describe purdah as an intrinsic and voluntary, there is however 

empirical evidence that suggests that purdah is not an inherent norm. In fact, many 

of them did not cover when they were in the village or when they were unmarried. 

Later in their lives, they were influenced by others to observe the norm. Rahima, for 

example, did not cover her head before marriage. She started wearing burqa after her 

marriage and she was influenced by her husband. 

The fellow women workers also have an influence on the observation of purdah 

among the junior workers. Jerina started observing purdah for full time due to the 

influence of her co-workers. Although Jerina used to cover her head when she was 

in the village before joining the workforce, she did not do so regularly. But after 

joining the factory, she always covers. When I asked her the reason for this change, 

she replied:‘I always have to cover my head in the factory. Everyone in the factory 

covers their head. How would it look if I did not cover my head among all of my co-

workers?’  

Even though the workers argue that they observe the norms of purdah at their own 

will, they themselves reveal how they have learnt it from their family members, 

particularly from their mothers which they then transfer to their own progeny. Popy, 

a helper, for example, learnt how to cover from her elders and she has passed on her 

knowledge to her two daughters who now cover their heads. When I asked the 

question in a focus group discussion on whether they observe purdah voluntarily, 

one participant replied: 

It is our own decision. The older women of our families observed purdah and we learnt 
from them. They taught us to cover our head and body. (Participant 1, FGD 6) 

Therefore, purdah is something that the women learn from their family and from 

their female colleagues at workplace. While most of them consider observing purdah 

as the right thing to do, their definition of purdah and modesty changes according to 

distance and strangers. The next section focuses on the last dimension of purdah 

which is related to the matters of distance and strangers.

7.4.4 Purdah: The effect of distance and strangers 

What the women wear and how they observe purdah changes according to the 

distance that they travel from their home. They wear salwar kameez and cover their 
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head with orna if they are travelling nearby and they wear the burqa if they are 

travelling further afield. They wear the burqa also when they go to the market or visit 

a doctor’s surgery or the hospital. The burqa is also used as a coat or outdoor cover-

up over their salwar kameez by the women when they visit a relative:

Whenever I visit any relative, I wear nice salwar kameez and then wear the burqa on top 
of the kameez. When I arrive at my relative’s house, I just take off the burqa. (Likhi)

Often, the workers’ decisions to wear or not to wear burqa while going to the 

workplace depends on the distance between the factory and their home. Those who 

live near the factory choose not to wear the burqa. As Laila said:

My current factory is literally one minute away from my home, so I don’t wear the burqa 
there. But I used to wear a burqa to my last factory which was twenty to twenty-five 
minutes away from my home. (Laila)

The reason why the workers wear salwar kameez for short distance and burqa for 

long distance travel is connected to the concept of strangers. They identify strangers 

as men they do not know, with whom they encounter in the street or while traveling 

far away from home. Therefore, they wear burqa when traveling far as they encounter 

strangers on the journey. As Popy said: ‘There are many people (strangers) on the 

train journey back home. If I wear burqa, I will be covered’. 

Defining the strangers also makes it clear why the workers veil in front of some men 

and not in front of others. In other Muslim contexts, veiling is related to the presence 

of men who have power and authority. The ethnographic study of Lila Abu-Lughod 

(1986) shows that the Egyptian Bedouin women veil in the presence of the men who 

have authority and responsibility. Therefore, they veil for their fathers and not for 

men who have lower status. I found no evidence of such practice among the factory 

workers in my study. In fact, the empirical evidence indicates that the workers in my 

study certainly do not veil in front of their fathers or any close male relative who 

have authority over them. 

Although the Islamic rule for purdah sets the barrier for women to interact with other 

men (except the husband, father, father-in law, brothers, sisters or brothers’ sons and 

uncle), the cultural tradition of purdah in Bangladesh however, extends beyond this 

barrier. Any man who is either a relative, or who is a familiar face for being from the 

same village of the women, is counted as a family member and the women do not 
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veil in front of him. This is the reason why they do not cover their head while they 

are at home where they live in close proximity with other men (non-relative) from 

their district or village. Sufia said: ‘I don’t need to cover up if I am home. Everyone 

here is from our village. They are all like my relative. That one is like my cousin, that 

one another cousin. They are all like young children, like my own child’. The next 

section analyses the contradiction between women’s adherence to the norms of 

purdah and paying lip-service to the norms. 

7.4.5 Paying lip-service to norms: short and tight kameez, no burqa and no 
headscarf

When it comes to the matter of wearing salwar kameez, the women from the older 

generation believe that the salwar kameez should be long and loose to maintain the 

norms of purdah. The younger women however prefer to wear short and tight salwar 

kameez. They pay lip service to the norms of purdah by covering their head while 

wearing the short and tight kameez. Jerina, an 18-year-old, single, helper, covers her 

head but she likes to wear tight and short kameez. Pinky, another young and single 

worker who is a machine operator, also covers her head but wear short sleeve kameez. 

During her interview, Nasreen, a young and a former garment worker, told me that 

sometimes she covered up and sometimes she did not. When I further asked her to 

explain what drives this decision, she added in her defense: 

I cover when I realise that everyone is staring at me. I know that it’s not right to uncover 
the hair. But sometimes I just like it to show (uncover) my hair. (Nasreen)

Nasreen’s comments further exemplifies how women pay lip service to the norms of 

the purdah by covering their head inconsistently. There are many other occasions 

where the women do not cover. They neither wear burqa nor any headscarf during 

special occasions, for example, while taking a photograph, attending a wedding or 

any special event such as Pohela Boishakh (Bengali New Year) or on the last working 

day at the chand raat party in the factory before Eid. Hena explained her reason for 

avoiding burqa in a wedding:

I have to adjust with others. I have to dress up as others do. In the wedding or during 
any function, burqa is not very welcomed. And as others wear, I go there wearing sari 
or salwar kameez. I wear burqa on my journey to the village as there are many people 
(unfamiliar male) in the transport or when I go to the market, I wear burqa. (Hena)



192

Both Hena and Nasreen’s statements show how the women change the norms of 

purdah in different contexts and suggest that there is contradiction in how they want 

to adhere to the norms of the purdah in theory and how they observe it in real life. 

The contradiction also raises further questions: why do the workers still adhere to the 

norms of purdah when they change the norms according to their contexts and if they 

can redefine the norms, why they do not resist it completely? These questions lead 

me to the last point of this section on purdah.

7.4.6 Purdah and agency: working outside and achieving higher status

The contradiction between the adherence to the norms of purdah and paying lip-

service to the norms of purdah among the women must be understood by looking at 

three major points. First, the women understand the significance of purdah in their 

daily lives. Being a purdanashin is important for being a good Muslim woman. It 

further allows them to work outside. In theory, purdah creates a separate sphere for 

men and women associating the men with the public sphere and women with the 

private sphere. Therefore, it is often viewed as an obstacle towards women’s 

employment opportunities outside the home (Amin 1997). In contrast, research 

studies show that purdah in fact, facilitates employment for women (Papanek 1973). 

