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ABSTRACT 
 
 

Within this thesis, I seek to dismantle the dominant narrative pertaining to transnational 

labour exploitation of garment workers by using the relationship between Canada and 

Bangladesh as sites of analysis. Overall, the goals of this project are to challenge dominant 

Canadian understandings of the exploitation of Bangladeshi women workers, and to disrupt the 

saviour narrative that has launched various ineffective global solidarity projects. I achieve these 

goals by highlighting the ways in which capitalism, white feminism, and global development 

programs impact garment workers in Canada and Bangladesh. My project is unique because 

within it, I bring together the insights of scholars who theorize separately about the Global North 

and Global South, while also conceptualizing the issue of labour exploitation as a transnational 

issue, caused by the collective global forces of capitalism, international development, and white 

feminism. I compare similarities in the struggles faced by garment workers in both Bangladesh 

and Canada, while also noting how they exhibit agency and challenge exploitation. The research 

methods that I employ in this project include institutional ethnography, archival research, and 

personal interviews. I conclude this project by offering more effective approaches to attaining 

solidarity with garment workers transnationally.   
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 

 
1.1. Project Description 
 

Fire. Rubble. Ash-ridden garments. Ripped off designer labels. Destruction. And death. 

This is what Canadians imagine when they think of labour exploitation in developing countries. 

Canadian scholarship and media have presented transnational labour exploitation through 

sensationalized images of burning factory buildings, villainous corporations, victimized women 

workers, and distant regions wherein all this exploitation unfolds. These narrow understandings 

leave unexamined: the role and impact of capitalism; neoliberal development policies; white 

feminism; the transnational flow of labour; racism; and the struggle and resistance of these 

women who are experiencing labour exploitation. In particular, capitalism, global development 

policies, and white feminism enable the transnational labour exploitation of racialized and 

gendered workers, on which the Global North and Global South are dependent.  

This project seeks to dismantle the dominant narrative pertaining to transnational labour 

exploitation of garment workers. Although such exploitation occurs worldwide, this project 

narrows its focus to the relationship between Canada and Bangladesh. Overall, the goals of this 

project are to challenge Canadian understanding of the exploitation of Bangladeshi women 

workers, and to disrupt the saviour narrative that has launched ineffective solidarity movements. 

I achieve these goals by highlighting the ways in which capitalism, white feminism, and global 

development programs impact garment workers in Canada and Bangladesh.  

To offer a more nuanced understanding of the nature of transnational labour exploitation 

and the global phenomena that shape this issue, this project poses the following questions: 

Firstly, are Bangladeshi female garment workers in Bangladesh and Toronto understood 
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similarly or differently, and why? Secondly, does the racialization of Bangladeshi women 

contribute to the success of the Ready Made Garments (RMG) industry? Thirdly, are these 

racialized, third world women workers (in Canada or in Bangladesh) resisting oppression and 

exploitation? If so, how are they navigating and resisting systems of power, and expressing 

agency? 

The issue of garment worker exploitation is not a new one, nor is consumer outrage a 

new phenomenon. Consumers in Canada have previously been enraged about the exploitation of 

labour within the garment factories, especially when it comes to child labour. However, the 

attention paid to the issue is always fleeting and temporary. This is because the issue is rarely 

theorized as a transnational issue that involves diverse social forces that need to be discussed 

together. I argue that capitalism, neoliberal development, and white feminism are forces that 

simultaneously shape how racialized women workers are exploited within the garment industry 

in Bangladesh. Furthermore, I argue that we are currently at a tipping point because of the 

severity of the recent garment factory disasters, the level of outrage, and the ameliorative 

practices that came about as a result of the disasters. The collapse of Rana Plaza factory in 

Bangladesh on April 24, 2012 was likely the deadliest garment-factory accident in world history 

(Reuters), resulting in worker outrage that is still palpable. 

 I specifically chose Canada and Bangladesh as sites of analysis because my experience as 

a Bangladeshi-Canadian who has worked in the non-profit sector in Canada and in Bangladesh, 

and whose family has ties to the Bangladeshi garment industry, allows me unique insight into 

this issue. Furthermore, Canada has a long history of providing Bangladesh with ‘aid’ through 

‘development’ programs that enable free trade agreements between the two countries. Moreover, 
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Bangladesh is the site of the second-largest garment industry in the world, after China (Karim 

153).  

As a ‘developing’ country, Bangladesh’s most thriving industry is the RMG Industry, 

which attributes its success to the export-quota system and the exploitation of poor racialized 

women workers who constitute the majority of its workers (Haider 4). Bangladesh is greatly 

dependent on the RMG industry. As of 2013, this industry accounts for roughly 78 percent of the 

country’s exports (“Bangladesh Accord on Fire and Building Safety”), and has contributed 

billions of dollars towards foreign exchange earnings that has kept the country’s economy afloat 

during the most troubling economic times (Ferdous; Haider 6). As the factories within the 

Bangladeshi RMG industry have notoriously low safety standards, safety violations and factory 

disasters in Bangladesh are fairly common.  According to the 2014 Accord on Fire and Building 

Safety in Bangladesh, an independent and legally binding agreement between brands and trade 

unions designed to promote safe working conditions in the RMG industry, “Bangladesh has a 

long history of health and safety tragedies in garment and textile manufacturing. Garment factory 

fires and collapses have killed at least 1800 workers since 2005” (“Welcome to the Accord”). 

Two large factory disasters in Bangladesh - the collapse of Rana Plaza on April 24, 2013 and the 

fire at Tazreen Factory on November 24, 2012 - reflect this and have garnered extensive 

international media coverage. 

My personal and professional experiences converged to inspire this research. My identity 

as a Bangladeshi-Canadian who has extensive work experience locally and abroad, as well as a 

strong family history with the garment industry in Bangladesh, motivated this research, and 

allowed me to fulfill a feminist/activist imperative by bridging theory and praxis. As renowned 

intersectional feminist bell hooks explains, there is a false dichotomy between theory and 
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political practice (Mann 11). Feminists must actively combine theory with knowledge from lived 

realities. As such, my work combines academic theory with social activism and the lived 

experiences of garment workers (Mann 11-13). 

1.2. Methodology & Ethical Considerations 

My research project seeks to prioritize the voices of garment workers. As it is these 

workers who have the ability to challenge exploitation, racism, and sexism, it is imperative that 

their voices are centered, and placed at the forefront of activist research. As Chandra Mohanty 

writes, it is “from these struggles [of women workers that] we can learn a great deal about 

processes of exploitation and domination as well as about autonomy and liberation” (Mohanty 

Feminism Without Borders 139-140). In the spring of 2016, I conducted three interviews with 

garment workers in Toronto to learn more about their work and how it impacts their lives. I 

began networking and seeking out interview participants in January 2016, but because of the 

invisibility of homeworkers and other garment workers in Canada, it took a few months to recruit 

interview participants. I tried contacting various labour groups and organizations in Toronto via 

telephone and email, but none of them were affiliated with garment work. However, once I 

connected with my first interviewee through the Bangladeshi-Canadian Community Centre in the 

Danforth (also known as little Bangladesh), I was able to quickly find other interview 

participants as a result of snowball sampling. I also conducted one interview with a labour 

activist named Robin Pacific1 and another interview with three representatives from a Toronto-

based union.  

 There were several ethical considerations within this study. I was aware of the power 

differentials in social research, and consequently tried to minimize harm and protect my 

                                                
1 Robin Pacific consented to sharing her name. 
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participants to the best of my ability. This was especially important with my sample population, 

as the women who work in the garments sector in Toronto have limited financial and social 

mobility. Further, these participants are racialized women with possibly precarious immigration 

and employment status, further compounding their vulnerability. Additionally, as I interviewed 

these women for the purposes of academic research, this may have led these participants to 

consider themselves vulnerable, as research on marginalized peoples has historically had many 

adverse effects for them, such as the creation of oppressive policies that further marginalize these 

populations (Smith 3). I followed the protocols of the institutional review board (GREB) at 

Queen’s University to ensure that my project abides by ethical standards. 

 I applied multiple measures in order to minimize risk for my interview participants. For 

instance, I used my own personal knowledge and understanding of Bangladeshi culture and the 

Bengali language to reduce social differences. Standpoint epistemology made me aware of my 

own class and social privilege, thereby helping me avoid displaying reminders of power 

differentials in operation. I also reassured participants that the information they shared was 

completely confidential and that their identities would remain anonymous; and I reminded 

participants that they could disclose information that they felt comfortable sharing, and that they 

were able to withdraw from the interview process at any time without any consequences. I also 

offered participants the opportunity to communicate in a language of their own choosing (English 

or Bengali). 	 

 My project employed the archival research methodology to collect data for my media 

analysis of how Canadian newspapers portray Bangladeshi garment workers. I was aware of the 

limitations of the methodology throughout my archival research. I understood how subjectivity 

and biases are built into the entire archival process, starting with my decision to access particular 
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newspaper collections, through choosing particular keywords to use within my data curation, to 

my assessment that a particular article is, or is not, worthwhile to my project (Brown and Kaiser 

63-64). Furthermore, my critique of media representations is informed by the recognition that 

recorded data are not necessarily accurate or representative of a research subject’s true 

experiences (Scott 777).  

 Lastly, I used secondary source materials to inform my understanding and critique of the 

Ready Made Garments (RMG) industry in Bangladesh and the exploitation of the women 

workers within it. Using secondary data also allowed me to ground the claims within my project 

by allowing for triangulation, thereby increasing the credibility and validity of my arguments. I 

was able to use secondary source materials for this component of my research project because, 

unlike other sections of my work, this segment explores research that has already been 

documented previously.  

1.3. Contextual Considerations 
 

Throughout this project, I employ an intersectional analysis as I critique systems of 

oppression, such as racism, sexism, classism, nationality, colonialism, neoliberalism, 

imperialism, and neocolonialism, while recognizing that they are interconnected and inseparable. 

Patricia Hill Collins developed the concept of a ‘matrix of domination’, which explains how 

gender, race, and class are socially constructed and are connected and interlocked in regards to 

women’s lived experiences (Hesse-Biber and Yaiser 102). Gender, race, and class are not merely 

theoretical categories; they are concrete social relations that impact people’s lives every day (Ng 

“Work Restructuring”). Furthermore, in this project I recognize privilege and oppression through 

systems of power and I reject universal and essentialist descriptions of feminism that tend to 
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homogenize and exclude women who experience multiple forms of oppression (Hesse-Biber and 

Yaiser 103).  

I approach the terminology of capitalism, international development, and white feminism 

from a critical standpoint. These forces will always have a negative impact on racialized 

women’s lives. Firstly, it is important to understand capitalism not only as an economic system, 

but as a mode of social production and reproduction, meaning that capitalism is a way in which 

people produce and reproduce their livelihood under specific material conditions that goes far 

beyond the economy. According to Roxana Ng, capitalism is “a dynamic process whereby 

people's livelihood is being transformed and reorganized according to the requirement of capital 

accumulation” (“Work Restructuring”). Within this continuous process of transformation, 

gender, race, and class are essential ingredients. (Ng (“Work Restructuring”). Secondly, it is 

equally important to consider international development as a political tool that enables global 

inequality and perpetuates exploitation. Bangladesh has an enormous amount of development 

agencies offering aid. As feminist, activist, and critic of neoliberalism Janet Newman explains, 

second wave feminism enabled development agencies to turn to women as those responsible for 

economic development in the Global South, which led to a plethora of women’s ‘empowerment’2 

and development programs (85). Newman argues that “feminism, in short, was ‘seduced’ by 

capitalism into providing the resources for the further exploitation of women” (85). Lastly, it is 

important to recognize white feminism as a movement that erases the needs and agency of 

women of colour. White feminism universalizes women’s struggles and causes more harm for 

women who experience multiple forms of oppression3. 

                                                
2 Empowerment programs within global development initiatives will be problematized within 
sections 1.3. and 2.5. 
3 The concept of white feminism will be further explained within section 1.4. 
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In this project, I employ the terms ‘Global South’ and ‘third world’ women 

interchangeably. Although these terms are both imperfect and political, I use them to 

acknowledge postcolonial feminism and discount white feminism’s universalization of women’s 

experiences. Furthermore, I recognize that ‘immigrant woman’ is a socially constructed category 

that is attached to racialized scripts. The term ‘immigrant woman’ technically refers to women 

who are landed immigrants in Canada, however, the term has come to refer to women who do 

not speak English or who speak with a non-English accent, identifying them as women from the 

‘third world’ or a woman of colour, and who belongs to the devalued workforce (such as a 

garment worker or cleaning lady). Thus, in Canada the term ‘immigrant woman’ is a socially 

constructed category that presupposes a labour market relation, among other things (Ng “Work 

Restructuring”).  

This project also recognizes the reasoning behind why people choose to migrate to 

Canada from the Global South. This reasoning includes legacies of colonialism, imperialism, 

landlessness, poverty, and unemployment. These forces have been exacerbated by more recent 

forces of globalization, liberalization, and structural adjustment programs, which all fall under 

the umbrella category of international development (Stasiulus and Bakan 26).  

1.4. Literature Review 

 Media outlets the world over - Canadian media included - have recently directed attention to 

the issues faced by women in the Bangladeshi Ready Made Garments (RMG) industry due to the 

2013 Rana Plaza and 2012 Tazreen factory disasters (O’Connor). This has caused an uproar in 

Canada and many Canadians are outraged by the exploitative practices in the Bangladeshi 

garments industry, and specifically by the practice of corporations outsourcing their labour to 

“developing nations” in the Global South as a means of increasing profit, without actually 
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engaging with the larger questions of exploitation that exist due to capitalism, neoliberalism, and 

white feminism. Melissa Wright, an American scholar who specializes in transnationalism, 

feminist studies, and political economy, argues that blame for the labour exploitation of garment 

workers should fall upon the transnational systems and global chains that exploit these women 

workers, not just on the companies that benefit from their exploitation (5). Wright states: “The 

obvious violence and suffering that accompany the condition of disposability are not the fault of 

the companies that employ these women, nor the fault of the people who buy their products” (5). 

While I agree with Wright’s statement, I would add that we cannot separate the actors of these 

systems, such as the exploitative companies, from the broader systemic culprits such as 

capitalism. However, in order to achieve social change and justice, we must target the root cause 

of the issue rather than focus on solely treating the symptoms of the problem.  

 In this subsection, I explore how the themes of capitalism, white feminism, international 

development, and by extension, NGOization, are all responsible for the exploitation of garment 

workers in Bangladesh. Later, I provide an overview of the authors who contribute to the 

methodologies employed in my media analysis, where I will address the problematic media 

coverage of transnational garment worker exploitation. I conclude this literature review by 

shifting attention to the labour exploitation of garment workers in Canada. 

 Capitalism, a system of economic production that enables capital accumulation, is an 

exploitative labour process that often uses racialized and gendered workers. Capitalism defines 

productive labour as work that produces surplus value, but it does not acknowledge the value of 

the labour produced by marginalized peoples, such as Bangladeshi garment workers (Mies 

“Women, Work” 269 and Mies Patriarchy and Accumulation 110). This means that Bangladeshi 

women’s labour power is not valued and is taken for granted. We must shift to a feminist 
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understanding of labour in order to recognize the value of Bangladeshi women workers. Poor, 

Bangladeshi women are excluded from discussions about capital accumulation by policy-makers 

and corporations, which is a patriarchal strategy that enables capitalism. This strategy “cleverly 

[co-opts] concepts and the language of women’s liberation and the demands for equality” (Mies 

“Women, Work” 272). I will explore the theme of women’s liberation and equality further on in 

this section. Under capitalist logic, Bangladeshi women workers are considered disposable. This 

logic permits the harsh working conditions of labourers and the justification for Canadian 

companies to outsource their labour for lower costs. Wright states: “To disrupt the myth of the 

disposable third world woman is to disrupt the capitalist systems that require that the story 

constantly be told. So when people take on this myth with the intent of subverting it or somehow 

disabling its force, they are also confronting the capitalist processes that depend upon it” (93). 