In her research on university going urban women who have started to wear hijab and 

burqa, Naseem Akhter Hussain (2010) argues that urban women have adopted the 

use of veiling as a strategy that allows them to work outside the home and also accepts 

them as good wives and daughters who adhere to religious rules. The burqa is also 

used by university students as a way to avoid the sexual harassment that the state has 

failed to stop (Rozario 2006). The observation of purdah, wearing the burqa, for 

example, allows women in my study to occupy and move through public space in 

‘portable seclusion’ (McCarthy 1967 cited in Papanek 1971). Ankhi said: 

When I was in the village, I did not have to work. I did not even come out of the house 
in front of unfamiliar men. But here if I don’t come out of my private arena, how will I 
work? how will I survive? Nevertheless, I try my best to follow the purdah. I wear a 
burqa. (Ankhi)

One focus group participant brought out the issue of working in front of men: 

We have to work in front of many male. They don’t stare at us if we adhere to the norms 
of purdah and cover our bodies. (Participant 3, FGD 2)
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It can be noted from the statement of Ankhi and the focus group participant that the 

women know that they have to survive by working outside the home and that they 

also have to adhere to the norms of purdah. By following the norm, they are able to 

negotiate the terms and conditions of the norm and to justify working outside the 

home with unrelated men. In other words, the women exploit the norms of purdah 

for their own benefits to work outside home. 

Second, the women also realise what the non-adherence to the norms of purdah 

would bring into their lives. They often used the terms ‘wisdom’ and ‘intelligence’ 

in their interviews when they discussed their adherence to the norms. 

We obey the norms of purdah because we have wisdom and sense. (Participant 8, FGD 
4)

If you are intelligent enough, you will know by yourself how to dress up. (Popy)

While the terms intelligent and wisdom largely refer to the understanding of the 

religious values and reasons of purdah, they also mean that the women are intelligent 

enough to realise the negative reaction that not veiling will produce. Kabeer 

(1999:457) argues: ‘…individual women can, and do, act against the norm, but their 

impact on the situation of women in general is likely to remain limited and they may 

have to pay a high price for their autonomy’. The women in my study know that they 

have to survive by working outside home and they also have to adhere to the norms 

of purdah to be allowed to do so. Therefore, observing purdah actually makes their 

life easier. 

Third, the women understand the importance of the observation of purdah in raising 

their social status. In South Asian context, the observation of purdah is related to 

prestige and higher social status. In fact, wearing the burqa was restricted only to 

upper class society in the past in this continent (Papanek 1973, McCarthy 1967). 

Therefore, it is not difficult to understand why the women adhere to the norms of 

purdah, even if it means paying lip-service to it, considering its significance in their 

lives to give them easier access to outside employment and higher status. The 

following section analyses how women workers negotiate between their Bengali and 

Islamic identity in their clothing consumption. 
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7.5 Negotiating Bengali and Islamic identity: Is wearing the burqa not 
Bengali?

Notably, there is a clash between Bengali culture and Islam. The conflict is also 

prevalent in the matter of clothing. In 2013, a television talk show in Bangladesh 

fuelled the debate on Bengali and Islamic identity. A famous singer named Mita Huq 

commented on the show that ‘wearing the burqa is not Bengali’.9 She commented 

that the Bangladeshi people have an identity crisis. As part of our common Bengali 

identity, Bangladeshi women should wear sari and men should wear punjabi, she 

argued. She further commented that Bangladeshi women who wear hijab and burqa 

and who do not wear sari, are not Bengali. The tension between Bengali and Muslim 

identity can be traced back to the creation of the country Bangladesh itself. Before 

1945, Bangladesh was part of the greater Indian subcontinent. The subcontinent was 

divided into Pakistan and Indian state in 1945 on the basis of religion; the former one 

was formed of a Muslim majority population and the latter one was formed of a 

Hindu majority population. Bangladesh was then part of the Pakistani state and 

known as East Pakistan. Although the population from both West Pakistan and East 

Pakistan had a common religion, it was not enough to unite them. It fact, East and 

West Pakistan had major cultural clashes based on different language and culture. In 

1952, the language movement emerged in East Pakistan with the demand that Bengali 

should also be the state language together with Urdu. Apart from the language, 

women’s clothing also gained importance and influence during the movement. While 

wearing sari and putting bindi on the forehead was considered part of Bengali 

nationalism, it was considered as anti-Islamic by the West Pakistanis. The cultural 

divide finally led to the 1971 war between East and West Pakistan which gave birth 

to the present Bangladesh. 

The tension between the Bengali and Islamic identity is still present. The clash 

however has become more evident with the widespread use of Islamic veiling, hijab 

and burqa. Although Bangladesh is traditionally a Muslim country and it has a past 

history of sexual segregation and a system of purdah in Bengali society, it is however 

very recently that the widespread use of veiling has taken place in the country. 

Bangladeshi women, both Muslim and Hindu, were seen to wear sari and to cover 

9Talk Show–‘Ekattor Mancho’, [in Bengali], telecasted on 71 TV on 11.08. 2013., [Online] 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DbgONp0U-SQ 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DbgONp0U-SQ
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their head with the end part of sari in the past. However, the use of burqa is regarded 

as a recent development (Rozario 2006). There has been a growing tendency to wear 

hijab and burqa among urban women in the present Bangladesh. The widespread use 

of physical veiling in Bangladesh has to be seen as a part of the worldwide Islamist 

movement that calls for the return to a purer form of Islamic practices including 

veiling.   

Apart from the international Islamic movement, it is also important to look at the 

national politics of Bangladesh and how it contributes to use of the burqa. The two 

main political parties are the Awami League and Bangladesh National Party (BNP). 

The former party is currently in power and is secular in nature.  The BNP, however, 

is in principle more Islamic. Besides these two parties, there is a third party called 

Jamaat-i-Islami which is the most Islamist. This party enjoys huge popularity among 

the rural Bangladeshi people. 

From the very beginning, the party (Jamaat-i-Islami) opposed the western concept of 

women’s rights and it therefore predictably opposes NGO development programmes 

promoting the advancement of women (Feldman 1998; Hashmi 2000). Women’s 

employment outside the home, including garment work, has also been opposed by 

the party. It organises Islamic lectures known as Talim in the rural areas, and these 

lectures have a big influence on rural women. The lectures sometimes include lessons 

on purdah and what type of clothing women should wear encouraging the use of the 

burqa. While middle-class and elite women can stay at home and preserve the 

tradition of purdah, lower-class women cannot afford to do so. In these 

circumstances, they use the burqa as a ‘strategic-instrumental’ object allowing them 

to work outside and still be modest and respectable (Rozario 2006).

The use of burqa not only creates a tension between Bengali and Muslim identity, 

but also questions the suitability of sari as a modest and Islamic clothing.  While the 

sari is considered to be a symbol of Bengali identity, the burqa is considered to be a 

symbol of Muslim identity. Therefore, the clothing raises the question for the wearer 

of whether she is a Bengali first or a Muslim first. 
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The garment workers also have to negotiate between their identity as a Bangladeshi 

and as a Muslim. As both the Bangladeshi and Muslim identity have significance in 

their lives, they practice their agency in a way that accommodates both identities. 

They strategically choose their clothing and are seen wearing sari, salwar kameez 

and burqa according to their preferences and contexts. They value their Muslim 

identity and follow the religious norms by wearing salwar kameez with hijab for 

traveling short distance, such as work place, home and they wear burqa while 

traveling far, market, hospital, relative’s house, for example. Alongside, they 

celebrate their Bengali identity by wearing sari on the occasion of Bengali festival, 

such as Pohela Boishakh. 