This quote by Melissa Wright explains how capitalism as a process is dependent on the narrative 

of the disposable ‘third world woman’ worker, which in this case is Bangladeshi women garment 

workers. In order to confront this problematic narrative of Bangladeshi garment workers’ 

disposability, we must confront capitalism itself.  

 However, rather than media outlets focussing on how processes like capitalism contribute to 

the exploitation of Bangladeshi garment workers, they have condemned the wealthy Bangladeshi 

executives who own and control garment production factories, such as the Rana Plaza factory. 

The media portray these business tycoons as villainous and neglectful because they recklessly 

endanger the lives of their workers for personal profit (“Interview with Jailed”). However, they 

pay less scrutiny to how the demand by multinational corporations for cheap labour, expedient 

production, and instantaneous shipping results in frequent and numerous injuries and deaths.  

 In order to justify the poor and dangerous working conditions of Bangladeshi women 
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workers in the garment industry, they are dehumanized and perceived to be anonymous bodies –

and are thus also disposable (Chen). All the while, corporations in the Global North, Canada 

included, are making massive profits on their labour. Because these women garment workers are 

considered disposable by the corporations and ruling elites, the harsh working conditions of these 

workers are permitted and justified. This way, companies are able to skirt their moral obligations 

to workers and outsource their labour for lower costs.  

 When it comes to the perceptions of disposability that led to large factory disasters such as 

the Rana Plaza collapse, Michel Foucault’s concept of laissez mourrir – letting die (Rose & 

Rabbinow 1) rings especially true. In this case, this concept means that some bodies, especially 

those of racialized third world women, are marked for death due to the supposed inevitability of 

their circumstances.  The state, through technologies and mechanisms of power, has the ability to 

grant certain bodies life and to let others die (Foucault 242), using poverty and development as 

tools. The discourse of poverty (a state which is stereotyped as the norm for people living in the 

‘third world’) is utilized as a reactionary agenda for neoliberal ‘development’ initiatives (Escobar 

24). Examples of such initiatives include the liberalization of transnational trade so that cheap 

labour may be exploited for the benefit of corporations in the Global North.  

 The ability to regulate processes such as birth, death, and fertility is an example of how 

states have the power to ensure that certain bodies live and others die. Foucault identifies this 

ability as the ‘biopolitics’ of the human race (243). Biopolitics is a historically specific political 

process, which modern Western society takes for granted (Harcourt 20). Wendy Harcourt, a 

scholar who theorizes the use of biopolitics in development, states: “The strategies of biopolitics 

are by no means neutral. The specific set of meanings is determined by institutions framing how 

society understands gendered [and racialized] bodies” (21). Harcourt’s quotation explains that our 
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societal understanding of racialized and gendered women, which for the purposes of my research 

project are Bangladeshi women workers in the garment industry, determines the value we place 

on their bodies and their lives. Therefore, the logics that inform this mindset are informed by 

racialized and gendered ideologies towards third world women. As Chandra Mohanty argues, 

“global assembly lines are as much about the production of people as they are about providing 

jobs or making profit” (Feminism Without Borders 141). My research project employs the works 

of Diane Elson and Ruth Pearson (2011), Melissa Wright (2006), Maria Mies (1986), Lourdes 

Beneria (2011), and my own interviews with garment workers and activists in Toronto to analyze 

how Foucauldian discourses of biopolitics affect the racialized women workers in the global 

garment industry.  

  As explained earlier, when poverty and disposability are considered inevitable and 

normalized for ‘third world’ women, efforts to ‘develop’ these so-called third world nations is the 

next step for the state. The notion of salvation for ‘third world’ nations, expressed by 

governments, activists, and development agencies from the Global North, is conveyed through 

Messianic sentiments and quasi-religious fervour (Escobar 25). Under the logics of racialization 

and biopolitics, women in Bangladesh are perceived to be in need of saving – through 

‘development’ initiatives, an excuse that is exploited by international development organizations 

and governments in the Global North, Canada included. The initiatives taken by international 

development organizations and by extension, the Canadian government, are both patronizing and 

ineffective, and they further perpetuate the exploitation of poor women in Bangladesh. Exploiting 

and commodifying the idea of saving women in Bangladesh, the Canadian state imposes 

structural adjustment programs and reduces trade barriers with Bangladesh so that inexpensive 

goods can be imported, all the while claiming that these efforts strengthen the Bangladeshi 
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economy, reduce poverty, and empower women. However, multiple scholars and activists have 

problematized the idea of empowering women as justification for ‘development’ initiatives. One 

such scholar is Dina Siddiqi, a Bangladeshi academic, who notes that ‘empowerment’ is a 

buzzword used to laud the garment industry as an unproblematic stepping stone towards women’s 

rights, disregarding the voices that cast garment workers primarily as the victims of capitalist 

exploitation (160-161). The primary actors behind the exaltation of the garment industry as a 

pioneer for women’s rights are governments in the Global North and South, including Canada, 

along with international development organizations and NGOs that represent the interests of 

governments.  

 Examining the discourse of empowerment exposes how it is used to manipulate the 

sympathies of citizens in the Global North in order to create exploitative working conditions for 

cheaper costs and to further perpetuate ideologies of Western superiority (Siddiqi 158-159). The 

media, aiming for shock value, employs sensationalized images of imperiled Bangladeshi women 

and portrays them in urgent need of rescue (Siddiqi 158). James Blaut argues that global systems 

of production are still informed by a colonial lens based on Western superiority; this colonial lens 

has an enormous influence on ‘global development’ (2). Western, orientalist assumptions of 

Bangladeshi women as a homogenous group of poor, lower-class women without agency is not 

only incredibly patronizing, but it also makes it appear as though women in the Global North do 

not also experience poverty or patriarchy. The sentiments of Western and white superiority go 

hand-in-hand with the colonial violence of asserting dominance and reinforcing the fallacy of 

ontological difference. These colonial attitudes about whiteness and white women’s privilege 

continue to linger. As a legacy of colonialism, whiteness is still perceived to be ontologically 

different and superior (Thobani 171). The ‘third world’ is portrayed as the ‘other’ without 
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historical contextualization, meaning that these portrayals disregard postcolonial or historical 

understandings of what leads ‘third world’ states to be the way they currently are (Heron 2).  

 White feminism, often known as ‘liberal feminism’ or ‘mainstream feminism’, centres the 

needs of white women and places their knowledge, values, and ways of doing things as superior, 

and it erases the agency of racialized peoples who are ‘othered’ in this process (Heron 3). I 

employ the term white feminism exclusively throughout my project. Including the word ‘white’ 

directly calls out the movement for what it is, an anti-intersectional movement for the 

advancement of white women. According to feminist blogger Cate Young, the term “allows us to 

identify [marginalization], and root it out and combat it when it occurs” (Zeilinger). White 

feminism informs the discourse of saving Bangladeshi women workers by ‘empowering’ them.  

 A common misconception about white feminism is that those belonging to this school of 

thought are all white women. However, it is important to understand the distinction between white 

feminists and feminists who are white, because they are not one and the same. For example, a 

woman of colour might be a white feminist while a white woman feminist could be an 

intersectional feminist. To say that white feminist discourse is pervasive in the NGO sector is not 

to say that NGOs are governed by feminists who are white, but that the NGOs’ institutional 

operations are based on the foundation of white feminist values (i.e. those that do not recognize 

intersectionality). My critique of white feminism is not restricted to institutions in the global 

North, because it is a school of thought that has reach across the world, as a result of globalization 

and colonialism. 

  The irony of the need to save racialized women, also known as the saviour complex, is 

unequivocal. Under the logics of racialization and biopolitics, the women workers in Bangladesh 

are dehumanized and considered disposable – yet ironically in need of saving.  This section will 
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explore how various scholars have troubled the idea of garment labour as an empowering avenue 

for poor women workers in Bangladesh.  

 Naila Kabeer is a renowned British-Bangladeshi scholar, who works primarily on poverty, 

gender, and social policy issues. Kabeer has written a great deal on the garments industry in 

Bangladesh. Kabeer challenges the idea of paid labour as an empowering avenue for Bangladeshi 

women. She argues that paid labour might be empowering for women who do not therein 

experience multiple forms of oppression, such as racism, classism, and poverty, however, this is 

not the reality for women who work in the informal sector, which characterizes the Bangladeshi 

garment industry (Beyond the Weapons of the Weak 2). According to Kabeer, the informal sector 

is “characterized by irregular and unpredictable returns for [workers] labour and difficult, often 

exploitative working conditions” (Beyond the Weapons of the Weak 2). This description of the 

informal economy is characteristic of the garment industry in Bangladesh and as such, the 

industry does not empower the poor women workers upon whom it subsists. Although the 

workers of this industry are part of a formal establishment, the industry does not comply with 

formal regulations, which makes it part of the informal economy (Beyond the Weapons of the 

Weak 5).  

 Another critic of ‘empowerment’ is Lamia Karim, a cultural anthropologist who specializes 

in women, globalization, development, and the neoliberal state. Karim explains that 

empowerment only results from institutional changes in laws that protect women’s rights and 

through changes in socialized understandings of women’s roles. She argues that in development 

practice, however, organizations implement top-down perspectives in pursuit of the goal of 

empowerment, without paying attention to how societal change actually occurs. She elaborates 

with the following example: 



	 16	

Most development NGOs have gender specialists who train people in gender-
sensitivity through workshops with flip charts, PowerPoint presentations, and videos. 
The outcomes are often measured in terms of how many people were enrolled in the 
workshop—the higher the number, the better the outcome—rather than devising 
more in-depth follow-up studies that would show to what extent the gender training 
changed the behavior patterns of the participants (155-156).  
 

Karim, Siddiqi, and Kabeer maintain that organizations are not effectively challenging the societal 

barriers faced by women workers in the Bangladeshi garment industry, and as such, 

‘empowerment’ for the women is not achieved. Evidently, institutions such as the Canadian 

government, the Bangladeshi government, and development agencies manipulate affective 

responses to the notion of ‘empowering’ helpless women in order to profit off the resulting trade 

agreements. My project further explores the hidden subtext and nefariousness of the saviour 

complex by critically analyzing the white feminist discourse of women’s ‘empowerment’ and 

liberation in the context of the Bangladeshi garments industry.   

 The processes of exploiting Bangladeshi women workers are informed by the cultural 

politics surrounding global development initiatives, many of which are evident in the poverty 

strategies by leading international development organizations, such as the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF). The study of these cultural politics brings insight into the power-laden processes 

involved with women’s exploitation in the Bangladeshi RMG industry. My critical analysis of 

international development organizations is informed by Philip McMichael (2012), Shirin Rai 

(2008), and Teri Caraway (2007), among others.  

 My project also examines how the women workers in the garment industry demonstrate 

agency over their lives, despite the fact that the industry causes them and their families enormous 

amounts of harm. My analysis of women’s agency is informed by Naila Kabeer’s and Simeen 

Mahmud’s study of Bangladeshi workers (2004), Dina Siddiqi’s critique of the ‘saviour 

narrative,’ (2009) Ann McClintock’s text on how poor, racialized women can negotiate agency 
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within social inequality (1995), and Saba Mahmood’s approach to alternative ways of 

conceptualizing agency (2004), where women’s autonomy is situated outside liberal notions of 

‘empowerment’ because they do not necessarily seek to overthrow the systems that oppress them 

(5). An example of how Bangladeshi women exhibit alternative forms of agency in their lives is 

that although poor Bangladeshi women are being exploited and forced to work in harsh and 

dangerous conditions, they are able to find a degree of autonomy by negotiating freedom and 

flexibility from dominant family members and oftentimes by delaying marriage and having more 

say in who they marry; this can happen because they are perceived and valued as earning family 

members (Kabeer & Mahmud 152). I also use the works of Kalpana Wilson (2011), Diane Elson 

and Ruth Pearson (2011), as well as Diana Wolf (2011) to analyze how Bangladeshi women 

workers exhibit agency in their lives. My approach to understanding agency in this research 

project moves away from traditional understandings of agency and embodiment.  I approach my 

study illuminated by Shaminder Takhar’s argument that South Asian women are negotiating their 

agency within these systems of power, despite their representation in the media and propaganda as 

passive subjects (1).  

 There are multiple racialized and gendered perceptions about Bangladeshi women workers 

that serve both as a motivation to ‘empower’ them and as an excuse to abuse them. The Ready 

Made Garments companies employ young women because their labour is cheap. Furthermore, 

young women are preferred as workers because they are considered to be docile and have lower 

bargaining power (Paul-Majumder & Begum 1). These women are also stereotyped as patient, 

nimble, controllable, less mobile, and less likely to join trade unions (Paul-Majumder & Begum 

3).  

 Kabeer works with Simeen Mahmud, another Bangladeshi scholar who specializes in 
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gender and empowerment. Together, they posit that labour standards for women working in the 

garment industry are so poor that there is a high worker turnover rate, and women are often 

unable to keep their position for more than five years due to labour-caused illnesses (151). 

Melissa Wright also weighs in on the matter of high turnover due to poor working conditions. 

Wright argues that when it comes to ‘third world’ women working in factory industries, 

employers overwork them to decrease their physical health, durability, and mental health, which 

is a strategy to prevent resistance movements. As such, the workers decrease in value and they 

become waste (25). Despite these harsh working realities for women who work in the RMG 

industry, multiple groups, including NGOs, are advocates of this industry.  

 Another factor that contributes to the exploitation of RMG workers under the discourse of 

empowerment is ‘NGO-ization’. NGO-ization is a concept that explains how most non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) are financed and patronized by development and aid 

organizations, which are in turn funded by Western governments, international financial 

institutions, and multinational corporations. Although these agencies differ widely, they all 

contribute to the neoliberal project that demands privatization and cuts in government funding 

(Roy). According to Arundhati Roy, a prominent and celebrated Indian activist, “NGOs give the 

impression that they are filling the vacuum created by a retreating [less publicly involved] state. 

And they are, but in a materially inconsequential way. Their real contribution is that they defuse 

political anger and dole out as aid or benevolence what people ought to have by right”. As Roy 

explains, NGOs are presented as providing more valuable social impact than they actually 

contribute. Through NGOs, initiatives to empower women are simultaneously becoming less 

about structural change, and more about serving the interests of governments and international 

donors, who do not usually prioritize women’s needs. They are compromising their mandates in 
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the face of the private sector and government funding. According to sociologist, Manisha Desai, 

many NGOs are simply fronts for governments (18). Desai explains this phenomenon as the 

NGO-ization of women’s movements, “with its attendant decline in radical critique and an 

increasing role in serving as experts and implementers of government and international donors’ 

programs” (18). In summation, NGOs are not accountable to the people they claim to work for 

and among. Instead, they are accountable to their funders. 

 One such NGO is BRAC, the world’s largest NGO, based in Bangladesh. The founder of 

BRAC, Sir Fazl Hasan Abed, advocates for employment of women workers in the RMG industry 

because of that industry’s enormous contribution to the Bangladeshi economy. Abed argues that 

the RMG industry is a “vital avenue out of poverty, especially for rural women” because it creates 

“about four million jobs for women” (“After Factory Disaster”). By using the ‘empowerment’ 

framework, NGOs such as BRAC are advocating on behalf of other institutions such as the 

government, but not on behalf of the women from whom these institutions profit. It becomes 

apparent that women workers in the RMG industry are not supported by the state, nor by the 

NGOs who claim to advocate on their behalf.  

 Rather than challenge the racialized power relationships that enable the labour exploitation 

of women workers that are inherent in development practice, nation states’ and NGOs’ 

conceptions of women and agency have shifted attention away from material and ideological 

structures of power (Wilson 99). This means that development and aid agencies do not recognize 

how power structures impact racialized women workers. Instead, they focus on the 

‘empowerment’ discourse, which has created a host of other problems for women workers. 

Although most workers employed by NGOs do not intentionally exploit women workers, they are 

deeply influenced by the white feminist saviour discourse that has influenced the missions of 
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NGOs. Additionally, the NGOs that conduct solidarity work with garment workers in Bangladesh 

largely consist of middle-class activists, which points to a class disparity between poor garment 

workers and the activists working with them (Desai and Naples 18). My critique of NGO-ization 

is important to my research project. My understanding of this phenomenon is informed by the 

works of Manisha Desai (2002), Arundhati Roy (2014), Janet Newman (2012), Kalpana Wilson 

(2011) and Naila Kabeer (2014). 

 My second chapter will include a media analysis that will illustrate the gaps in the media 

coverage of the issue of labour exploitation of Bangladeshi women garment workers. My analysis 

will problematize how the media focuses on the garment industry only in Bangladesh, without 

framing it as a transnational industry that also exists in other nations, including Canada. 

Moreover, I will showcase how the media focus is on greedy corporations and disaster victims’ 

suffering, instead of on larger processes, such as capitalism, white feminism, and global 

development.  

 In my analysis, I employ Robert Entman’s theorization of recognizing bias in media 

coverage. Entman argues that identifying media bias for the purposes of theoretical research is 

possible by systematically employing ‘agenda setting’, ‘framing’, and ‘priming,’ which would 

help our understanding of the media’s role in distributing power, thus revealing the political bias 

of media coverage (“Framing Bias” 164). Applying this method would illuminate the consistent 

media framing in favour of capitalism, patriarchy, heterosexism, individualism, consumerism, 

white privilege, and other forms of social marginalization (Entman “Framing Bias” 170).  

 Kristen Gilchrist’s theorization of newsworthiness is also valuable to my research project. 

Gilchrist defines newsworthiness as “what makes a story worth telling” (374). Gilchrist states: 

“Decisions about who and what is considered newsworthy are filtered predominantly through a 
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western, white, heteronormative, middle-class, male lens” (374). She considers how ideologies of 

human superiority affect the way issues regarding racialized women are portrayed in the media, 

and she also writes about how the media depicts racialized women from so-called exotic cultures 

as being in need of saving by the West. I employ Gilchrist’s theorization of newsworthiness in 

order to showcase how labour exploitation in Canada is made invisible and the RMG industry in 

Bangladesh is portrayed in an oversimplified way.  

 David Taras’ work on the Canadian media as a powerful conglomerate with enormous 

power to influence Canadians is also valuable to my research study, as I examine the Canadian 

media coverage of the garment industry. Taras explains the immense power that the media 

possesses in Canada. According to Taras, “the mass media are as much a part of the democratic 

system as are Parliament, the Supreme Court, or provincial governments. And while these other 

institutions all operate within a system of checks and balances… the mass media seem to have 

few such constraints. Increasingly in Canada, they have power without accountability. The 

responsibility for that failure, for that betrayal of public interest and public responsibility, falls on 

many shoulders” (4). Taras’ illustration of the Canadian media as powerful voice without 

accountability will contribute to my analysis on the media coverage of Bangladeshi garment 

workers.  

 After I address the gaps in my media analysis and the absence of any coverage surrounding 

garment workers in Canada, my third chapter will focus on garment workers in Canada. This 

chapter will be supported by the works of Roxana Ng (1998; 2007), Charlene Gannage (1990) 

Daiva Stasiulus and Abigail Bakan (2005), Maria Mies (1982 and 1986), Rhacel Salazar Parrenas 

(2001), Nandita Sharma (2006), Naseema Akhter (2013), Daiva Staples (2006), and my own 

interviews with garment workers that were conducted in Toronto in 2016.   
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 It is widely believed that ‘locally produced’ goods are more ethical than goods produced 

abroad via outsourcing. However, contrary to popular belief, the movement toward locally 

produced garments made in Canada does not equate with ethical production practices. Scholars 

and activists including Roxana Ng and Charlene Gannage argue that the garments industry in 

Canada encourages the further exploitation of poor, racialized women. In Canada, many 

immigrant women engage in homework; that is, they sew garments in their homes.  

 The late Roxanna Ng was an academic and activist who contributed immensely to the 

theorization of garment labour exploitation. Ng was one of the few activists who raised awareness 

about the plights of garment workers - who are mainly homeworkers - in Canada. Because Ng is 

also one of the few scholars who theorizes about garment workers in Canada, her works feature 

prominently in my thesis project. Ng has inquired into the lives of immigrant, homeworking 

women who live in Toronto and has observed that their income is in the form of meagre piece-rate 

wages, despite the long working hours demanded from them (“Homeworking: Dream Realized”). 

There are no statistics available about the number of women in Canada who engage in homework, 

because of the invisibilizing nature of the industry. As prominent international labour activist, Ela 

Bhatt says: “Home based workers are presently invisible. There are no official or even unofficial 

records of their existence, their conditions and their contribution to the national economy” 

(Staples 15). 

 The exploitation of racialized, immigrant women in Canada does not occur by accident. 

Rather, it is a strategic move by the Canadian state, as it has effectively intervened on behalf of 

capitalist employers to create racialized, immigrant women as a “labour market” category, thus 

producing and reproducing the class relations of poor, racialized women in Canada (Ng 

“Community Services” 11-13). As Ng explains, gender and race are essential factors in the 
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organization of people’s class location in Canadian society (“Community Services” 10). As such, 

it becomes apparent that racialized women who work in the garment industry are being exploited 

in both Bangladesh and Canada. Ng’s argument depicts how Bangladeshi women in Canada are 

placed into their social standing as poor, exploited workers and how this placement serves the 

national project of accumulating capital profit. She states: “The work of employment counsellors 

[from employment agencies] in “matching” immigrant women to available job openings, based on 

their marketable skills, work experiences, and the requirements of employers, was part of the 

process whereby a labour market stratified by gender and ethnicity was maintained and 

reproduced in a capitalist economy” (“Community Services” 15). From my interviews with 

Bangladeshi garment workers in Canada and my secondary source research, I discovered that 

many Bangladeshi women who migrate to Canada are encouraged by employment agencies to 

produce garments, either as homeworkers or for organizations, because they have previous 

training in garments production (Personal Interview #1; Personal Interview #2; Personal Interview 

#4). My project will take into account how the strategic labour and class placement of 

Bangladeshi women in Canada enables their labour exploitation for the purpose of capital 

accumulation.  

 Furthermore, my project will examine how Bangladeshi women in Canada are re-colonized. 

Women migrate from post-colonial Bangladesh to escape the poverty; they arrive in the “first 

world” country of Canada, only to be re-colonized in Canada despite their search for better 

working conditions and a higher standard of living. This process of re-colonization occurs 

because of the restructuring of the Canadian garment industry through globalization and free trade 

agreements. Because class is not simply an economic relation to society, but rather a way of life 

or mode of livelihood, the transfer of wage-workers to homeworking in Toronto has a negative 
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impact upon their way of life (Ng “Work Restructuring” 21). Therefore, globalization and the 

restructuring of the Canadian garment industry have led to the exacerbation of the exploitation 

experienced by immigrant women. Despite the re-colonization process for immigrant women, 

homeworking is portrayed by employment agencies as a viable option for poor, racialized women. 

In chapter three, I will further examine the nature of how garment workers in Canada experience 

labour exploitation; this chapter is informed by interviews that I conducted with garment workers 

and activists in Toronto in 2016, as well as by the contributions of scholars which have previously 

been mentioned.  

 My research project is unique because it brings together the insights of scholars who 

theorize separately about the Global North and Global South, as I conceptualize the issue of 

labour exploitation as a transnational issue, caused by global processes such as capitalism, 

international development, and white feminism. I compare similarities in the struggles faced by 

garment workers in both Bangladesh and Canada, while also noting how they exhibit agency and 

challenge exploitation. I examine the works of scholars who problematize unions and other acts of 

global solidarity as effective means of resistance for racialized women workers. Such scholars 

include Charlene Gannage (1990), Roxana Ng (1996;1999), Naila Kabeer (2014), and Maria Mies 

(1982;1986). My research project also explores how women have redefined the category of 

resistance, and what that offers to my insights on how to better enact global solidarity. As such, 

my project offers better approaches to transnational solidarity work, informed by scholars such as 

Abigal Bakan and Daiva Stasiulus (2005), Charlene Gannage (1990), Naila Kabeer (2014), Aihwa 

Ong (2006), and Aili Mari Tripp (2011). 
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1.5. Chapter Breakdown 
 

In chapter one, I situate the Bangladeshi Ready Made Garments (RMG) industry and the 

exploited women workers within it. I explain how the forces of capitalism, white feminism, and 

international development together are responsible for the dehumanization and exploitation of 

racialized women workers. In my literature review I offer some context to explain how these 

forces impact the lives of women workers and I also provide an overview of the authors who 

contribute to my thinking surrounding the issue of transnational labour exploitation. 

In chapter two, I offer a detailed understanding of the complex issues within the RMG 

industry and the challenges experienced by the women employed within this industry. Using 

Foucauldian discourse analysis, I examine how Bangladeshi women are simultaneously devalued 

and left to die while being the producers of valued goods. This section also explores how 

Bangladeshi women exhibit agency and autonomy in their own lives, ultimately challenging the 

saviour discourse that surrounds international development initiatives that perpetuate the 

exploitation of Bangladeshi garment workers.  

Chapter three entails a media analysis and study of the Canadian media coverage of 

Bangladeshi garment workers. In this chapter, I argue that the media portrayal of the garment 

industry is extremely myopic as it has created a strategic narrative to tell the Canadian public; 

this narrative involves journalists misplacing blame for the Tazreen and Rana Plaza factory 

disasters, making the disaster a spectacle through the use of disaster pornography, and further 

perpetuating the white saviour complex. The purpose of this chapter is to showcase how the 

Canadian public has been misinformed about the transnational issue of garment labour 

exploitation and illustrate the media’s role in perpetuating the white saviour complex and labour 

exploitation.  
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Chapter four shares the results of the data collected from my interviews with garment 

workers and activists in Toronto. In this chapter I explore how garment exploitation occurs in 

Canada and how the Canadian garment industry is left out of the conversation about 

transnational garment labour. This chapter also exposes the realities of worker exploitation that 

occurs at the local level. In my final chapter, I conclude this project by drawing connections 

between the first four chapters and by offering better approaches to transnational solidarity for 

the future. In this chapter I also propose alternative ways of conceptualizing transnational labour 

exploitation.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
THE BANGLADESH STORY 

 

2.1. Introduction 

 This chapter offers a detailed understanding of the complex issues within the Ready Made 

Garments (RMG) Industry in Bangladesh, and the challenges experienced by the women who are 

employed within this industry. First, this section will introduce the RMG industry in Bangladesh 

and explain why countries like Canada choose to outsource its garment production to 

Bangladesh. This section then details the 2012 Tazreen factory fire and 2013 Rana Plaza collapse 

in which countless workers were killed. Discussion of these disasters offers a lens through which 

to explore the poor working conditions of women workers within the RMG industry. This 

section then investigates the free trade agreements that enable Canada’s exploitation of cheap 

labour in the RMG industry, followed by an analysis of how Bangladeshi women are devalued 

based on their race and gender, thus enabling their exploitation. This section then employs 

Foucauldian discourse analysis to examine how Bangladeshi women are simultaneously 

devalued and left to die while being the producers of valued goods. Lastly, this section explores 

how Bangladeshi women exhibit agency and autonomy in their own lives. Ultimately, this 

section challenges the savior discourse that surrounds global development initiatives that 

perpetuate the exploitation of garment workers in Bangladesh.  

2.2. Overview of the Ready Made Garments (RMG) Industry  

As a ‘developing’ country, Bangladesh’s most thriving industry is the RMG Industry 

which attributes its success to the export-quota system and the exploitation of poor racialized 

women workers who constitute the majority of its workers (Haider 4). Bangladesh is greatly 

dependent on the RMG industry. As of 2013, this industry accounts for roughly 78 percent of the 
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country’s exports (“Bangladesh Accord on Fire and Building Safety”), and has contributed 

billions of dollars towards foreign exchange earnings that has kept the country’s economy afloat 

during the most troubling economic times (Ferdous; Haider 6). After China, Bangladesh is home 

to the world’s second largest RMG industry (Karim 153).  

The RMG industry in Bangladesh employs over four million women within five thousand 

factories (Karim 153). Dina Siddiqi explains why so many Western companies choose to 

outsource their production to Bangladesh: “As part of a liberalization policy, and in an effort to 

draw in foreign capital, EPZs [export processing zones], in which many garment factories were 

located, had been exempt from the purview of national labour legislation” (162). These 

liberalization policies allow for lower operating costs, thereby providing incentive for clothing 

companies in the West to outsource their production to Bangladesh (Haider 8). Kamala 

Kempadoo, a leading Canadian researcher in transnational social and political thought explains: 

“New corporate strategies to increase profit have developed, involving the movement of capital 

from industrialized centers to countries with cheap labour, the circumvention of unionized 

labour, and so-called flexible employment policies” (144). The available cheap labour in the 

RMG industry allows opportunistic Canadian clothing and apparel companies to bypass labour 

regulation that would otherwise increase their production costs.  

Many Bangladeshis have made enormous profit from the Bangladeshi RMG industry 

while others have not been able to escape their low socioeconomic status. Those who have 

profited from the industry are class-privileged members of society, like factory owners and other 

chain suppliers. While many poor women have yielded paid employment within the RMG 

industry, they are paid extremely low wages and are often unpaid for their labour (Schultz). 

Thus, while the success of the RMG industry has created an avenue for poor women to find 
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employment and provide their families with some financial support, it has placed them in 

extremely precarious situations. The minimum wage for garment workers is far from the level of 

income that is needed to cover a worker’s basic needs, and even further away from a living wage 

(Schultze). Further, these women workers are forced to labour in settings where their lives are at 

stake, because their lives are of little value to middle and upper class Bangladeshis, as well as the 

foreign companies who exploit them.  

2.3. Factory Disasters 

 As the factories within the Bangladeshi RMG industry have notoriously low safety 

standards, safety violations and factory disasters in Bangladesh are fairly common.4 Since 2005, 

more than 1800 workers have been killed in garment factories (“Bangladesh Accord on Fire and 

Building Safety”). Two large factory disasters recently occurred in Bangladesh: on April 24, 

2013, Rana Plaza factory collapsed and on November 24, 2012, there was a massive fire at 

Tazreen Factory.  

Both factory disasters, with their enormous death tolls, are of significant concern for the 

RMG industry. Rana Plaza was an eight-story garment production factory (Poulton et al) that 

produced clothing for many Western companies, including Joe Fresh at Loblaw’s, H&M, 

Benetton, J.C. Penney, Primark, Walmart, and The Children’s Place (“Clean Clothes 

Campaign”). When the Rana Plaza building collapsed in 2013, it killed 1100 workers 

(O’Connor). The 2012 fire at Tazreen factory killed 112 workers (Malik and Yardley). Both of 

these disasters were caused by gross negligence and a disregard for the lives of poor women 

workers. These disasters are not isolated incidents; there have been 40 other fires in Bangladeshi 

                                                
4 The disasters and lack of safety measures within the RMG industry are a result of global 
processes such as capitalism, white feminism, and global development initiatives. However, 
because of inaccurate messages from the Canadian news media, this problem is misunderstood 
by most Canadians. 
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factories since [the Tazreen fire], killing nine and injuring 660” (Ciurala Taylor “Canadian 

Companies”). A prominent Bangladeshi journalist, Fahmim Ferdous, explains the unsettling 

reality of the RGM industry that results in devastating disasters characterized by mass death. 

Ferdous explains that “behind the clothes that end up on the hangers of major clothing brand 

showrooms across the world, are stories of despair, danger, neglect and indifference”. These 

stories reflect an unfortunate reality where the lives of poor women are lost in vain because of 

inhumane working conditions. 