The factory work has also enabled them to resolve the conflict between their Bengali 

and Muslim identity. As the factory rules have changed over time, the sari has been 

forbidden inside the factory. Many factories also do not allow women workers to 

wear burqa inside the factory. In these circumstances, workers from all the 

generations, are increasingly embracing the salwar kameez as a working attire. In 

between sari and burqa, the salwar kameez stands out as a more acceptable clothing 

for Bangladeshi women. From the Islamic and religious point of view, the salwar 

kameez is less modern, less revealing and more accepted than the sari for all 

generations of women. With the increasing numbers of women working outside the 

home, the popularity of salwar kameez has increased as a suitable working uniform 

among women including the factory workers. 

7.6 Conclusion: habitus and agency                   

In this chapter, I have analysed the personal narratives of the women workers to 

understand how they exercise agency by negotiating between different identities and 

contradictory traditions in clothing consumption. Bourdieu’s (1977) theory of habitus 

is useful to understand the contradictory traditions that women encounter in their 

clothing consumption. As regards women in my study, their habitus is a set of 

dispositions, values and characteristics that they achieve through their class and 

gendered experience. While their life in the village forms the foundation of their 

habitus, their migration to the city and joining the factory have triggered change in 

their habitus. The doxa is their common sense that makes them aware about what are 
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the stereotypical images that exist against themselves, what people say about their 

clothing, what are the norms of purdah and what price they would pay if they do not 

adhere to the norm of purdah. Their capital includes economic capital such as their 

purchasing power. While their economic capital has increased, they lack cultural 

capital such as education and taste. Their fields include the factory, the 

neighbourhood in the city and the village, the market and the tailors’ shops. Their 

strategies, which are guided by their habitus, are the practices that they use to 

interpret rules and redefine norms. 

Similar to Kabyle women in Bourdieu’s study (1977), women in my study have a 

rigid mind set, which is the result of doxa. As a result, they know which clothes they 

should wear and which they should avoid wearing. The women counter contradictory 

situations when they aspire to wear clothing which is against their rigid mind set. As 

is evident, most women refuse to wear the western clothing that they produce at 

factory as the clothing does not fit into their culture. There are however, a few women 

who desire to wear the factory produced apparel, even though they are aware of the 

negative attitude towards the western clothing in the context of Bangladesh. Their 

habitus guide them how to react, use strategies and negotiate in these contradictory 

contexts. Diba, for example, liked a t-shirt in her factory. She brought it home with 

the permission of her supervisor. Although she wore the t-shirt, she wore it at night 

during sleep time when people are not around. She also liked a nightdress (nighty) 

that she found on the factory manager’s table while cleaning his room. She tried on 

the dress and put it back quickly when there was no one to observe her in the room. 

Hena has resolved the conflict between her desire to wear western dress and her 

hesitation to wear the dress in her cultural context by copying the design from the 

western dress to her salwar kameez. 

There is also a contradiction between the stereotypical image of women workers as 

depicted by the shop owners and the tailors and the image as created by women’s 

own narratives. On the one hand, both the shopkeepers and the tailors argued that the 

women workers choose excessive design and bold colour that distinguished them 

from middle-class women and labelled them as garment workers. On the other hand, 

the women workers who aspire to achieve middle-class status, resist such stereotypes. 

Despite the evidence of them wearing eye-catching design, they deliberately use the 
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phrase ‘I don’t design’ to create counter meaning. It is a way to express their 

preference for normal and simple design and to disassociate themselves from the 

stigma attached with excessive design. Likewise, they use the phrase ‘gravity’, 

‘marjito’ to refer to their liking for muted and light colour, white, for example and to 

refute the stereotype that suggests that they wear bold or attention-grabbing colour, 

such as red.  

There is also a contradiction between dressing alike and dressing differently. While 

dressing alike indicates their membership to the community of factory workers, 

dressing differently is an attempt to disassociate themselves from their degrading 

working-class position. They use their purchasing power to wear more and better 

clothing and distinguish themselves from working-class and rural women. While the 

women workers have lower economic capital than the middle-class, it is primarily 

their lack of cultural capital, such as education and taste, which creates differences 

in the clothing style between them and middle-class women. They aspire however to 

achieve urban middle-class modernity. Therefore, they use their purchasing power to 

increase their cultural capital; they try to acquire middle-class taste by purchasing 

clothing from the middle-class market and ordering from the same tailors’ shops 

where middle-class women visit, for example. 

Contradictions can also be found in their adherence to the norms of purdah and 

paying lip service to the norm in their clothing style. As it can be noted, they cover 

in one context and do not cover in another context. However, I have not met a single 

worker who admitted that she did not follow the norms of purdah. They rather insist 

that they always adhere to the norms of purdah. As one participant argues: ‘Wherever 

we go, wherever we walk, we observe purdah. We never go anywhere uncovered, as 

‘bepurda’.

Although many women are influenced by other people and have started observing 

purdah later in life, they primarily describe their adherence to the norm as voluntary 

and inherent. It is what Bourdieu calls the doxa that instils knowledge about the 

norms in their psyche in such a way that the norms are appeared as natural and 

intrinsic. They use the words ‘intelligence’ and ‘wisdom’ to refer to their realisation 

of what negative reaction the non-adherence to the norm would bring in their lives 
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and also refer to their understanding of how the adherence to the norms would benefit 

them. In contrast to the assumption that purdah restricts women’s mobility, it has, in 

fact, enhanced their opportunity to work outside home. It has also helped them to 

achieve higher status of a respectable middle-class women and thereby save 

themselves from the stigmatised images attached to garment factory workers. 

Therefore, the workers observe the norms, even if it means paying lip service to the 

norms.    

While they learn how to abide by the norms of purdah, they also learn concomitantly 

how to redefine and negotiate the norm. Despite the limits, rules and restrictions, they 

learn how to exercise agency in their clothing consumption. Habitus guides the 

women in the search for strategies to achieve a sense of agency. I argue that women 

exercise agency by negotiating between different identities and contradictory 

traditions. They negotiate between their Muslim and Bengali identity; they wear 

clothing strategically and choose between sari, salwar kameez and burqa according 

to the context. As Rabeya said: ‘I wear what is required’. The women wear salwar 

kameez both at work and home. They wear burqa while traveling far, visiting market 

or hospital. They wear sari while celebrating the Bengali festival of Pohela Boishakh. 

They also prefer to wear sari and avoid wearing burqa on special event, such as a 

wedding. Although the women usually cover their head while going to the factory, 

they do not cover during attending the chand raat party in their factory. They also do 

not cover and prefer to display their clothes and hair while taking any photograph. 

Therefore, I argue that agency is located in their capacity to choose and wear clothing 

strategically, a practice that both confirms their adherence to the norms and their 

willingness to redefine those norms.
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSION

8.1 Summary of the research findings 

This thesis aims to explore the clothing consumption practices of women factory 

workers in the garment industry of Bangladesh to develop an approach that 

acknowledges their agency. It has three broad research objectives: first, to identify 

women factory workers as consumers; second, to listen to the narratives of women 

and get an understanding of how they exercise agency and third, to analyse the 

gendered experiences of women in their clothing consumption. It has three research 

questions. First, what do the women factory workers wear and what does garment 

fashion look like in Bangladesh? Second, how do marriage, age and gender relations 

influence women workers’ clothing choices and do any restrictions on their choices 

in clothing indicate a lack of agency? Third, how and to what extent do women 

workers exercise agency in their clothing consumption?

My research used three conceptual tools: consumption, gender and agency. I used 

consumption as a key lens to study the lives of women factory workers. By using a 

broad theme such as consumption, I could incorporate a range of topics including 

change in the lifestyle produced by rural-urban migration, living expense in the city, 

disposable income, food, house rent, spending on medicine and education, sending 

money to the villages, investing in land and jewellery and building house in the 

village, which are important to attain the research aim of studying the clothing 

practice of women. Consumption provides the space to be a creative actor and express 

self and agency, reflects the possibility of power and collectiveness and helps shape 

the subjective experience of people and contributes to the formation of class and 

gender identities (De Grazia 1996; Lynch 1999; Mills 1999; Freeman 2000; Harris 

2004; De Grazia and Furlough eds.1996; McRobbie 1991, 1997; Nava 1991, 1992; 

Leslie and Reimer 1999; Casey and Martens eds. 2007; Burman 1999; Gortz 1982; 

Bourdieu 1984). Therefore, consumption has helped me analyse agency and 

gendered experience of women in their clothing consumption. Consumption has also 

become an important conceptual tool to understand local context and social 

relationships (Appadurai ed. 1986, 1996; Bourdieu 1984; Fine and Leopold 1993; 

Friedman ed. 1994; Miller 1987, 1995; De Grazia and Furlough eds.1996; Harvey 

1990, 2003; Miller 1998). I focused on the contextual understanding of consumption 



201

to analyse how the clothing practices of women are influenced by gender relations, 

marriage, kinship and collective networks. 

I also discussed why I am interested in studying clothing consumption. Clothing 

plays a significant role in the construction of gender identity. By focusing on 

clothing, I analysed the gendered experience of women workers in my research. 

Clothing is a means through which women negotiate between societal expectation 

and personal preference, between bodies, respectability and status. I analysed how 

clothing consumption provides the space for contestation, negotiation and individual 

agency for women in my study. 

Apart from consumption, my research used gender as a conceptual tool to understand 

how the gender relation between men and women is a relation of power and how men 

exercise control over women in their clothing consumption. I also focused on the 

power relationship between women themselves. I examined how women working in 

the same factory, women from the kinship group and women from the older 

generation play a significant role in influencing the clothing of their fellow women 

workers. Another important concept that I used in my research is agency. In my 

study, I have decoupled agency from an understanding of individual autonomy, 

independence and free choice. I have neither romanticised the concept, nor have I 

disagreed that women workers are victims of oppressive capitalist and patriarchal 

systems. I was interested, rather, in understanding how women exercise agency while 

living within patriarchal structures and following the social norms. I was particularly 

influenced by Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’ (1977) and Kandiyoti’s concept of 

‘patriarchal bargain’ (1988) which provide a middle ground to understand the mutual 

relationship between structure and agency in my research. 

My research took a feminist approach that valued the situated knowledge, subjective 

experience, reflexivity and positionality of the researcher, and focused on the power 

relationship between the researcher and the researched. I carried out my fieldwork in 

Narayanganj city of Bangladesh for over a period of six months. For data collection, 

I used a mixed method approach that brought multi-dimensional perspective to my 

study and compensated each other for the weakness in data. I used three main 

research methods in my study: a) ethnography, b) interview and c) focus group 
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discussion (FGD). I also used photography to get a visual understanding of women’s 

clothing practices. I conducted 60 interviews and 8 FGDs where a total number of 

117 workers including both current and former, male and female, participated. I 

selected the research participants based on two indicators: a) marital status and b) 

age.

In chapter 5, I responded to my first research question and examined what the women 

workers wear and what garment fashion looks like in Bangladesh. I also discussed 

how the clothing style of the women has changed significantly after migrating to the 

city and joining the factory work. By using photographs, I illustrated what they wear 

at work and at home, what they wear in their daily lives and during special occasions. 

I also discussed the sources from where the women purchase their clothes and the 

tailor shops where they order their clothes to be made. In this chapter, I argued that 

there is a recognisable garment fashion in Bangladesh which is evident from my visit 

to the fabric and tailor shops. Both the shopkeepers and tailors argued that women 

workers pick particular fabric and designs that differ from the clothing choices of 

middle-class women. Garment fashion is also evident in the common clothing 

practices adopted by women workers. Their similar purchasing pattern from the local 

market and female traders also showed that there is a niche market for garment 

workers. I also examined how different or similar garment fashion is from urban 

fashion of Bangladesh. I argued that women workers in my study adopt a distinct 

style. Dressing in cotton salwar kameez and purposely avoiding georgette, wearing 

Burmese sandals, covering their head with scarves and moving in groups further 

makes it easier for others to identify them as garment workers. However, their 

celebration of festivals and wearing clothes of the same colour often resembles the 

essence of urban fashion of Bangladesh and showed their attempt to be part of the 

broader urban consumer culture. 

In chapter 6, I responded to my second research question and analysed how marriage, 

age and gender relations control and influence the clothing consumption of women 

in my study. I analysed the gendered experience of women by looking at how male 

relatives determine women’s clothing choices by controlling their income and 

restricting their access to the market. I examined how marriage plays a key role in 

shaping women’s clothing choices. While clothing is a means to look attractive to 
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get a husband for single women, it is a way to confirm the gender norms of being a 

dutiful wife for the married women who rely on their husband’s decision on what to 

wear. For married women who have children, it is an expression of motherhood to be 

able to buy clothing for their children, instead of buying for themselves. For divorced 

women, clothing is a negotiation between the freedom to choose what to wear and 

the burden of responsibility as a female head of the household in the absence of a 

husband. Then I analysed how age matters in clothing and how the moral tone about 

older women’s clothing leads them to refrain from wearing any age inappropriate 

dress. I examined their hesitance and shyness to change their clothing habit from sari 

to salwar kameez. I also looked at the generational difference between mother and 

daughter in their clothing consumption. I analysed the generational conflict which is 

evident in older women’s disapproval of younger women’s clothing style and their 

different moral standards where the former group prefer to wear tight-fitting salwar 

kameez and the latter prefer shapeless kameez that desexualise their bodies. I also 

examined how the male gaze and the attitude of male factory workers is reflected in 

dividing the clothing choices of women between modest and immodest and how the 

men attach the latter with immodest behaviour of the wearer. They justify the sexual 

harassment of the wearer for dressing up immodestly. Women are aware of the male 

gaze that influences what they wear and what they avoid wearing. For example, many 

women deliberately wear cotton clothing and avoid any georgette fabric that slips 

away from their body and exposes them to the male eyes. I found out that it is not 

only the male workers, but also the female colleagues who blame women’s clothing 

for them being harassed. They argued that male workers tease only those women who 

come to the factory overdressed. The fellow women also play a key role in correcting 

the clothing style of any of their female colleagues, in case their scarves slip away 

from their body. Apart from the male and female workers, I also studied the power 

of collective networks in the city and in the village and how it constantly guards 

women and what they wear. As women’s gendered experience of clothing reflects 

lack of choices for them, the chapter ends with asking whether conditional choices 

refer to their lack of agency. I showed how giving control to their husband over their 

income that suggests a lack of agency for women, has eventually brought certain 

advantages for them, for example, it has allowed them to earn and work outside home 

without violating the gender norms of male breadwinner and female homemaker; has 
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enhanced their purchasing power to ask for clothing from their husband whenever 

they want; has enabled them to buy gifts for their family members and ultimately has 

transformed gender norms and gender division of labour within their family. By using 

Kandiyoti’s (1988) concept of ‘patriarchal bargain’, I argued that lack of choice does 

not indicate lack of agency for women in my study, it is rather their patriarchal 

bargain that they use strategically to maximise their interests and clothing options.