2.4. Women Workers and their Working Conditions 

The workers at Bangladeshi garment production factories are primarily poor women who 

are exposed to dangerous working conditions (Carr & Chen 2). As women who produce goods 

for international export, these garment workers are not only producers for the national market 

system, but also the global market (Mies Lacemakers 109). Labour standards for women 

working in the garments industry are so poor that there is a high worker turnover rate; women 

are often unable to keep their position for more than five years as a result of workplace-related 

illnesses and injuries (Kabeer & Mahmud 151). For instance, most women workers in the RMG 

industry suffer from various illnesses as a result of being overworked, their poor working 

conditions, and the violations of various labour-regulations (Paul-Majumder & Begum 15). 

Workers also experience eye strain, exhaustion, physical pain, and malnutrition, among other 

issues (Ahmed & Raihan 45). The women also suffer from ailments such as chest and respiratory 

problems because RMG factories are often rife with cotton dust (Karim 162). Additionally, in the 

RMG industry, employers overwork their employees to decrease their physical health, durability, 

and mental health as a strategy to prevent resistance movements (Wright 25). Most factory 

buildings are overcrowded, congested, and poorly ventilated, and these women are subsequently 
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exposed to toxic substances and dust. They have no choice but to continuously inhale these 

substances. Further, as the 2012 fire at Tazreen factory illustrates, most garment factories do not 

have adequate fire prevention and escape measures. Because factory owners fear petty theft from 

workers, they keep factory workers imprisoned within padlocked rooms. In the event of fires, 

workers often find themselves trapped inside locked rooms with no fire escapes and sprinklers 

(Karim 162).  

There are several reasons why women seek employment within this industry. Many 

migrate from rural areas of Bangladesh because they have lost their homes due to land erosion or 

debt. In many villages, at least one woman from each family now works in the garment industry. 

The majority of these women workers are in their early teens to early twenties. They reside in 

small rental spaces within urban slums that are shared with other families (Karim 163).  The 

RMG industry employs these young women because their labour is cheap and they are 

considered exploitable. Although they produce for some of the most successful companies in the 

world, Bangladeshi garment workers work for paltry wages and often have to take on excessive 

amounts of overtime shifts. Many garment workers have to work between 60 to 140 hours per 

week and it is common for them to be cheated out of their overtime pay. The workers are often 

denied breaks, and experience abuse and harassment in the workplace (Schultz). Young women 

are preferred as workers because they are considered docile and have lower bargaining power 

(Paul-Majumder & Begum 1). Bangladeshi women are also stereotyped as patient, nimble, 

controllable, less mobile and less likely to join trade unions (Paul-Majumder & Begum 3). These 

racialized and gendered views of Bangladeshi women workers are largely what leads to their 

exploitation within the garments industry. In addition to the exploitation, violence, and abuse of 
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workers, the RMG industry has thrown basic guarantees of safety to the wind and cut corners to 

the extent that a building collapsed on top of thousands of workers (Kelly 2013). 

In 2014, The Guardian, a UK based news agency, interviewed surviving workers from 

Rana Plaza. One of the workers that they interviewed, Mahmuda, was a woman who migrated 

from her village to Dhaka, for a job at the garment factory (Poulton et al). The Guardian 

described the processes that Mahmuda and other workers went through to produce a pair of 

pants: “Seventy separate operations are needed to make a pair of trousers. Mahmuda’s job – 120 

trousers an hour, 10 hours a day, six days a week, 300 days a year – was to stitch seams and 

pockets. She earned 8,000 Bangladesh taka (Bdt) [approximately $94 CAN] a month” (Poulton 

et al 2014). This exhausting work coincides with meager wages and constant threats to worker 

safety. This anecdote about Mahmuda’s life is important because the struggles of the women 

workers in Bangladesh should always remain at the forefront of social justice research. As 

celebrated postcolonial and transnational feminist, Chandra Mohanty writes: "[It is] from these 

struggles [of women workers that] we can learn a great deal about processes of exploitation and 

domination as well as about autonomy and liberation” (Feminism Without Borders 139-140). 

2.5. International Development and Canada’s Role 

 The Canadian state profits from the exploitative working conditions of Bangladeshi 

women through structural adjustment programs and labour outsourcing. Canada thus makes an 

effort to reduce trade barriers all the while claiming that trade agreements strengthen the 

Bangladeshi economy, reduce poverty, and empower women. The Canadian government has 

listed Bangladesh as a ‘country of focus’, meaning that it will receive special attention in 

Canada’s international development endeavors, and receive assistance in its economic 

‘development’ (“Canada”). Canada hopes to assist Bangladesh in its economic ‘development’. 
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Bangladesh was “chosen based on their real needs, their capacity to benefit from development 

assistance, and their alignment with Canadian foreign policy priorities” (“Canada”). The 

Canadian government is also in agreement with the International Monetary Fund’s (IMF) 

strategy to reduce poverty in Bangladesh. This strategy, developed in 2011, in consultation with 

the Bangladesh government, is outlined in a document titled, Bangladesh: Poverty Reduction 

Strategy Paper. This strategy aims to:  

Further reduce trade barriers within the context of the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) framework…Bangladesh will actively participate in concerned international 
and regional/sub-regional fora aimed at increasing access to international export 
markets, easing and eventually eliminating any non-trade barriers to Bangladeshi 
exports, encourage investments, increase trade in services including energy, promote 
regional connectivity, and establish best possible economic relations with all strategic 
countries including neighbors (“Bangladesh: Poverty” 3). 

 
This excerpt from the IMF document explains that reducing and eventually eliminating trade 

barriers with Bangladesh will alleviate poverty in Bangladesh. It is important to note that 

intervention from the IMF often creates further issues in ‘developing’ nations with efforts aimed 

at trade liberalization. An organization called The Halifax Initiative produced a report about the 

shift from a local garments industry in Canada to a transnational garments industry. The report 

explains why Canada chooses to outsource its garment production. The report explains that 

“competitive pressures [for Canadian companies] to cut costs coupled with a liberalized trade 

regime have led to a structure of outsourcing production to locations where wages are low and 

labour rights are not respected” (“Halifax Initiative”). Therefore, this liberal trade regime along 

with Canadian companies’ desire to maximize profits are the reasons why Canada chooses to 

outsource so much of its garment production to Bangladesh.  

International Financial Institutions like the IMF generally seek to profit nations in the 

Global North, as these nations have higher rates of representation within the institutions and 
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contribute more capital. States in the Global North benefit from Structural Adjustment Programs, 

which create aid conditionalities such as trade liberalization (Taylor 116-118). Thus, while the 

IMF strategy may not be congruent with sustainable poverty reduction in Bangladesh, Canada is 

aligned with the strategy because Canadians profit from it. Under the logic of bettering the 

Bangladeshi economy and reducing poverty, the Canadian government makes efforts to reduce 

trade barriers so that Canadian companies are able to abuse cheap labourers in Bangladesh.  

How does the Canadian government pursue, and get away with their own exploitative 

interests? They use the excuse that the RMG industry is a liberating avenue for women because it 

creates jobs for them. The next section critically analyzes the discourses that portray the RMG 

industry in Bangladesh as ‘empowering’ women. In reality, Canada’s trade agreements with 

Bangladesh’s garments industry are largely based on racist and imperialistic discourses. These 

discourses include racialized and gendered understandings of brown women workers and the 

imperialistic savior complex that exists in the Global North. The globalized capitalist system is 

dependent on the racialized and gendered understanding of the ‘third world’ worker (Mohanty 

Feminism Without Borders 143). 

2.6. Race and Gender: Devaluing Women through ‘Empowerment’ 

The RMG industry in Bangladesh is founded upon the exploitation of the young, migrant 

women who make up such a significant portion of their labourers. The export processing zones 

in which Bangladeshi factories are located are exempt from the purview of national labour 

legislation (Siddiqi 162). The absence of labour protection laws means that the poor, migrant 

women workers in Bangladesh have no protection from labour exploitation and dangers in the 

workplace, such as sexual violence (Siddiqi 158). Further, factory disasters such as fires and 
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collapses are made possible because the devaluation and dehumanization of poor Bangladeshi 

women workers leads to gross negligence of workplace safety standards.  

The processes of exploitation of Bangladeshi women workers are informed by the 

cultural politics surrounding global development initiatives. The study of these cultural politics 

brings insight into the power-laden processes involved with women’s exploitation in the 

Bangladeshi RGM industry. Under the guise of empowering Bangladeshi women and decreasing 

poverty rates (“Bangladesh: Poverty” 4), institutions in the Global North are reaping capital 

benefits by creating structures that produce exploitative working conditions for Bangladeshi 

women, which are ironically justified through their dehumanization.  

Jobs for women within the RGM industry are considered empowering for women, and this 

position is vocalized by many non-governmental organizations (NGOs) around the world. For 

example, the largest NGO in the world (BRAC) employs an empowerment discourse to advocate 

for the employment of women workers in the RMG industry, based on the industry’s enormous 

contribution to the Bangladeshi economy. BRAC’s founder, Sir Fazl Hasan Abed, stated in 2013 

that that the RMG industry is a “vital avenue out of poverty, especially for rural women” as it 

“created about four million jobs for women” (“After Factory Disaster”). However, simply 

creating jobs for women is not the answer to empowering them, especially when the jobs in 

question pose life-threatening risks. This quote from the founder of the largest NGO in the world 

illustrates the view that many have towards jobs within the RGM industry, as skilled 

employment that both empowers women and brings increased revenue to Bangladesh. Dina 

Siddiqi troubles the understanding of ‘empowerment’ in relation to the RMG industry. She 

argues:  

Empowerment, understood within an individualist neo-Liberal framework of the self-
enterprising citizen-subject' - is a buzzword that has received relatively little 
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scrutiny… Not surprisingly, most observers hailed the garment industry as an 
unproblematic stepping stone to female empowerment, although a minority of voices 
maintained a left-wing critique, casting garment workers primarily as the victims of 
capitalist exploitation (160-161). 
 

Siddiqui’s quote problematizes the taken-for-granted discourses surrounding the notion of 

empowerment. Further, Siddiqi also troubles the idea of the garment industry as empowering for 

women and states that women workers are victimized by capitalist exploitation. For many 

Western thinkers and development organizations, employment outside the home is framed to be 

positive and liberating for women who are otherwise supposedly poor and oppressed. This type 

of thinking generates from the colonial view that many Western feminists have towards ‘third 

world’ women. Mohanty argues that Western feminists tend to homogenize ‘third world’ women 

as being oppressed by patriarchy and male dominance, regardless of class, race, religion, etc. 

Mohanty disrupts the colonial idea of the ‘third world’ woman as a homogenous category, but 

organizations such as the IMF continue to homogenize women in the Global South (Mohanty 

“Under Western Eyes” 334-335). Moreover, as the ‘third world’, poor Bangladeshi woman is a 

subaltern, her voice as an agent cannot be heard (Spivak). Meaning, she is represented through a 

colonial lens by such international organizations like the IMF, that ignore her agency and claim 

to speak for her instead. Thus, colonial institutions and governments frame Bangladeshi women 

as a homogenous group of poor, lower class women without any agency, and who are in need of 

saving.  

 Furthermore, such portrayals of Bangladeshi women make it appear as if women in the 

Global North, in countries like Canada, do not experience poverty or patriarchy. In reality, 

Canada ranks in the twentieth position on the OCD index (“Canadian Women’s Foundation”). 

Additionally, women in Canada are disproportionately vulnerable to poverty. Duffy and 

Mandel explain that “Canadian women are particularly at risk of being poor. The term 



	 37	

“feminization of poverty” refers to the fact that women in many industrialized Western nations 

are more likely to be poor than men” (Duffy and Mandell 98).  It is important to recognize that 

women in Canada also experience poverty to trouble the perception of western superiority in 

contrast to the Bangladeshi women who are portrayed as uniquely impoverished and destitute, 

and in need of saving by ‘wealthy’ nations like Canada.  

The savior narrative has been contested by scholars like Lila Abu-Lughod and Dina 

Siddiqi. Abu-Lughod argues that it is deeply problematic to construct certain women as in need 

of saving. Abu-Lughod states: 

When you save someone, you imply that you are saving her from something. You are 
also saving her to something. What violences are entailed in this transformation, and 
what presumptions are being made about the superiority of that to which you are 
saving her? Projects of saving other women depend on and reinforce a sense of 
superiority by the Westerners, a form of arrogance that deserves to be challenged 
(787-788).  

 

By implying that these brown, Bangladeshi women need to be saved from poverty and 

patriarchy, the West also suggests that it is superior. In this case, nations like Canada align with 

the savior discourse, while concomitantly ignoring their own problems of systemic patriarchy 

and poverty. In her article titled, Do Bangladeshi factory workers need saving?, Dina Siddiqi 

writes: 

The former framing [about saving brown women from patriarchy] fits seamlessly 
into pre-existing cultural scripts about gender relations and general conditions in the 
'third world’, and a corresponding obligation to save women workers 'over there’. 
Northern labour activists have little incentive to discard such effective culturalized 
narratives with their language of salvation in favour of unwieldy accounts that 
attempt to capture complex and 'messy' realities on the ground. Paradoxically, 
although they may be successful, such strategies end up working against the interests 
of the very workers they are designed to 'save’ (159). 
 

As Siddiqi points out, the savior narrative that exists amongst many Westerners and Western 

institutions further perpetuates the problems experienced by Bangladeshi women workers in the 
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RGM industry. For instance, the desire to ‘save’ these women often lead to consumer boycotts of 

goods produced by these women, which eventually leads to other consequences (Siddiqi 158). 

What are the consequences of solidarity efforts such as boycotts for women who currently work 

in the Bangladeshi RGM industry? Do they lose their employment as a result of consumer 

boycotts? Meager and harsh as the work may be, this employment offers women an income that 

they would not otherwise have. As Manisha Desai argues, “although such work is unregulated, 

poorly paid, and involves long hours, it plays a crucial role in maintaining a modicum of a 

livelihood for most poor women in a post-structural adjustment world” (Naples & Desai 19). 

Further, the savior narrative also leads to the creation of precarious and employment that poses 

life-threatening risks. 

 The saviour narrative is supported by the perception of South Asian women as victims 

without agency. Shaminder Takhar explains how South Asian women are often represented as 

stereotypes of oppressed women lacking political agency (Takhar 1-2). Takhar states that “the 

majority of the stuff that we get in the news in the media is about these oppressed Asian women 

who can’t do anything for themselves. [In reality] there are oppressive practices in all 

communities” (3-4). Thus, there is this pervasive image that exists in the West of docile South 

Asian women who are unable to help themselves and in need of saving by communities that are 

positioned as superior. This project will later explore how Bangladeshi women are exhibiting 

agency and autonomy in their lives, despite Western stereotypes about them.  

Abu-Lughod argues that when emphasis is placed on ‘knowing’ a culture and about 

their treatment of women, it distracts from an examination of the particular roots of suffering 

and an understanding of global interconnections (784). For instance, in the case of the IMF 

document about liberating Bangladeshi women, it does not take into account the global 
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capitalist framework in which they are exploited. Women - especially ‘third world’ women - 

are negatively impacted by capitalism, in addition to the intersectional gendered oppression 

they face every day. In regards to how women are affected by capitalism, Mohanty states that 

“women’s lives as workers, consumers, and citizens have changed radically with the triumphal 

rise of capitalism in the global arena. The common interests of capital (e.g., profit, 

accumulation, exploitation) are somewhat clear at this point” (Mohanty Feminism Without 

Borders 140).  