In chapter 7, I responded to my third and last research question where I listened to 

the personal narratives of the workers to analyse how they exercise agency by 

negotiating between different identities and contradictory traditions in their clothing 

consumption. First, I analysed why there is a contradiction between how the tailors 

and fabric shop-owners identify women’s clothing choice and how the women 

themselves define their choice. The tailors and shop-owners argued that the workers 

choose bright colours, eye-catching fabric and excessive design for their clothing and 

that the workers’ clothing choice easily separates them from middle-class women. 

Even though there are instances of wearing excessive design and bold colour among 

the women workers, they deliberately use phrases such as ‘I don’t design’, ‘gravity’ 

to resist any stereotypical images that might stigmatise them as disrespectful women. 

Second, I examined that there is a contradiction between dressing alike and dressing 

differently. On the one hand, women who bond well in the factory form friendship 

groups among themselves. They wear matching outfits that confirms their 

membership to the factory as well as their friendship groups. For them, dressing alike 

is an expression of friendship, celebration and collective agency. On the other hand, 

dressing differently is a way to be different and unique as well as an attempt to 

disassociate themselves from their working-class position. Therefore, they 

deliberately design their clothing in a way that hides their identity as factory workers, 

for example, avoiding the plain colours and gauze fabrics that are generally favoured 

by the factory workers. I analysed the contradiction between refusing to wear what 

they produce in the factory and their desire to wear the factory produced apparels. I 

also examined how the women exploit their purchasing power to wear more and 

better clothing that distinguish themselves from their fellow countrywomen and how 

they use the same purchasing power to buy clothing from the middle-class market to 

achieve the urban middle-class identity. Third, I analysed the contradiction between 

their adherence to the norms of purdah and paying lip service to the norm in real life. 
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I showed how there is an inconsistency in how the women follow the norms of 

purdah, how they cover at work but do not cover while taking photos, attending 

weddings and participating in the chand raat party (the last night before Eid vacation) 

in the factory and how the younger women upset the norms of purdah by covering 

their head while simultaneously wearing short and tight kameez. Fourth and last, I 

examined how dressing involves negotiating between national and religious identity 

for women. While burqa is taken as a symbol of Muslim identity, sari is considered 

as a symbol of Bengali identity. What they wear raises the question whether the 

wearer is a Bengali first or a Muslim first. By using Bourdieu’s (1977) 

conceptualisation of agency and his focus on ‘habitus’ and ‘strategies’, I argued that 

habitus guide them how to react, use strategies and negotiate while encountering 

contradictory situations. I argued that women workers in my study exercise agency 

by wearing clothing strategically. They choose between sari, salwar kameez and 

burqa according to the context, so as to accommodate both their Bengali and Muslim 

identity, a practice that both confirms their adherence to the norms and their 

willingness to redefine those norms. 

8.2 Contribution of the research

 My research has contributed to the broader literature on global labour markets and 

women factory workers in two ways. First, I have used consumption as a key lens to 

study the lives of women workers. By focusing on consumption, this research has 

provided the opportunity to explore women’s lives beyond the working conditions of 

factory production. There are ethnographic studies which focused on the 

consumption patterns and lifestyle of women workers (Dannecker 2002; Pun 2005; 

Hewamanne 2008; Siddiqi 1996). These studies however, primarily focus on the 

lifestyle of single female workers living and working independently and examine 

how these women exploit their newly found freedom to wear whatever clothes they 

like, that they could not wear in the presence of family members.  Even where the 

women live with their families, they use the time they spend travelling to and from 

the factory to enjoy and to experiment with their clothing (Cairoli 2011). 

My research has added a new perspective to the existing literature, then, by 

examining the clothing consumption practices of both single and married women in 
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Bangladesh. I have analysed how clothing styles differ among women according to 

their marital status. The freedom that women enjoy in their clothing choices in the 

absence of family members in other contexts is not evident in the case of the women 

in my study who live with their families. They live close to the factories where they 

work and are therefore rarely fully out of sight of family members. By exploring the 

lives of women who are constantly guarded and watched over, this research has 

provided a new insight and an understanding of how these women’s clothing choices 

are controlled by their family members, male relatives, kinship and collective 

networks. It has also considered how they exercise agency in their clothing 

consumption within the constraints of these circumstances. 

Second, my research has contributed to wider debates on factory work, consumption 

and changing gender identities in the global labour market by incorporating the 

specificity of the Bangladeshi context. The local context of Bangladesh, the unique 

experience, different employment history and socio-economic profiles of 

Bangladeshi women, offers new insights to the existing studies on women workers. 

In comparison to factory workers from other countries, Morocco for example, 

Bangladeshi women have a different history of entering the garment industry. The 

Moroccan garment industry grew slowly and drew workers largely from the existing 

female labour force in the traditional carpet-weaving industry who would be working 

any way. The Bangladesh ready-made garment industry (RMG), in contrast, grew 

virtually overnight and mostly employed workers from rural areas who would not 

otherwise have access to industrial work. Therefore, garment industry created the 

first generation of a female industrial labour force in Bangladesh and factory work is 

the first paid employment for many Bangladeshi women. There are also differences 

in the workers’ profile between Bangladesh and other contexts: for example, 

Bangladeshi women have a lower level of education than their Sri Lankan 

counterparts.

I have analysed the distinctive features of factory work in Bangladesh, such as rural-

urban migration where most of the workers are migrants from rural areas. Migration 

increases the employment opportunities and purchasing power for women and 

exposes them to a modern lifestyle and urban consumption practices. My study 

showed how the clothing style of women workers have changed after they have 
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migrated to the city to take up factory work. Another feature of factory work in 

Bangladesh is the recruitment strategies which mean that women manage to find 

work in the factory through kinship and informal networks. The factory owners also 

prefer to employ women who have relatives in the factory. My study looked at how 

these social networks serve as moral guardians scrutinising and judging what women 

wear inside and outside the factory in their daily lives. I also analysed the socio-

cultural context of Bangladesh. The patriarchal system, gender discrimination, the 

prevalence of early marriage and motherhood and the norms of purdah shape gender 

relations in Bangladesh. Garment workers are often stigmatised for transgressing the 

boundaries of purdah by working outside home. They constantly struggle, therefore, 

to resist any image that stigmatises them and to create and defend an image of 

themselves as respectable, middle-class woman. The conflict between Bengali 

culture and Islam and the co-existence of secularism, modernity and religion further 

complicates the lives of Bangladeshi women and they also have to negotiate between 

their modern and religious identity. My research has highlighted these contradictions 

in women’s lives while discussing their clothing practices. 

My research has also contributed to the literature on gender and the labour market in 

Bangladesh by providing an example from Narayanganj that gives us the opportunity 

to explore different experiences of women workers. Given the significance of the 

garment industry and factory work, it is one of the most popular topics in academic 

research in Bangladesh. The literature on women factory workers in Bangladesh 

generally centres on whether working in the garment sector is good or bad for 

women. There are, however, a few studies that shift the focus away from factory 

production itself and extend the discussion to women’s lifestyle and image 

(Dannecker 2002; Siddiqi 1996). Although it is normal practice among women, 

particularly unmarried women, to live with their families in Bangladesh, what 

distinguishes the factory workers in my study from workers in other studies is that 

they all come from the same district of origin. Women workers in my research 

predominantly migrated from Jamalpur district to Narayanganj. While village 

networks provide information about and easier access to work, they also mean living 

with familiar people and relatives. In other words, they are constantly watched over 

by relatives and family members. By analysing these contextual differences, my 
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study has brought new perspectives to the academic discussion on gender and labour 

market in Bangladesh. 

8.3 Revisiting the theory

The theorisation of agency falls into two main streams. First, agency is 

conceptualised through autonomy, freedom, choice and resistance to social norms 

but this view creates the false impression that human lives are not constrained by 

social structure and that people are not accountable to the society for their actions 

(Wilson 2010; Morrissey, 2003; Friedman, 2003; Meyers, 2002). Therefore, it cannot 

be used to analyse the agency of women in my study who adhere to social norms that 

limit their clothing choices. The second stream, which is more relevant to my 

research, focuses on the relational aspect of agency and shows how agency is shaped 

by the social context of the individual, such as his or her gender, class and ethnicity 

(Mackenzie and Stoljar (2000); McNay 2000; Mody 2008).  I used Bourdieu’s 

concept of ‘habitus’ (1977) and Kandiyoti’s approach of ‘bargaining with patriarchy’ 

(1988) to understand the mutual relations between structure and agency in my 

research. 

Bourdieu (1977) defines agency by using a number of concepts: habitus, doxa and 

strategies. Habitus is the physical embodiment of the deeply rooted skills, habits and 

values that one acquires through their social experience. Doxa is the realm through 

which one gets a commons sense and learn about the taken for granted customs and 

rules of the social order. When an individual enters any field or social setting, work 

or school, for example, they carry with them their habitus which guide their 

behaviour. Therefore, they act within a sense of limits set by the community. Despite 

having the limits, individual can still exercise agency by using ‘strategies’, which are 

a number of practices to interpret rules and calculate their interests. Deniz Kandiyoti 

(1988) defines agency by using the concept of ‘patriarchal bargain’, which is a set of 

concrete constraints or rules that both male and female gender accommodates but 

that still leaves the space to contest, redefine or renegotiate those rules. Kandiyoti 

provides the example of South East Asian women who comply with the gendered 

norms in the face of economic dependence on men as a strategy to maximise their 

life options. 
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The women workers in my study clearly adhere to gendered norms and they live 

within patriarchal constraints. Their clothing choices are determined by their marital 

status, age, male gaze and attitudes of their male workers and the surveillance of their 

collective networks, including fellow women workers. The women are mindful of 

what other people would say about their clothing, the factory rules on their clothing, 

the male gaze, the expectations of the male relatives and the norms of purdah that 

they need to follow in their attire. As an outcome of the doxa, they clearly have 

common sense about what they should wear or should not wear. Therefore, they 

avoid wearing slippery material, such as georgette, so that they are not exposed to 

the male gaze. Women’s gendered experiences, including the constrains of social 

control and male dominance presumably indicates their lack of choice in clothing 

consumption. Therefore, it is worth asking why they adhere to the gendered norms 

that restrict their clothing choices.

The empirical studies on factory workers examine how women live within the duality 

of duties and pleasure and of modernity and tradition (Atmavilas 2008). In her study 

on factory workers, Lynch (2007) shows that women workers in rural Sri Lanka 

aspire to combine a modern lifestyle, earned through new consumption and a 

respectable image expressed through their adherence to the village traditions. Lynch 

gave example of workers who had dressed up in silk saris and gold jewellery, make-

up and lipstick to attend a wedding and wiped off their lipstick and took off their 

jewellery before returning home to preserve their images as ‘good girls’ in front of 

their family members. Even in those contexts where women workers show direct 

resistance to norms by adopting a counter hegemonic culture, there are still some 

reconciliations between the resistance and the norms. For example, in her study on 

free trade zone workers in Sri Lanka, Sandya Hewamanne (2008) argues that the 

workers adopt a garment girl taste and a unique fashion identity that distinguishes 

them from respectable middle-class women. Despite the stigma attached to their 

distinct identity, they celebrate their membership in the community of garment 

workers. Hewamanne (2008) gave an example of how some women workers hung 

their white underwear to dry in the open air on the balcony of their hostels, which 

challenged the Sri Lankan norms of shame and respectability. The same workers who 

claim that they do not care what others think about their character still argue that 
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displaying white underwear distinguishes them from prostitutes who wear black 

underwear. Hewamanne asked: 

Why is it that women who claimed that they did not care about what others thought of 
them, sent a conciliatory message to interested parties? Was it because for all their 
‘‘agency’’ in moving between identities, they still could not escape some naturalized 
doxic common sense that talked to them about the ‘‘evil’’ of pre-marital sex? 
(Hewamanne 2002:356)

Bourdieu’s concepts of doxa and habitus are useful to understand why the factory 

workers in other empirical studies as well as in my study abide by the norms and how 

they exercise agency while adhering to the norms. Bourdieu (1977) provides example 

of Kabyle women who adhere to the traditional gendered norms in their private lives, 

despite their exposure to non-traditional employment opportunities outside the home. 

Bourdieu argues that the rigid mind set of the Kabyle women and their unchangeable 

gendered value is the result of the doxa.

Likewise, women in my study abide by the norms of purdah and describe their 

adherence to the norm as voluntary and inherent, even though they are influenced by 

other people and have started observing purdah later in life. It is, what Bourdieu calls 

the doxa, that instils knowledge about the norms in their psyche in such a way that 

the norms are appeared as natural and intrinsic. They realised what negative reaction 

the non-adherence to the norm would bring in their lives and how the adherence to 

the norms would benefit them. Therefore, the workers observe the norms, even if it 

means paying lip service to the norms.    

I used Kandiyoti’s concept of ‘patriarchal bargain’ to analyse whether women’s 

obedience to gendered norms, their lack of control over their income and their lack 

of clothing choices refer to their lack of agency. Kandiyoti suggests that women 

employ different strategies to bargain with patriarchy in different contexts. I showed 

how women in my study use different strategies within their patriarchal constraints. 

By relinquishing control over their income to their husband and by using phrase such 

as ‘My husband pays the bill’, ‘My husband’s choice is my choice’, ‘My husband 

buys me clothing’, they make sure that their husband retains the status of the main 

breadwinner and that they preserve the image of a good wife who works outside the 

home but does not violate the traditional gender norms. As it can be noted from my 

fieldwork, conceding control over their income to their husband has eventually 
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brought them certain advantages including allowing them to work outside. Therefore, 

they are not devoid of agency. It is rather their patriarchal bargain to adhere to the 

gendered norms to maximise their interests including clothing consumption. 