The spread of global capitalism complicates ideas of global citizenship for women, as 

well as their sense of selves as workers, producers and consumers. In Patriarchy and 

Accumulation, Maria Mies explains how women and people of colour are left out of processes 

of accumulation (77). Mies’ work theorizes about accumulation and Marxian thinking with 

women of colour in mind, as most Marxian thinkers did not even acknowledge how women of 

colour were excluded from processes of accumulation at the time, meaning that the process of 

capital accumulation never considered the needs of women of colour. Accumulation privileges 

certain bodies while simultaneously marginalizing other bodies. As Mohanty argues, “global 

assembly lines are as much about the production of people as they are about providing jobs or 

making profit” (Mohanty Feminism Without Borders 141). Ironically, although Bangladeshi 

women are portrayed as being in need of saving, they are also considered as disposable, a factor 

upon which capitalism is reliant (Mies Lacemakers 110).  

2.7. Disposability of the ‘Third World’ Woman 

Third world women personify the meaning of human disposability, all while 

paradoxically, simultaneously producing valuable things with their labour (Wright 2). What 

does this paradox mean for how we understand Bangladeshi women’s value and the value of 
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their labour in the Global North? Because of the excess of available women workers who are in 

need of work, they are regarded as disposable (Mies Lacemakers 110). As poor women in 

Bangladesh are impacted by the confluence of sexism, racism (both externalized and 

internalized), and classism, they are disregarded and placed at the bottom of the socio-political 

hierarchy. Melissa Wright argues that “the obvious violence and suffering that accompany the 

condition of disposability are not the fault of the companies that employ these women, nor the 

fault of the people the world over who buy their products” (Wright 5). Instead, blame for the 

violence suffered by garment workers falls upon the transnational systems and global chains 

that exploit these women as a result of their social disposability. There has become a certain 

inevitability attached to their disposability as it becomes normalized (Wright 5). 

	 When it comes to the perceptions of disposability that enable factory disasters, such as the 

Rana Plaza collapse, Michel Foucault’s concept of laissez mourrir – letting die (Rose and 

Rabbinow 1) rings especially true. In this case, this concept means that some bodies, especially 

those of racialized third world women, are marked for death due to the supposed inevitability of 

their circumstances.  The state, through technologies and mechanisms of power, has the ability to 

grant certain bodies life and to let others die (Foucault 242), using poverty and development as 

tools. The discourse of poverty (a state which is stereotyped as the norm in the ‘third world’) is 

utilized as a reactionary agenda for neoliberal ‘development’ initiatives (Escobar 24). Examples 

of such initiatives include the liberalization of transnational trade so that cheap labour may be 

exploited for the benefit of corporations in the Global North.  

 The ability to regulate processes such as birth, death, and fertility is an example of how 

states have the power to ensure that certain bodies live and others die. Foucault identifies this 

ability as the ‘biopolitics’ of the human race (243). Biopolitics is a historically specific political 
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process, which modern Western society takes for granted (Harcourt 20). Wendy Harcourt, a 

scholar who theorizes the use of biopolitics in development, states: “The strategies of 

biopolitics are by no means neutral. The specific set of meanings is determined by institutions 

framing how society understands gendered [and racialized] bodies” (21). Harcourt’s quotation 

explains that our societal understanding of racialized and gendered women, which for the 

purposes of my research project are Bangladeshi women workers in the garment industry, 

determines the value we place on their bodies and their lives. Therefore, the logics that inform 

this mindset are informed by racialized and gendered ideologies towards third world women.  

Renowned philosopher, Achille Mbembe, explains: “In the economy of biopower, the 

function of racism is to regulate the distribution of death and to make possible the murderous 

functions of the state. It is… the condition for the acceptability of putting to death” (17). Based 

on racist, classist, and sexist ideologies, the state has the ability to regulate who can die. This is a 

normative function of state power in a modernized state, as the sovereign right to kill is a 

function of such state (Mbembe 17). While Mbembe’s necropolitics seem overly morbid and far-

fetched, it is nevertheless an accurate description of the treatment towards ‘third world’ women 

workers. For the disposable body of Bangladeshi women, ineligible for human rights, to die is an 

inevitability – a sacrifice for the modernizing of the state, a state that is ‘modernized’ through 

industrialization and the ‘empowerment’ of women.  

Because RMG industry workers are forced to reside in urban slums due to their poverty, 

they live in housing of poor quality that is often next to hazardous waste. Since these slums are 

located around the garment factories, the pollution from the factories seeps into nearby ponds 

that are used as a source for washing, cooking, and drinking water for slum-dwellers. Further, the 

air is often noxious from factory fumes, and the women and children residents are forced to 
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breathe them in (Karim 163). As a result of necropolitical state policies that are based on 

dehumanization, these women workers are relegated to environments that do not support life.5  

The nefarious hidden agenda behind development ventures that seek to ‘empower’ 

women through jobs, initiated by organizations such as the IMF and the Canadian government, 

succeed because of the invisibility of their crimes. The myth of the disposable ‘third world’ 

woman worker frames the responsibility of the exploitative industry as neither belonging to 

global firms nor global consumers. Instead, the inevitability of the ‘third world’ woman’s 

demise is accepted based on the ideas of modern progress with development and 

industrialization (Wright 6). The responsibility of ‘third world’ women’s exploitation is often 

placed upon ‘third world’ men, from whom the women need to be emancipated.  

Some bodies are relegated towards being just an accumulation strategy and are not 

considered as deserving of human rights (Da Costa). In the case of Bangladeshi women, they 

are considered as bodies that serve the purpose of production for the accumulation of capital for 

other bodies. Rather than being considered a human with thoughts, emotions, struggles, 

families, etc., they are considered as mere tools for accumulation. Meaning, bodies that can 

produce valuable goods to generate capital for companies. Acclaimed feminist scholar, Judith 

Butler, argues that the human condition is not universally shared (Butler 20). In fact, not all 

people are considered human, as the social construct of race is a story that intends to humanize 

white bodies and dehumanize racialized bodies through a hierarchy (Wynter 263). Butler asks 

an important question: “what makes for a grievable life?” (Butler 20). If the ‘third world’, 

subaltern woman does not count as human, is her inevitable death grievable? The concept of 

                                                
5 While global retailers have agreed to pay for improved building safety after the collapse of 
Rana Plaza, there is no public dialogue about the toxic pollution in which workers are forced to 
live and work (Karim). 
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human rights as universal for all peoples is a fallacy, as they are not intended for all groups of 

people (Chatterjee 30). Rights of property, freedom, equality, and community and the modern 

state are based on capital accumulation for privileged people who benefit from the exploitation 

of poor, Bangladeshi women (Chatterjee 31). As rights-based discourse is inherently political, 

institutions that advocate for ‘human rights’ will always fail marginalized, Bangladeshi women. 

Therefore, advocating for human rights for subaltern women who are not considered to be 

humans have few positive effects. Rather, rights-based discourse advocates for ‘development’ 

initiatives instead, such as the creation of development policies that cater towards women 

having the right to be empowered through wage-work. 

The ironies and the nuances in the conversation about women workers in the Bangladeshi 

RGM industry that are presented in this chapter illustrate the cultural politics of development 

practices. White feminist and Foucauldian narratives, such as the Messianic need to save brown 

women or the perception of their supposed inherent disposability, are manipulated to serve the 

function of capital accumulation. As such, since the Canadian government supports international 

development endeavours that favours Canadians over Bangladeshis, it is important to question 

the purposes and politics of the ‘development’ initiatives that arise as a result. What are the 

larger reasons for the saviour narrative and the myth of the disposable, third world woman?  The 

examination of necropolitics and biopolitics facilitates an understanding of how ‘modernization’ 

discourses in development grant life and death to the ‘third world’ woman. Is she to be saved? Or 

will her disposable body be sentenced to death? Is she worthy of saving insofar as how 

productive her body is for processes of accumulation? The story of a worker’s devaluation is 

concomitantly a story of the valuation of capital, as she works to create products of value while 

she herself loses value (Wright 12). As the disaster at Rana Plaza illustrates, these women’s lives 
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were valued through dollars as exhibited by the dollar values that were placed on their lives. 

“There is nothing “merely cultural,” as Judith Butler puts it, about studies of discursive and 

symbolic events. These processes are, instead, central to those political and economic practices 

that we identify as capitalist power, exploitation, and resource distribution” (Wright 7).  

2.8. Agency and Autonomy  

 Although the myth of the disposable woman seeks to reaffirm relations of power and 

hierarchy (Wright 5), South Asian women are negotiating their agency within these systems of 

power, despite their representation in the media and propaganda as passive subjects (Takhar 1). 

According to Dina Siddiqi, “despite [the] exploitative [working] conditions [of Bangladeshi 

garment workers], individual women are able to exercise a degree of autonomy and 'agency' in 

their lives” (161). And so, even though there exists a stereotype of the passive, ‘third world’ 

woman to justify the savior discourse, poor Bangladeshi women are able to negotiate agency and 

autonomy in their lives. Ann McClintock writes about how poor women can negotiate agency 

within social inequality and challenge understandings of dominance and submission (138 - 140). 

In order to understand how this is possible, one must move away from traditional understandings 

of agency and physical embodiment (McClintock 141). Saba Mahmood’s work also points to 

alternative ways of conceptualizing agency, where Muslim women’s autonomy is situated 

outside liberal notions of ‘empowerment’, as they do not necessarily seek to overthrow the 

systems which oppress them (5).  

 Contrary to popular assumptions about South Asian women as victims of oppression 

without any awareness of how they are exploited, Bangladeshi garment workers are both aware 

of their exploitation at the hands of the factory owners and global retailers, and that their factory 

work is essential to the health of the country’s economy (Karim 162). Unlike their rural 
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counterparts who depend on other forms of revenue such as microfinance, women in the RMG 

industry possess greater autonomy and self-awareness. Further. despite their low wages and poor 

working conditions, Bangladeshi anthropologist, Lamia Karim states that “we find greater levels 

of awareness among garment industry workers because garment industry workers engage outside 

their immediate social network, including on factory floors. This has led to greater cognizance of 

themselves as wage-laborers and as workers whose labor power is exploited by capitalist forces, 

garment factory owners, and western retailers” (Karim 162). As such, socialization amongst 

garment workers enables them to find solidarity and support from each other. Women garment 

workers walk in groups to and from work because it provides them with a sense of solidarity and 

comradery. They are also able to exchange ideas with each other during their lunch breaks. And 

when they are forced to work overtime, late into the night to meet quotas, they form groups of 

twenty women or more to walk home after work (Karim 162-163). According to Karim, “the 

streets of Dhaka are unsafe at night, but by forming large groups, these women have empowered 

themselves to walk the streets late into the night” (163). As one female trade union leader said: 

“It is us, the garment women, who have made the roads safe for groups of women to walk at 

night. The government did not do that” (Karim 163). 

 Further, shifting family roles have provided garment workers a degree of autonomy that 

they did not have before. For example, many garment workers are able to exercise their own 

choice when it comes to choosing a husband, an opportunity which is not afforded to many poor 

women and girls in Bangladesh. Their marriages often do not require dowries (the transfer of 

money and assets from the bride’s family to the groom’s family which are a huge financial 

hardship for poor families). Garment workers are able to make these choices because their wages 

from the RMG industry offer them greater autonomy than non-wage earners. Garment workers 
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also experience some limited forms of practical freedoms such as mobility and socialization. For 

example, they are able to interact with public spaces when they go to markets and make small 

purchases for themselves and their families. Additionally, their family units are based on more 

shared responsibilities between husband and wife because husbands learn to value the income 

potential of their wives (Karim 154). 

Since the disasters at the Rana Plaza and Tazreen factories, women workers have banded 

together to form demonstrations and demand higher wages, safer working conditions, and 

adequate housing. After the collapse of Rana Plaza in 2013, fifty thousand workers took to the 

streets to protest their low wages and unpaid labour (Karim 163). A documentary called Udita, 

created by the filmmaking agency, the Rainbow Collective, depicts how women garment 

workers are organizing to resist exploitation. Despite the enormous risks associated with union 

activity in the workplace, such as punishment through beatings, abuse, and firing, women 

workers are finding strength and protection with each other (“Udita”). Worker unrest forced the 

government of Bangladesh to finally raise the garment industry’s minimum monthly wage from 

$30 USD to $68 USD in 2015 (Karim 162). A garment worker and organizer interviewed in 

Udita explains that “five years ago, [garment worker] wages were $9 per month, then they raised 

it to $42, and now it has become $68 as a result of campaigning. They demanded $109 but the 

government agreed to $68” (“Udita”). More and more women are unionizing and demanding that 

their wages are increased and that they receive their unpaid wages. In the quotation below, 

Karim describes the difficulty of collective organizing for garment workers in Bangladesh: 

In 2005, the government, in collusion with the garment factory owners, prohibited 
unions from canvassing in and around factories. In Bangladesh, at least a third of all 
members of parliament have ties to the garment industry, which has made it 
extremely difficult to reform this sector. Workers who join unions have to keep a low 
profile or risk being fired. It was in this environment of intimidation and fear that a 
fledging union membership began to grow among some of the workers (163). 
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As such, the gains and improvements achieved by women workers exhibit their awareness and 

political agency, in addition to their resilience, courage, and strength. Women workers have 

made enormous strides for themselves, including the ability to unionize to demand better wages, 

factory safety, and other demands (Karim 164). According to one garment worker who was 

interviewed in Udita, “we [the garment workers] are stronger now that we’re unionized… We 

will only survive by fighting [exploitation]”. However, it is important to note that workers who 

are organizing continue to face abuse, violence, arrests, and detentions (Arifeen). The struggles 

of garment workers offer real emancipatory change for these women and the chance to provide 

for themselves and their families and become stronger, more independent individuals (Schultze). 

 The ironies and nuances in the conversations about women’s exploitation in the 

Bangladeshi garments industry disrupt the universal narrative that exists about garment workers. 

Examining the cultural politics of development and learning about worker mobilization forces us 

to challenge the accepted and pervasive understandings of transnational labour exploitation and 

how women can act as agents within their own right. Moving forward, we must attend to 

Bangladeshi women’s struggles through empathy, communication, and solidarity. Dina Siddiqi 

suggests that “revisiting the lived realities and priorities of workers themselves, and recognizing 

the lines of tension between an approach based on social justice within global power relations, 

and one based on a formalistic, and occasionally opportunistic discourse of human rights, 

provides a point of departure” (172).  

2.9. Conclusion 

This section provided an overview of the RMG industry in Bangladesh, its role in the 

global economy, and how Bangladeshi women are exploited and dehumanized through white 
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feminist and Foucauldian discourses, in the service of capitalism. This section also examined 

how white feminist discourses and global development initiatives provide a disservice to 

Bangladeshi garment workers through the use of the ‘empowerment’ philosophy. Lastly, this 

section disrupted these discourses by examining how Bangladeshi garment workers are 

exhibiting agency and autonomy in their own lives by challenging exploitation. The next chapter 

challenges Canadian understanding of the processes that lead to the exploitation of workers in 

the Bangladeshi industry, by examining the coverage of the issues with the Bangladeshi RMG 

industry within Canadian news media.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
MEDIA ANALYSIS OF CANADIAN NEWS COVERAGE 

 

3.1. Introduction 

The previous chapter explored the complex nature of the Ready Made Garments (RMG) 

industry in Bangladesh and its impact on Bangladeshi women’s lives. The following chapter is a 

media analysis and study of the Canadian media coverage of Bangladeshi garment workers. In 

this media analysis, I argue that the media portrayal of the garment industry is extremely myopic 

as it has created a strategic narrative to tell the Canadian public: Journalists misplace blame for 

the Tazreen and Rana Plaza factory disasters, make the disaster a spectacle through disaster 

pornography, and further perpetuate the white saviour complex. The purpose of writing this 

media analysis is to showcase how the Canadian public has been misinformed about the 

transnational issue of garment labour exploitation and illustrate the media’s role in perpetuating 

the white saviour complex and labour exploitation.  