Despite their patriarchal constraints, I argued that the women workers in my study 

exercise agency by negotiating between different identities and contradictory 

traditions. I argued that their habitus guide them how to negotiate and use strategies 

within these contradictory situations. Even though they often wear excessive design 

and bright coloured outfit, they frequently use the phrase ‘I don’t design’ to resist 

any stereotypical image that may stigmatise them as women who are not respectful. 

While a few women desire to wear the factory produced apparel that contradicts with 

their rigid mind set and cultural values, they wear the western clothes when no people 

are around to judge them. While they follow the factory rules of wearing only salwar 

kameez at work, they experiment with colours and designs in their working apparel; 

for example, matching scarf with salwar, designing neckline, choosing between 

three-piece sets and gauze fabric and between plain coloured and printed kameez. 

They follow the fashion trends and use special occasions to wear fashionable clothes, 

which they called high-fi dress. They dress alike and wear the same coloured clothing 

on special occasions like Pohela Boishak (Bengali New Year) to celebrate the 

occasion as well as their friendship and collective agency. While they adhere to the 

norms of purdah, they also learn to negotiate and redefine the norms. They wear 

salwar kameez and cover their head on their way to and from the factory, but they 

wear sari and do not cover their head while celebrating the night before Eid in the 

factory. They wear burqa while travelling far but not when travelling nearby. They 

veil in front of strangers or unrelated men, but do not veil in front of familiar men 

living in their compound, men whom they consider as brothers from the same village 

or same district of origin. By borrowing Bourdieu’s concept of ‘strategies’, I argue 

that women in my study exercise agency by wearing clothing strategically, by 

redefining the norms of purdah and by choosing between sari, salwar kameez and 

burqa according to their contexts.  
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8.4 Policy implications

In my research, I focused on the agency and clothing consumption of the factory 

workers. Agency, as an academic word, is difficult to be translated into the policy 

discourse and development paradigm. Its immeasurable nature further makes it 

difficult to apply it in the policy. One of the ways to transform this academic and 

unquantifiable concept into the policy is by using the empowerment framework 

(Kabeer 1999). Kabeer defines empowerment as the ability to make strategic life 

choices and it can be comprehended through three concepts: first, resource including 

material and human resource which are the pre-conditions, second agency and 

decision making which is the process and achievements which are the outcome.  

While there are certain limitations of this approach and I also do not agree to some 

of the measurable aspects of this approach, it is however, useful to translate agency 

into policy framework. While there are many indicators to achieve empowerment, I 

would like to focus only on one indicator, which is education. 

My empirical data suggests that about 37.5 per cent of women workers, 

predominantly from the old age group in my research, were illiterate. They had never 

been to school and some of them even could not sign their names. The lack of 

education is also evident among their children whom they sent to their villages and 

left under the supervision of others. Without proper guidance, the children of factory 

workers often leave school and fail to even pass the primary school. They often end 

up having the same future and doing the same work in the factory as their mothers. 

Therefore, my proposal is to make an alliance between the factory and civil 

organisation, particularly NGOs in providing education and training to the workers 

which will give them more skills and self-confidence to enhance their decision-

making power and to exercise agency in all matters of their lives, including clothing 

consumption.  

As most of the garment factories are run by private organisations, it might be difficult 

to enforce such a policy for them. It would also be difficult to arrange education and 

training programme for women during their working hours. In this case, incentive 

schemes can be introduced for the factory owners by the government, such as tax 

rebate, discount on duty fee. The foreign donors can also take part in the project as 

part of their corporate responsibility by allocating welfare fund for the workers. 
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8.5 Direction for future research and final thought

As the majority of the workers in my study have migrated from the same district of 

origin, it might undermine the generalisability of my conclusions. The findings might 

not apply, for example, to the workers who live and work in Dhaka or who are based 

in the export processing zone and who have migrated from diverse locations. It would 

be interesting to conduct research on the clothing consumption of the workers who 

live and work in Dhaka and Chittagong and who have migrated from different 

districts. In my research, I have studied the clothing consumption of the factory 

workers. Future research might usefully extend the scope of inquiry to focus on the 

consumption and saving patterns of the workers and their families in Bangladesh in 

other areas, for example, their consumption of food, investment on buying land in 

the villages, saving for dowry and spending on children’s education.

I have discussed connecting the production and consumption lives of the workers. 

One way in which research in the past has connected the two spheres was by building 

networks between northern consumers and workers from the developing world such 

that the former protest and organise campaigns against labour violations in the 

garment factories in developing countries. While the protest aims to ensure the 

welfare of the workers, it often does not include the workers for whom the protests 

are organised. As a result, the protests often end up working against the interest of 

the workers, such as closing of the factories and women losing their jobs (Brooks 

2000). Future research could connect the global consumer campaigns and women 

workers in such a way that the narratives, views and the positions of the workers are 

incorporated into the centre of the campaign.

I would like to end this thesis with a quotation from the study of Hewamanne (2002). 

While focusing on the power and agency of the Sri Lankan factory workers in 

challenging the social norms, Hewamanne expressed her guilt for not looking at the 

political and economic structure that exploited those women:

 …Sometimes I wonder how it was that I let myself concentrate on the bright color and 
sugary taste of bunji [colourful sweet or candy] while the darkness grew and important 
spaces became narrow. (Hewamanne 2002: 366) 

While studying the agency and clothing consumption of women workers, it was not 

easy for me to concentrate on it. The year I was doing my fieldwork, it was also the 
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first year after the incident of Rana plaza took place that had taken the lives of 1,100 

garment workers in Bangladesh. It was difficult for me to study agency without 

thinking about these incidents. Focusing on the agency of women can be equally 

problematic as identifying them as victims if agency is analysed uncritically. Agency 

can only be a useful concept for gender studies if its meaning is not fixed in advance 

and is left open, to accommodate different historical and cultural contexts.
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APPENDIX 1: INTERVIEW SCHEDULE

 Basic Profile

1. Age: How old are you?

2. Type of factory: In what factory are you currently working in?: 

Knitwear/Woven wear?

3. Marital status: Are you single/married/divorced/widow?

4. Living arrangements: Where do you live in? What type of 

accommodation is it? Are you renting the place or is it your own 

accommodation? 

5. Family background: With whom do you stay? How many members do 

you have in the family and what are they doing? Do you have children 

and what are they doing?

 Life History

1. Life before joining the factory: Can you tell me about your life before 

joining the factory?

2. Migration: Did you migrate to Narayanganj or did you stay in this place 

before joining the garment industry? 

3. Marriage, love and family: Would you mind telling me about your 

personal love affairs or your marital relationships?

4. Educational background: What level of education have you achieved? 

5. Employment history: Is the garment work your first job? What type of 

employment have you taken so far and where?

6. Life after joining the factory: Why did you join the garment industry? 

Can you tell me about your life after joining the garment industry? 
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What is the difference between this life and the life before joining the 

factory work? 

 Factory life

1. What is your position in the factory?

2. What do you have to do in the factory?

3. What do you think about working in a garment factory?

4. Why do you join the current factory and from when?

5. What changes has garment work brought to your life?

 Clothing consumptions

1. Income and spending: When do you get your wage? What does happen 

to it? What does it get spent on? Who does make those purchases?  

Who decides what to do with the money?

2. Purchase of clothing: How much do you spend on the purchase of 

clothing? How often do you buy clothing? What are the occasions you 

buy clothing? 

3. Clothing Style: What type of clothes do you wear? What type of 

clothes do you prefer to wear? What type of clothes do you want/dream 

to wear? What are the things that influence your purchase of cloth? 

What type of clothes do you wear at work? How similar or different is 

that from what you wear at home? In what ways do they differ? Why? 

What would you like to wear at home? What do you wear when you 

visit the market?  What do you wear when you visit your friends or 
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relatives? What do you wear on special occasions, party, wedding, Eid, 

for example?

4. Producer and consumer of clothing: What type of clothes do you make? 

In what ways are they different from what you wear?

 Gender and clothing

1. Men and women differences on clothing: What type of clothes 

do the male workers in your factory wear? How similar or 

different are they from what you wear? What type of clothes do 

your male relatives wear? How similar or different are they from 

what you wear?

2. Differences between women on clothing: Do the other women in 

your factory wear the same type of clothes that you wear? If yes, 

how are they similar? If no, how are they different? What type of 

clothes do your female relatives, who are not garment workers, 

wear?

 Purdah and embodiment

1. Meaning of purdah: what do you think of purdah? What do you think 

about women who do or who don’t practise purdah? Why? Do you 

always think in the same way? Have their views changed on purdah 

after joining the factory? How do your views similar or different from 

those of your female relatives?

2. Practising purdah: Do you practise purdah? If yes, in what form of 

purdah do you practise? 
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APPENDIX 2: FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION SCHEDULE 

 Identity as a garment worker

1. What do you think about your work? 

2. How do your family members think about your work?

3. What does your community think about your work?

4. What type of reaction do you get from the people on the street when 

you travel from and to the factory?

 Factory work, gender and agency

1. How does being a woman affect your job in the factory? What 

difference does it make?

2. What are your needs as female workers in the factory? How far do 

the owners respond to those needs? What are the good experiences 

of working inside the factory and what are the bad experiences?

3. How do you cope up with a bad situation within the production time 

and in what ways do you resist the factory regulations?

4. What do you think about the factory rules? Do you follow all the 

rules? When are you most likely not to do so and why? In what 

ways do you avoid any rule? What does happen then? What sort of 

punishments might apply if you do not follow any rule? How do 

you avoid being punished? 

5. What are the distinguishing features between the male and female 

workers, if any? And what are the commonalities between them, if 

any?
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 Collective network

1. Family and network: Do you have any family 

member/relative/friend working in the factory? How does it or does 

not benefit you?

2. Social space: Do you have a social space to talk to other female 

workers inside the factory and if yes, how do you use it? 

3. Socialisation outside the factory: With whom do you socialize 

outside the factory? Do you meet your female colleagues outside 

the factory? If yes, how often, where and why?

 Clothing consumption

1. Purchase of clothing: From where do you buy/make your 

clothing? Who does accompany you on the shopping for 

clothing? How often do you buy clothes? What are the factors 

that influence you while buying clothing? Is there anyone that 

you follow or imitate while buying clothing?

2. Clothing style: What type of clothes do you wear? What do you 

think of the dress that you wear? How are they similar or 

different from what you make in the factory? How are they 

similar or different from your female colleagues? How are they 

similar or different from your female relatives who are not 

working in the factory? How are they similar or different from 

other women on the street who are not garment workers? How 

are they similar or different from your male colleagues? How 

are they similar or different from your male relatives who are 
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not working in the factory? Do you always dress in the same 

way? How is your clothing style changed over time? How is 

your clothing style changed on different occasions? 

PROFILE OF FGD PARTICIPANTS

Focus group discussion 1 (6 female participants) 

Name Age Marital status No of years working in 
the factory

Occupational 
postition

Participant 1 41 Married 12 Machine operator

Participant 2 21 Married 2 Check-man

Participant 3 21 Married 5 Machine operator

Participant 4 15 Single 2 Helper

Participant 5 38 Married 3 Machine operator

Participant 6 19 Single 2 Machine operator
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Focus group discussion 2 (7 female participants) 

Name Age Marital status No of years working in 
the factory

Occupational 
postition

Participant 1 20 Married 2 Helper

Participant 2 18 Single 2 Helper

Participant 3 27 Married 2 Machine operator

Participant 4 17 Single 1 Helper

Participant 5 28 Married 4 Machine operator

Participant 6 20 Single 2 Machine operator

Participant 7 34 Married 4 Machine operator

Focus group discussion 3 (7 female participants) 

Name Age Marital status No of years working in 
the factory

Occupational 
postition

Participant 1 40 Married 8 Quality controller

Participant 2 21 Married 3 Poly-man

Participant 3 20 Single 2 Machine operator

Participant 4 22 Married 1 Quality controller

Participant 5 18 Single 4 Poly-man

Participant 6 39 Married 6 Poly-man

Participant 7 30 Married 6 Poly-man
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Focus group discussion 4 (8 female participants) 

Name Age Marital status No of years working in 
the factory

Occupational 
postition

Participant 1 38 Married 5 Machine operator

Machine operatorParticipant 2 25 Married 7 Check-man

Participant 3 15 Single 2 Machine operator

Participant 4 18 Single 3 Machine operator

Participant 5 20 Single 1 Quality controller

Participant 6 25 Married 2 Helper

Participant 7 30 Married 4 Helper

Participant 8 25 Married 5 Poly-man

Focus group discussion 5 (8 female participants) 

Name Age Marital status No of years working in 

the factory

Occupational 

postition

Participant 1 30 Married 2 Helper

HelperParticipant 2 30 Married 1 Helper

Participant 3 18 Married 2 Helper

Participant 4 38 Married 4 Helper

Participant 5 19 Married 2 Helper

Participant 6 30 Married 2 Machine operator

Participant 7 18 Single 2 Machine operator

Participant 8 16 Single 1 Helper
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Focus group discussion 6 (7 female participants) 

Name Age Marital status No of years working in 

the factory

Occupational 

postition

Participant 1 25 Married 1 Helper

HelperParticipant 2 45 Married 3 Machine operator

Participant 3 18 Single 1 Machine operator

Participant 4 20 Married 1 Helper

Participant 5 35 Married 2 Check-man

Participant 6 18 Single 7 Machine operator

Participant 7 40 Married 9 Machine operator

Focus group discussion 7 (7 female participants) 

Name Age Marital status No of years working in 

the factory

Occupational 

postition

Participant 1 40 Married 9 Helper

HelperParticipant 2 22 Married 8 Poly-man

Participant 3 18 Single 1 Poly-man

Participant 4 25 Married 8 Machine operator

Participant 5 27 Married 5 Helper

Participant 6 22 Married 7 Poly-man

Participant 7 28 Married 2 Poly-man
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Focus group discussion 8 (7 female participants) 

Name Age Marital status No of years working in 

the factory

Occupational 

postition

Participant 1 24 Married 3 Helper

HelperParticipant 2 22 Married 3 Helper

Participant 3 20 Single 4 Poly-man

Participant 4 40 Married 4 Helper

Participant 5 18 Single 2 Machine operator

Participant 6 25 Married 6 Quality controller

Participant 7 26 Married 7 Helper