3.2. Methodology 
 

I apply a qualitative analysis as I examine the Canadian media coverage of Bangladeshi 

labour exploitation and analyze how the coverage portrays the issues surrounding the 

transnational garment industry. I accessed archival data, chronologically from January 2011 until 

December 2015. Beginning my archival research in 2011 allows me to compare the media 

portrayals of the garment industry both before and after the factory disasters at Tazreen 

(November 24, 2012) and Rana Plaza (April 24, 2013). I accessed data online from three national 

and local print news sources: The Globe and Mail, The Toronto Star, and The National Post. I 

selected these three media outlets because they have some of the highest national circulation 

rates. According to a 2014 Circulation Report by Newspaper Canada (“Circulation Report”). The 
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Toronto Star’s readership rate is approximately 2.3 million readers per week, while The Globe 

and Mail has 1.28 million and The National Post has about 7 hundred thousand (“Staff”). 

As well, The Toronto Star and The Globe and Mail each represent contrasting positions 

within the political spectrum: the former is a more liberal-leaning source, while the latter is a 

more conservative source. The National Post depicts an even stronger conservative and more 

finance-oriented and business-minded perspective (Taras 19). The keywords that I used during 

my archival research are: Bangladesh, factory, disaster, fire, collapse, women, garment, industry, 

Canada, fashion, worker, safety, death, and homeworkers. Employing these keywords, I read and 

analyzed all 73 keyword-containing articles from the three newspapers. Although I am unable to 

directly quote each and every single article within this analysis because of the scope of this 

project, I have factored the data from every article into my overall argument. I quantified the data 

curated from the newspapers to strengthen my argument about the high prevalence of 

misrepresentation within the newspaper coverage, as part of my discourse analysis. The number 

of articles analyzed from each newspaper is illustrated below in pie chart form (see fig. 1). The 

pie chart denotes that 48 percent of articles are drawn from The Toronto Star; and 14 percent and 

11 percent from The Globe and Mail and The National Post, respectively.  

 

Figure 1. Percentage of articles accessed online from three Canadian national print sources from January 2011 to 
December 2015. Source: author.  

48
14

11

The Toronto Star The Globe and Mail The National Post
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As mentioned previously in my literature review, my media analysis is informed by  

Robert Entman, David Taras, and Kristen Gilchrist. I utilize the content analysis methods of 

these scholars in my media analysis. Entman’s work instructs readers on how to strategically 

identify bias in the media by systematically employing agenda setting, framing, and priming 

under the conceptual umbrella of bias; this strategy illuminates both the media’s role in 

distributing power and the politics of communication (“Framing Bias” 163). There are two 

aspects of agenda setting: firstly, agenda setting articulates the goals of the framing process by 

defining problems worthy of public and government attention (Entman “Framing Bias” 163-

164). Secondly, agenda setting highlights the causes of problems, to encourage moral 

judgements (and associated affective responses), and promotes favoured action responses 

(Entman, “Framing Bias” 164). Entman defines framing as the process of selecting a few 

elements of perceived reality and creating a narrative in order to promote a particular 

interpretation. Framing works to shape and alter readers’ interpretations and preferences through 

priming, a process that encourages target audiences to think, feel, and decide in a particular way 

(2007, 163-164). Essentially, priming is a name for the goal or the intended effect of the strategic 

actors’ framing activities (Entman “Framing Bias” 165). Entman states: 

To frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient 
in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, 
causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation for the 
item described… Frames highlight some bits of information about an item that is the 
subject of a communication, thereby elevating them in salience, [meaning], making a 
piece of information more noticeable, meaningful, or memorable to audiences. An 
increase in salience enhances the probability that receivers will perceive the 
information, discern meaning and thus process it, and store it in memory (“Toward 
Clarification” 52-53).  

 
My analysis reveals that the media frames the issue of Bangladeshi labour exploitation and 

dangerous working conditions in the RMG industry in a biased manner that favours particular 
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powerful parties. Taras’ explanation of the Canadian media having a powerful influence upon 

how the Canadian populace thinks and operates is useful to understand how Canadian 

newspapers misguide the Canadian public. Further, Gilchrist’s theorization of ‘newsworthiness’ 

informs my analysis of the early spectacularization of the Bangladeshi factory disasters and the 

later reduction and eventual termination of media coverage. Gilchrist’s approach to media 

analyses considers racial biases against crime victims and how those biases affect 

newsworthiness. She specifically uses the example of how white women are historically 

portrayed as innocent victims deserving of media attention, while Aboriginal women are deemed 

unworthy and invisibilized as “others” (374). According to Gilchrist, “rather than objectively 

reporting events and facts, newsmakers engage in a highly subjective and selective process of 

news production based on socially and culturally constructed criteria. Notably, decisions about 

who/what is newsworthy are filtered through a predominantly Western, white, heteronormative, 

middle-class, male lens” (374).  The biases of newsmakers prevent racialized women from 

receiving justice in the news. The inaccuracies and lack of representation of victimized racialized 

women in the news also misinforms readers about the truth, which further perpetuates falsities 

and the lack of accountability for crimes against racialized women. Further, Gilchrist’s work 

illustrates how the media promotes the salvation of racialized women, which is useful to my 

analysis of the media portrayals of Western superiority. 

 I have thoroughly researched and analyzed how the three print news outlets cover the 

issue of Bangladeshi labour exploitation in the garment industry. Firstly, through a content 

analysis, I highlight the consistent appearance of three types of discourses: how the media 

misplaced blame for the exploitation of garment workers, how journalists employ disaster 
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pornography 6through the spectacularization of the factory disasters, and how the three 

newspapers further perpetuate the white saviour complex. Secondly, through a presentation 

analysis of the relevant stories, I examine the placement or the location of the articles within the 

publication. I also consider whether or not they include a photograph (and if so, do they qualify 

as disaster pornography?), the length of the articles, and the frequency of coverage.  

3.3. Content Analysis 

 As I initially surmised, my research confirms that there is almost no coverage of the issue 

of the exploitation of garment workers, nor of the dangerous working conditions in their 

factories, within 2011. However, there are a few notable exceptions where the garment industry 

in Bangladesh is briefly discussed. In an article published by The National Post on November 4, 

2011, A Joint Venture with KPMG encourages investment in Bangladesh because of the rising 

costs of production in China, but cautions readers about the rise of labour regulations in 

Bangladesh, which could make production costlier for potential investors who wish to outsource 

their garment production (“Joint Venture”). This article does not critique the garment industry in 

Bangladesh for its exploitative practices; rather, it encourages Canadian companies to outsource 

to Bangladesh in order to capitalize on cheap labour.  

Another article was published by The Globe and Mail on September 21, 2011, by 

financial writer Tavia Grant. In this article, Grant employs the ‘empowerment’ discourse by 

arguing that investing in the Bangladeshi garment industry empowers Bangladeshi women, 

within the context of increasing their productive value within the economy. She writes: “Gender 

equality is smart economics…. Boosting women’s status and giving them the same access to 

education and economic opportunities increases productivity and the economic efficiency of a 

                                                
6 The concept of disaster pornography is explained on page 66. 
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country” (Grant). The use of ‘empowerment’ as an excuse to exploit poor women in Bangladesh 

has previously been problematized within my research project.  

Much of the minimal coverage of the Bangladeshi garment industry in 2011 promotes 

Canadian companies to invest in Bangladesh for the purposes of capital accumulation. These 

articles were published before the two notorious factory disasters took place, which is why the 

authors were able to promote investment in Bangladesh based on cheap labour. As well, these 

articles were published in right-leaning publications, so it is no surprise that they discuss 

financial impacts rather than social impacts. On the other hand, The Toronto Star considers the 

social ramifications of this issue, in its March 27, 2011 discussion of the environmental cost of 

garment production in ‘developing countries’, and the paper encourages the move to more 

sustainable modes of production (Zeller; Moorhouse). Although The Toronto Star considers the 

social perspective, even it does not critique the Bangladeshi garment industry for its exploitation 

of its women workers, before the two prominent factory disasters.  

On November 24, 2012, the disastrous fire at Tazreen factory kills 112 workers and 

prompts the media critique of the Bangladeshi garment industry. On November 25, one day after 

the fire, The Toronto Star informs Canadian readers about the incident, stating “the blaze broke 

out at the seven-storey factory operated by Tazreen Fashions late Saturday. By Sunday morning, 

firefighters had recovered 100 bodies” (Polash). The Globe and Mail reports the incident through 

a series of twelve images of the disaster, each with their own descriptive captions. One caption, 

attached to a photograph of firefighters attempting to put out a blaze, says: “Bangladeshi 

firefighters battle a fire at a garment factory in the Savar neighbourhood in Dhaka, Bangladesh, 

late Saturday, Nov. 24, 2012 (see fig. 2). At least 112 people were killed in a fire that raced 

through the multi-story garment factory just outside of Bangladesh’s capital” (Biraj et al). On the 
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same day, The National Post features an image of the dead bodies, covered up with white cloth, 

as is traditional in the Islamic faith (see fig. 3).  

 

 

 
Figure. 2. Bangladeshi firefighters battle a fire at a garment factory in 
Dhaka, Bangladesh. Source: Biraj, Andrew, Polash Khan, Jibon 
Amir, and Khurshed Rinku. "Photos: Garment Factory Fire in 
Bangladesh Kills More than 100." Comp. Hasan Raza. The Globe 
and Mail. N.p., 25 Nov. 2012. Web. 20 Oct. 2016.  
 

 

 
 
 

 
Figure 3. An image of dead bodies from the Tazreen fire , 
covered up with white cloth, as is traditional in the Islamic 
faith. Source: Ahmed, Anis, and Ruma Paul. "Bangladesh's 
Worst-ever Factory Blaze Kills up to 120 People." The 
National Post. Reuters, 25 Nov. 2012. Web. 02 May 2016.  
 
 

The article in The National Post, written by Anis Ahmed and Ruma Paul, states: 

working conditions at Bangladeshi factories are notoriously poor, with little 
enforcement of safety laws, and overcrowding and locked fire doors are common. 
The cause of this fire was not immediately known. The blaze at the nine-storey 
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Tazreen Fashion factory in the Ashulia industrial belt of Dhaka started on the 
ground floor late on Saturday and spread, trapping hundreds of workers (Ahmed 
& Paul).  
 

On April 23 2013, one day after the Rana Plaza collapse, The Toronto Star featured the story of 

the disaster on its third page. The article, written by Julhas Alam of the Associated Press, wrote 

about the survivors who were trying to escape from the building and the rescue workers who 

were searching for other survivors under the rubble. “Searchers made holes in the jumbled mess 

of concrete with drills or their bare hands, passing water and flashlights to those pinned inside 

the building near Bangladesh’s capital of Dhaka” (Alam “We Can’t Leave”). In the immediate 

aftermath of the disasters, the newspaper articles provided basic details about both disasters, 

including the number of dead bodies found thus far, the details about rescue workers searching 

for survivors, and information about the Canadian companies who produced garments in the 

factories. Although the newspapers did not report on the issue of dangerous or exploitative work 

in Bangladeshi garment factories from until 2012, before the Tazreen fire, because of the 

disasters, the Canadian media frequently covered the issue of dangerous and exploitative work in 

2012 and 2013. 

Canadians’ understanding of the aftermath of these disasters is extremely political, 

because stakeholders (meaning any party that has an investment or stake in the Bangladeshi 

garment industry) manipulate the media coverage through framing, priming, and agenda setting. 

As well, the coverage is inaccurate, because of biased parties, the lack of critical analysis and 

understanding of systemic issues. My analysis reveals the biased nature of the media coverage of 

garment worker exploitation. Specifically, the type of bias is content bias, which, according to 

Entman, is defined as news that favours one side of the story, rather than news that provides 

equal treatment to both or all sides of a political conflict (“Framing Bias” 162). The archival data 
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that I accessed exposes a narrative that is communicated to the Canadian public; this narrative 

begins with misdirecting blame for the factory disasters within news articles published in 2012 

and 2013. The blame for the factory disasters and the dangerous working conditions is placed on 

Canadian corporations, the owners of the Tazreen and Rana Plaza factories, the Bangladeshi 

government, and competing factory ‘owners sabotaging’ their competition. However, none of the 

blame is extended to broader causes: capitalism, development initiatives, white feminism. We 

cannot divorce the actors of these systems, such as the factory owners and companies who 

choose to outsource production to Bangladesh, from the broader systemic culprits, however I 

argue that in order to find solutions, we must target the root causes of the problems, rather than 

the symptoms. 7Much of the discussion fits the white savior complex of powerful white Global 

North citizens who are able to save the powerless and passive Global South garment workers. 

Immediately after the disasters, it appears that the media rushed to find someone responsible to 

blame. For instance, each newspaper outlet that I examined was placing blame even before the 

final death toll of the Rana Plaza disaster was even calculated and made public, which occurred 

three weeks later (“Search Ends” 2013). Employing Entman’s work on using, framing, priming, 

and agenda-setting, I maintain that the stakeholders at this time were protecting their vested 

interests by controlling the narrative that was presented to the Canadian public. The following 

table illustrates the breakdown of articles that misplaced blame on various parties (see table 1). 

                                                
7 While we strive for long-term goals such as large-scale systemic change, in the meantime 
small-scale measures should be implemented to protect garment workers from harm, such as 
workplace safety measures and social policies. 
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Table 1 

Denotes the attribution of blame by Canadian news sources from 2012 to 2013 

 
Total Number  

of Articles 
Number of articles 

that blame 
Canadian 

Companies 

Number of articles 
that blame 

Bangladeshi 
Factory Owners 

Number of articles 
that blame the 

Bangladesh 
Government 

Number of articles 
that blame 
sabotage 

33 4 17 8 4 
Source: Archived articles published in The Toronto Star, The Globe and Mail and The National Post, dating from 
2012 to 2013, accessed online by the author. 
 
Misplaced Blame: Blame Bangladeshi Factory Owners 
 

The owners of Rana Plaza and Tazreen factories were most frequently blamed in the 

media. No less than 52 percent of the articles blamed Bangladeshi factory owners. After the 

collapse of the factories, the media condemned Sohel Rana, the owner of the Rana Plaza building 

and Delwar Hossain, the owner of Tazreen factory. They were portrayed as villainous, selfish, 

neglectful and as recklessly endangering the lives of their workers for personal profit (“Interview 

with Jailed”). While this may be true, and a minor part of the problem, our lens must shift to 

examine the situation from a macro-perspective. The demand by multinational corporations for 

expedient production, instantaneous shipping, and cheap labour, in addition to the devaluation of 

the human bodies that are bearing the real brunt of the costs, are largely why so many workers 

were killed. Yet, the media provides us with misleading images, such as one that depicts the 

factory owners and their delegates in handcuffs (see fig. 4); this focus allows readers to assume 

that the villainous culprits have been brought to justice. On April 30, 2013, The Toronto Star 

explains that Rana was captured fleeing out of town, after a four-day man-hunt. In an April 29, 

2013 article by The Toronto Star, Jim Yardley states: “Public anger has largely focused on the 

building’s owner. Industry leaders have blamed him for lying about the structural safety of the 
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building; when cracks were discovered the day before the disaster, Rana was accused of assuring 

factory owners that the building was safe”. By assuring the factory owners that the building was 

safe because he was pressured to meet the demands of contract orders in the ‘fast fashion’ 

business, Rana neglectfully endangered the lives of thousands of workers. Yardley’s quote 

reveals that the people responsible for controlling the message received by the media were the 

industry leaders; that is, those who had a vested stake in the industry’s profits. By individualizing 

blame for this disaster solely on Rana, industry leaders and the media deviate from placing blame 

on the systemic problems with this industry. A similar account of neglect was told in The 

Toronto Star on December 8, 2012, in regards to Tazreen factory; the factory owner was blamed 

for the disaster because “he… had permission to build [only] a three-storey factory but had 

expanded it illegally to eight storeys and was adding a ninth at the time of the blaze” (Associated 

Press). On November 29, 2012, The National Post quoted the President of the Bangladesh 

Combined Garment Workers Federation, Nazma Akhter, who demanded the arrest of the factory 

owners and management in order to send a message to the industry as a whole. Akhter states: 

“There should be a criminal case against them. It could stop the recurrence of such incidents” 

(Alam “I didn’t know”). The media, the public, the industry leaders, and the workers’ union 

leaders all portray the factory owners as the sole perpetrators of these disasters and imply or state 

that penalizing them will stop the occurrence of factory deaths. Moreover, it is widely known 

that countless factory managers in Bangladesh are notorious for ignoring safety laws and that the 

management at Rana Plaza and Tazreen were not the only culprits (“A horrifying fire”). 
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Figure 4: Showing factory owners in handcuffs, thus allowing readers 
to assume that the villainous culprits have been brought to justice.  
Alam, Julas, and Farid Hossain. "Six Arrested in Factory Collapse." 
The Toronto Star. N.p., 28 Apr. 2013. Web.  
 
 
Misplaced Blame: Canadian Corporate ‘Oversight’ Claims and ‘Heroic’ Security Measures 

Under intense media and consumer scrutiny, spokespeople for the Canadian companies 

who outsourced to these factories insisted that they were unaware of the safety gaps, and as such, 

they also placed the blame on the factory owners. On April 26, 2013, reporter Lesley Ciarula 

Taylor explains in The Toronto Star that a Canadian company, Loblaws, was unaware that their 

products were being produced in such dangerous working conditions because of the nature of 

outsourcing in Bangladesh; she quotes Loblaws on saying, “work can be outsourced to another 

factory without a company even knowing” (Ciarula Taylor “Bangladesh factory collapse”). As 

well, Canadian spokesperson for American-owned Walmart insisted that they were not aware 

that Tazreen was making their clothing (Alam “I didn’t know”). This begs the questions: Why do 

companies like Loblaws and Walmart not pay enough attention to where and how their goods are 

produced? Is it because they do not care about the lives of the devalued women workers in the 

factories? Another example of this is featured in an editorial printed by the Associated Press in 

The Toronto Star on April 25, 2013, where a representative of Loblaws is quoted saying: 
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“Loblaws Inc. has vendor standards, which spell out the requirements with us to ensure that all 

products are being manufactured in a socially responsible way. We audit against these standards 

on a regular basis” (Associated Press). As such, these statements made by Canadian companies 

make it appear that the companies’ roles in the disaster was one of minor oversight.8 

Rather than admit culpability after the disaster, Canadian companies such as Loblaws 

have portrayed themselves as heroes and champions for change. There was a total of 20 articles 

in the three newspapers that portrayed Canadian companies as innocent and commended them 

for their ‘heroic’ actions. In The Globe and Mail, on November 26, 2012, Renata D’Aliesio 

exalts the Canadian companies and demonizes the factory owners by stating that there are 

“continuing problems in factory standards in Bangladesh that many Western brands and retails 

have been pushing to change” (D’Aliesio). This story portrays Canadian companies as trying to 

push for safety standards against the Bangladeshi factory owners’ longstanding safety violations. 

Gilchrist’s theorization of the narrative of Western superiority in media coverage is self-evident 

in the above case and the following one. An editorial printed in The Toronto Star on May 23, 

2013 states that “more should follow the example of Loblaw, owner of the Joe Fresh clothing 

brand [and Loblaws]. Loblaw is calling for reforms, compensation of the victims, demanding 

that its suppliers’ factories meet local safety and building codes, and sending in auditors to 

ensure compliance” (“Bangladesh Factory Tragedy”). Additionally, in an article by business 

reporter Francine Kopun in The Toronto Star on May 2, 2013, the Executive Chairman of 

Loblaws, Galen Weston, announced that after the Rana Collapse, the company established new 

safety standards that demand that all products under their brand must be made in facilities that 

                                                
8 In 2015, a Toronto law-firm filed a class-action lawsuit against Loblaws, claiming that the 
company knew very well that garment factories in Bangladesh have an extremely poor record of 
workplace and building safety standards (Shaw).  
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respect local construction and building codes” (Kopun “Loblaw to audit structural safety”). Once 

again, the Canadian company Loblaws is defended by the Canadian media for allegedly pursuing 

safety and justice; this stance is in contrast to the blaming of the Bangladeshi owners.  

Misplaced Blame: The “Sabotage” Conspiracy 

Meanwhile, some of the factory management defended themselves and deflected the 

blame by both claiming ignorance and blaming other competing industry members for 

“sabotaging” them. Twelve percent of the newspaper articles placed the onus on sabotage. For 

example, Tazreen factory owner, Delwar Hossain stated: “It was my fault. But nobody told me 

that there was no emergency exit, which could be made accessible from outside” (Alam “I didn’t 

know”). Because Bangladesh carries out the death penalty for those charged with murder or 

manslaughter, Hossain’s and Rana’s own lives were on the line, so they were urgently seeking to 

deflect the blame to other parties. As stated by Francine Kopun in The Toronto Star, at the time 

of Rana’s arrest, protestors and lawyers were chanting “hang him, hang him” outside the court 

(Kopun “Offer of aid”). Anis Ahmed and Nivedita Bhattacharjee, reporters for Reuters, wrote in 

The Toronto Star on November 27, 2012, that the Interior Minister of Bangladesh, Mohiuddin 

Khan Alamgir, released a statement about the Tazreen factory fire. Alamgir stated that the fire 

was a result of arson and that it was an act of sabotage. He said: “It was an act of sabotage…. We 

are finding out as of now who exactly the saboteurs are and all culprits will be brought to book” 

(Ahmed & Bhattacharjee). This claim of sabotage, despite the reality that Hossain violated safety 

laws and endangered his workers, reveals that efforts were made to protect Hossain from serving 

time in prison, or possibly the death sentence. In Bangladesh, it is common for wealthy men to 

influence the government due to corruption, so it is very likely Hossain may have had a role in 

the government’s initial claim of sabotage. These excuses of ignorance or sabotage did not work 
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to protect them, however, as multiple powerful groups, such as the Canadian companies, 

continued to blame the factory owners. The National Post on December 17, 2012, explains: “No 

matter who set the fire, the owner of the factory, [Hossain], should [also] be punished for the 

deaths because he neglected worker safety. If someone is responsible for such a huge number of 

deaths, [it is] him” (Alam “Sabotage”).  

Misplaced Blame: Canadian Corporations and Consumer Backlash 

While many journalists defended the Canadian companies, others blamed them, and the 

companies feared the potential backlash from their consumers’ reactions. The Toronto Star 

explains: “Beyond the factory owners themselves, the responsibility lies squarely on the 

importers…. Something that would really help push us up to the next level would be if the 

Canadian government required all companies to publish on their websites their corporate social 

responsibility policies” (Kopun “Bangladesh Horror”). Many consumers demanded that 

Canadian companies live up to ethical and moral obligations to Bangladeshi workers. 12 percent 

of the newspaper articles blamed Canadian companies. 

 In fact, many of Loblaws’ customers threatened to boycott their clothing line, Joe Fresh, 

which was produced in Rana Plaza. Lesley Ciarula Taylor writes in The Toronto Star: “Joe Fresh 

customers, horrified by scenes of carnage and destruction after a deadly garment factory collapse 

in Bangladesh, warned they would boycott the Toronto fashion label until there was proof of 

change” (“Joe Fresh”). Ciarula Taylor continues: “behind the rush to [produce clothing in] 

Bangladesh is the fact that Canadian clothing companies, unlike U.S. companies, can import 

garments manufactured in Bangladesh duty-free” (“Joe Fresh”). As such, consumers blame 

Canadian companies like Loblaws for taking advantage of free trade and cheap labour. In 

response to Loblaws’ lack of accountability, one Joe Fresh customer named Karine LeBlanc 
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said: “I may look good in your [Loblaws’] clothes, but I no longer feel good” (Ciarula Taylor 

“Joe Fresh” 2013). However, despite all the public outrage towards Loblaws, an official 

organized boycott of Joe Fresh never took place because the move to boycott never caught 

momentum. The motion to boycott began because consumers felt responsible because they 

purchased clothing made by Joe Fresh and many consumers believed that a consumer boycott of 

Joe Fresh products would lead to change. One consumer stated: “What we need to do as 

consumers is let Joe know we're watching, and demand more… Ultimately, we need to signal to 

the big guys that we're willing to put our money where our mouth is” (Vasil). On the other hand, 

reporters discouraged consumers from boycotting Loblaws’ goods. On May 13, 2013, Garth 

Frazer made the case in The Toronto Star for Canadian corporations to stay in Bangladesh. 

Frazer insists that boycotting the Bangladeshi garment industry would cause further harm for 

factory workers because they would lose their jobs. Garth Frazer writes:  

Imagine if we stop buying Bangladeshi apparel. The workers in these factories, 
mostly women, lose their jobs. Although these may be low-paying jobs by 
western standards, these are the highest-paying jobs that these women can find, 
which is why they are working there. This earning power often raises the status of 
women within their own households.  
 

While this is certainly true, it is possible that the media is promoting continued operation within 

the Bangladeshi garment industry in order to enable further profits by Canadian companies. 

Thereby, despite the fact that an official organized boycott of Joe Fresh products never occurred, 

it is evident that Canadian consumers were angry at Canadian companies that produce garments 

in Bangladesh because of the dangerous and exploitative working conditions of Bangladeshi 

garment workers. 
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Misplaced Blame: The Bangladesh Government 

Twenty-four percent of the newspaper articles blamed the Bangladeshi government for 

the disasters. Several articles encourage Canadians to place pressure on the Bangladeshi 

government to enforce labour laws. “So it’s perfectly within Canada’s purview to ask the 

Bangladesh government to do something [about the dangerous working conditions],” (Ciarula 

Taylor “Joe Fresh”) says Bob Kirke, Canadian Apparel Federation Executive Director, in The 

Toronto Star. Also in The Toronto Star, Farid Hossain argues that “the government [in 

Bangladesh] appears to be attempting to fend off accusations that it is in part to blame for the 

Rana Plaza tragedy because of weak oversight of the building’s construction” (Hossain). The 

Bangladesh government is also defensive about the accusations of blame. In The Globe and 

Mail, author Julhas Alam declares that “government officials [in Bangladesh] knew of the 

problems [with Tazreen factory’s structure], but the factory kept running” (Alam “Garment 

Factory”). Thus the Bangladesh government also becomes a party that is faulted for the disasters 

and it, too, attempts to fend off accusations and to blame other parties.  

Misplaced Blame: Summary Analysis 

Therefore we can see from this analysis that blame is placed back and forth, with 

stakeholders trying to protect themselves and their own interests. Entman states: “Powerful 

players devote massive resources to advancing their interests precisely by imposing such patterns 

[which in this case is misplaced blame] on mediated communications.” (“Framing Bias” 164). 

Yet Canadians are unable to actually see the issue of exploitative and dangerous working 

conditions as a large systemic issue because they are not provided with the entire story. In the 

aftermath of the disaster, Canadians were being fed this false narrative when they were eager to 
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place blame on someone for the disasters. Entman’s explanation of how agenda-setting, priming, 

and framing illuminates how and why the media distorted the issues within the RMG industry: 

Elites presumably care about what people think because they want them to behave in 
certain ways... getting people to think (and behave) in a certain way requires 
selecting some things to tell them about and efficiently cueing them on how these 
elements mesh with their own schema systems. Because the best succinct definition 
of power is the ability to get others to do what one wants ‘‘telling people what to 
think about’’ is how one exerts political influence in noncoercive political systems 
(and to a lesser extent in coercive ones). And it is through framing that political 
actors shape the texts that influence or prime the agendas and considerations that 
people think about (“Framing Bias” 165).  

Therefore, Canadians were presented with a biased and narrow view of the story so that industry 

stakeholders could manipulate them to responding to the issue in a way that supported their 

needs. Part of the way Canadians were being fed this false narrative is through the media’s 

spectacularization of the disasters, which played with the sympathy of the reader through disaster 

pornography. 

Disaster Pornography and the Saviour Complex 

Disaster pornography is exploitative and voyeuristic images and descriptions that the 

media provides its audiences, rather than contextualized analyses that tell the larger story 

(Sirota). A sociologist at Princeton University and author of Disaster Porn, Timothy Recuber, 

explains that disaster porn is used by media outlets to relay the misfortunes of people in distant 

regions of the world in order to encourage intervention and foreign aid. Recuber states: 

Today, as global media, NGOs, and international humanitarian efforts expose us to 

expanding populations of unfortunate others, and when news of famines, 

earthquakes, wars, terrorist attacks, and other tragedies can come from almost 

anywhere on the planet, media producers and international aid organizations need to 

consider what kinds of stories and images elicit sustained public interest rather than 

indifference or condemnation. 
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Journalists attempt to evoke sympathy through the images of disasters and their victims in order 

to encourage intervention and aid initiatives. Furthermore, these images become more noticeable, 

meaningful, and memorable to audiences and thus are elevated in salience, a key facet of media 

framing bias through the act of priming.  

In the wake of the Rana Plaza and Tazreen factory disasters, such pornographic images 

were featured in numerous newspaper articles. These images paraded the grief of survivors who 

suffered trauma or of those who had lost family members. Examples may be found in images 

that zoom in, isolate, and sensationalize grief on the faces of victims’ family members visibly 

distraught and covered in tears (see fig. 5, fig. 6, and fig. 7); the rubble of destroyed factories 

(see fig. 8 and fig. 9); and the victim’s bodies (see fig. 10, fig. 11 and fig. 12). 

  
Figure 5.Zoomed-in grief. Source: Associated Press. 
"Bangladesh building collapse kills more than 230; Joe 
Fresh clothing, other brands made at site." The Toronto 
Star. N.p., 25 Apr. 2013. Web. 23 Feb. 2017. 
 
 

Figure 6. Focusing on the grief and loss of family 
members. Source: Frayer, Kevin. "The Embers of 
Grief." The Toronto Star. N.p., 25 Jan. 2013. Web. 16 
June 2016. 
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Figure 7. Zoomed-in image of trauma. Source: Ahad, 
A.M. "Bangladesh Building Collapse." The Toronto Star. 
N.p., 25 Apr. 2013. Web. 16 June 2016. 
  

 
Figure 8. Focusing on destroyed factory rubble. Source:  
Reuters. "Bangladesh factory owner to plead innocent in 
deadly Tazreen Fashions fire." The Toronto Star. N.p., 23 
Dec. 2013. Web. 
  

 
 
 
 

 
Figure 9. Another image depicting the destruction and rubble of a factory. Source: Ahad, A.M. "Bangladesh 
Building Collapse." The Toronto Star. N.p., 25 Apr. 2013. Web. 16 June 2016. 
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Figure 10. Focusing on the extreme grief and trauma of a 
survivor. Source: Alam, Julas, and Farid Hossain. "Six 
Arrested in Factory Collapse." The Toronto Star. N.p., 28 
Apr. 2013. Web.  
 
 

 
Figure 11. Bodies of dead victims. Source:  Alam, 
Julhas. "Sabotage Is behind the Bangladeshi 
Factory Blaze That Killed 112, Probe Finds." The 
National Post. N.p., 17 Dec. 2012. Web. 10 May 
2016.  
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 12. Parading the helplessness and trauma of a survivor. Source: Westhead, Rick. "I'm alive! I'm alive! Sir, 
please help me." The Toronto Star. N.p., 11 May 2013. Web. 16 June 2016. 
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These foregoing images (figures 5 – 12) and others will be further explored in the presentation 

segment of this section. Although these images provide a visually striking display, they are 

incredibly insensitive. Another way the media presents disaster porn is through their descriptions 

of the disaster, as they attempt to place the reader inside the perspective of the survivors. For 

example, one article in The Toronto Star describes the situation during the fire at Tazreen factory 

this way: “Smoke was filtering up through the staircases. Screams rose from below. The two 

managers had vanished. Power suddenly went out through the building. There was nowhere to 

escape. The staircases led down into the fire. Iron grilles blocked the windows. We all panicked” 

(Associated Press; The New York Times). These vivid descriptions place the reader in the 

victim’s perspective, raising their discomfort and panic, and making them feel as if they were 

present in the moment. Of course, no amount of description can actually inform the reader of 

what it was like to be there in the moment of the disaster, aside from experiencing it themselves. 

These descriptions are shamelessly disaster pornographic. According to Gilchrist, this flare for 

the dramatic makes the media’s journalism newsworthy (374). Additionally, these descriptions 

and images elicit sentiments that are momentary and fleeting. Once the news coverage of this 

issue eventually decreases and ends, readers move on. They do not question the systemic issues 

that led to the disasters.  This is for the benefit of the industry stakeholders because if Canadians 

become aware of the realities and question the actions made by the stakeholders, real change 

may occur and stakeholders would lose profits.  Of the total number of articles analyzed, 25 of 

the 73 articles depicted disaster porn, which makes up more than one third of the newspaper 

coverage. 

These images of disaster porn strike up powerful emotions within Canadians, who feel a 

sense of Western superiority and the desire to “save” the victims in the third world. This leads 
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them to try to implement changes to the industry in Bangladesh under the discourse of the 

saviour complex and the empowerment agenda. My analysis does not label particular journalists 

as white feminists. Rather, I examine the white feminist discourse prevalent through the use of 

words such as ‘empowerment’. According to Darryl Reed and Ananya Mukherjee, who write for 

The Toronto Star, “empowering workers is one way to prevent more tragedies like the deadly 

Bangladesh garment factory collapse”. Ironically, what most Canadians are unaware of is how 

this dangerous industry was created based on these same sentiments of superiority and the need 

to rescue impoverished women. There are two ways in which the media coverage encourages 

Canadians to rescue Bangladeshi garment workers. Firstly, some journalists state that legislative 

changes need to be made to protect Bangladeshi garment workers. Secondly, other journalists 

call for the increase in local, “made in Canada” clothing so as to avoid the exploitation of 

Bangladeshi workers. Out of the total articles analyzed in this chapter, 22 out of 73 articles 

encouraged the savior of ‘victimized’ women, while only one article depicted Bangladeshi 

women workers as having agency. 

 In order to prevent further disasters and protect garment factory workers, many 

journalists called for the implementation of security measures and worker rights in Bangladesh. 

They explain that “lives are being lost because of a pervasive flouting of safety rules, almost 

non-existent inspections, and an unorganized labour force too weak to demand protection” 

(“Bangladesh Tragedy”). John Cartwright, President of Toronto and York Region Labour 

Council, and Joachim Victor Gomes, a Bangladeshi and Canadian social justice activist, state in 

The Toronto Star, “if we truly care about the Bangladeshi workers and the families who have lost 

so much, we would use our immense purchasing power to empower them” (Cartwright & 

Gomes). Cartwright and Gomes argue that wages for workers need to be increased, workers must 
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organize into unions, and garment bosses must not ignore safety rules. They also maintain that 

Canadian consumers have the ability to demand that these changes be made to protect 

Bangladeshi workers. Writers for The Toronto Star, Darryl Reed and Ananya Mukherjee, argue 

that it is a Canadian citizen’s duty to hold governments accountable when they fail to incorporate 

labour regulations to protect workers (Reed & Mukherjee). One editorial in The Toronto Star 

titled, “Turn tragedy to good” (“Bangladesh Sweatshops”), the “tragedy” in the title referring to 

the tragedy of Rana Plaza, led to misdirected philanthropic actions by Canadians. Kristen 

Gilchrist argues that “racialized women, especially those from so-called exotic/exoticized 

cultures are depicted in Western media as imperiled and thus in need of rescue from their 

barbaric men” (377). It is, therefore, seen to be a Canadian citizen’s duty to protect Bangladeshi 

women workers from the greedy Bangladeshi factory owners who are portrayed as their sole 

abusers.   

While some journalists, such as Garth Frazer, call for the continued use of Bangladeshi 

labour in order to protect women workers (Frazer), others demand that Canadian companies 

produce apparel domestically in Canada. According to Francine Kopun, a business reporter for 

The Toronto Star, “made in Canada” production labels have enormous credibility, unlike 

garments produced in Bangladesh. Kopun states that apparel made in Canada is more of “a 

niche” than a trend and that domestic manufacture is desirable, yet costly (Kopun “Bangladesh 

Horror”). Some newspaper articles advised Canadians to shop locally because products that are 

made in Canada are perceived to be ethical. One example is an article written by arts and culture 

writer, Nathalie Atkinson, in The National Post on January 4, 2014, in which she states: “Writing 

on these [newspaper] pages in the aftermath of the most headline-grabbing [disaster], the 

Bangladesh garment factory collapse in April, I offered to help point stymied readers to 
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homegrown manufacturing, since the unsexy stuff — the reliable, plain and affordable clothing 

basics that never see the glamorous light of a runway — seldom makes the news.” (Atkinson). 

Writers like Atkinson are treated like experts on the issue even though they misguide their 

readers towards ineffective solutions. What most Canadians do not understand is that the return 

to locally manufactured products actually exploits racialized women in Canada, as I will explain 

further in chapter four.  

My research shows that by 2014-2015, the narrative about the Bangladeshi RMG 

industry that the Canadian media provided to the Canadian public concludes. Readers are 

provided with closure as issues appear to be resolved, and coverage of the issue decreases to the 

point of eventually ending altogether, aside from the “one year later” anniversary coverage or 

updates on the murder charges laid against the accused factory owners. The issues appear to be 

resolved because most Canadian companies signed onto safety agreements, compensated victims 

from the disasters, and the Bangladeshi factory owners were jailed. Regardless of who Canadians 

held accountable, they would find their complaints resolved. Loblaws agreed to compensate the 

victims and families of the Rana Plaza disaster starting in 2014 (Strauss & Marotte); other non-

Canadian companies also agreed to provide compensation (“Who paid up”). Additionally, 

Loblaws and others collectively came together to ensure basic safety reforms for workers in 

Bangladesh, such as conducting independent and transparent safety inspections, allowing 

employees to refuse unsafe work, and providing worker and management health and safety 

training. “The number of prominent backers that have endorsed the [Bangladesh safety] accord 

makes it clear that this is now the only viable way forward in Bangladesh,” says a member of the 

Maquilla Solidarity Network, a labour and women’s rights organization that supports the efforts 

of workers in global supply chains (“Loblaw and others lead the way”). The Accord on Fire and 
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Building Safety in Bangladesh, established after the Rana Plaza disaster in 2013, is “an 

independent, legally binding agreement between brands and trade unions designed to work 

towards a safe and healthy Bangladeshi Ready-Made Garment Industry” (“Welcome to the 

Accord”). Canadian companies like Loblaws are praised for accepting responsibility, taking 

action to protect workers, and making amends to victims in Bangladesh. It is, however, doubtful 

that these measures will improve worker safety in a capitalist world that encourages 

dehumanization and profit. Additionally, Bangladeshi factory owners were captured and arrested 

(Alam & Hossain). And thus, with these reports, the newspapers offer a sense of ‘closure’ for 

readers, the narrative concludes, and Canadians are able to move on because those they have 

deemed responsible have been brought to justice. However, as my analysis illustrates, that which 

is truly to blame was never reprimanded, and the exploitative systems such as capitalism and 

white feminism continue to exist and contribute to the Bangladeshi garment industry. The 

industry remains intact and is enormously successful. In the 2014-2015 fiscal year, Bangladesh 

exported garment products worth 25.5 billion dollars (Mirdha). Canadians continue to profit 

from the exploitation of racialized and gendered workers and nothing has changed, aside from 

the amount of coverage of the issue. In 2014 and 2015, there were a total of 10 reports about the 

Bangladeshi garment industry. On April 22, 2015, The Toronto Star released information about a 

report on an organization in Bangladesh, called Human Rights Watch. The article listed the 

numerous ways in which Bangladeshi garment workers continue to be abused. The abuses 

include: vicious physical assaults on those who attempt to form unions; verbal, physical, and/or 

sexual abuse; forced overtime and denied wages for overtime work; less payment than what they 

are owed; denial of paid maternity leave; no permission to use toilets; and arbitrary firings. The 

report states that there has only been limited improvement made for the workers since the Rana 
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Plaza disaster. 9 Building structures are now safer and there has been an increase in the amount 

of unions, despite factory managers working hard to intimidate workers from forming unions 

(Aulakh). Ben Vanpeperstraete, a representative from a global union called IndustriAll, stated 

that “the Bangladesh government and factory owners are doing the bare minimum to better the 

situation and [they are] getting away with it” (Aulakh). The continued abuse of workers and 

decreased newspaper coverage overtime not only reveals the superficial and fleeting interest of 

Canadian readers in the on-going conditions of Bangladeshi garment workers, but also that our 

understanding of this issue is deeply flawed.   

3.4. Presentation Analysis  

The public has been gravely misinformed about the Bangladeshi garment industry because the 

media selected a strategic narrative to tell the Canadian public. This narrative is also reflected 

within the presentation of the data I collected, as it supports the narrative that the media is 

providing to Canadians. I examined the length, placement, and frequency of the articles to 

examine the importance placed on the information presented, as well as the images that were 

used to support the articles. Immediately after the disasters (meaning the next day), the coverage 

of the incident was featured on the front page of the newspapers as ‘headline news.’ In the 

subsequent coverage in the coming weeks after the disasters, articles were placed near the front 

of the papers, in the first sections, therefore placing higher importance on those articles than the 

newspapers reports on different subject matter. However, as months and years passed and 

readers found closure, coverage subsided and was given less importance by being placed in later 

sections of the newspapers. The majority of articles occurred in the first 3 months after the fire.   

By the end of 6 months, there were almost no news stories, and then a small number occurred 

                                                
9 The improvements made within the RMG industry are questionable, as labour activists continue 
to be detained, arrested, and silenced by authorities (Abrams & Sattar) 
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during the first year anniversary. The length of the articles also decreased over time, which is 

part of the phenomenon of disaster pornography. My analysis reveals that these issues were only 

considered important near the immediate aftermath of the disasters.  

 The use of images also explains how much importance was paid to the issue by the media 

as time progressed. Initially after the disasters, images of disaster pornography were included 

with approximately 80 percent of the articles published by news outlets. According to Tanya 

Talaga, a reporter from The Toronto Star, “when the eight-storey building collapsed [on] April 

24 [2013], images were beamed across the world of lifeless and limbless workers being pulled 

from rubble strewn with brightly coloured pieces of clothing made for labels such as Joe Fresh, 

Mango, Benetton, and The Children’s Place. For a moment, it seemed the world took notice after 

decades of accepting Bangladesh as fast fashion’s dirty little secret” (Talaga). However, as 

months passed, and the issue of labour abuse was considered less newsworthy, the newspaper 

images shrunk in size and eventually did not appear alongside articles at all. The images were 

used to support the narrative that told of helpless victims, villainous factory owners, and grieving 

family members.  

3.5. Conclusion 

 In this media analysis, I examined three Canadian news media outlets to explore how 

they portrayed the issue of the labour exploitation of Bangladeshi women workers. I discovered 

that the media created a narrative where they shifted blame onto various parties and used disaster 

pornography and the saviour complex in order to support this narrative. Canadians must be 

critical consumers of the media. The media has the power and capacity to shape attitudes and 

behaviours, but the media does not always use this power to create informed Canadians 

(Druckman 2005). The media’s focus of transnational labour exploitation of Bangladeshi 
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garment workers was on women in Bangladesh, but there was no mention of labour exploitation 

of Bangladeshi or other racialized women in Canada. On the contrary, when mentioned, Canada 

was portrayed to be superior in its treatment of garment workers. Eventually, even the 

monitoring of the industry in Bangladesh was ignored by the Canadian media. My media 

analysis shows that Canadians condemned the Bangladeshi garment industry for exploiting its 

workers. Canada is effectively portrayed as a safe haven for garment workers in comparison. 

However, in reality, the informal economy exists in Canada and subsists upon racialized women 

workers. My next chapter will trouble this perception of Canada as a liberated environment for 

garment workers by showing that racialized immigrant women who work in the garment industry 

in Canada are also exploited.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
LOCAL AND GLOBAL CONNECTIONS 

 

4.1. Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I identified the lack of media coverage about garment workers in 

Canada. This absence of news coverage suggests that garment workers in Canada do not 

experience labour exploitation. More tellingly, this absence implies that labour standards are 

ethical and Canadian worker rights are protected. However, this is simply untrue. In this chapter, 

I challenge the fallacy that garment workers in Canada are not exploited. Immigrants from 

Bangladesh face an inordinate amount of discrimination in the workplace and subsequently, high 

poverty rates (Wallis and Kwok 13). Ironically, while homogenizing women in Bangladesh as 

poor and in need of saving, Canada also distracts from its internal issues of racialized women 

living in poverty. 

Most Canadians are unaware of the existence of domestic garment workers because they 

are rendered invisible through social systems like institutionalized racism and classism. These 

garment workers are made invisible and they fall under the category of ‘informal’ labour, 

characterized by unregulated and unprotected working environments. According to an 

organization called Women in Informal Employment: Globalizing and Organizing (“WIEGO”), 

“the informal economy is the diversified set of economic activities, enterprises, jobs, and 

workers that are not regulated or protected by the state. The concept originally applied to self-

employment in small unregistered enterprises. It has been expanded to include wage employment 

in unprotected jobs” (“WIEGO”). The invisibilization of garment work within Canada’s informal 

economy makes it difficult to identify informal workers through statistical demographic studies 

because there is not much information available. Further, the enormous amount of women’s 
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work within this so-called informal sector is due to capitalist forces that enable the exploitation 

of women’s labour (Mies Patriarchy and Accumulation 16). Moreover, because of the precarious 

nature of garment work, such as part-time, seasonal, or piece work, labour legislation is not 

rigidly enforced, which further exacerbates the poor conditions of garment work” (Ng 

“Immigrant Women” 18). As the informal economy subsists upon the exploitation of women’s 

work, a feature that is archetypal to garment work, the work within this economy does not 

empower women (Kabeer et al 5).  

In Canada, the garment industry mostly consists of racialized women workers who are 

employed within their own home, as well as within garment factories. A large number of 

garment workers in Canada are home-based workers, also referred to as homeworkers. 

Homeworking is the intersection of home-based work and housework, or what Marxist feminists 

term production and reproduction (Staples 4). Furthermore, my interviews with activists and 

garment workers in Toronto reveals that many racialized women also work in garment factories 

in Canada. Examples include factories that produce uniforms for schools and sports (Personal 

Interview #5). As the Halifax Initiative observes, “today you’re as likely to find a sweatshop in 

Toronto as [you are] in Bangkok”.  

The majority of garment workers in Canada are new immigrants who find themselves in 

this sector because they are racialized and gendered. As Ng notes, “historically and currently, a 

notable feature of garment production [in Canada] has been the use of immigrant labour, and the 

gender and racial hierarchy within the garment workforce” (“Garment Production in Canada”). 

After the Canadian state undertook a series of measures to reduce social spending and phase out 

the welfare state, employment agencies began intervening on behalf of capitalist employers to 

create racialized, immigrant women as ‘commodities’ in the labour market (Ng “Freedom from 
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Whom” 13). As part of the state’s endeavor to exploit poor, racialized women for the purposes of 

capital accumulation, it has offered funding and resources to encourage Canadian employment 

agencies to funnel racialized women workers into garment work. This is an effective strategy 

because many Bangladeshi and other racialized women, upon migration to Canada seek out 

employment agencies to help them find jobs. As these agencies represent the interests of 

capitalist employers who racialize women as a strategy to maximize profit (Ng “Immigrant 

Women” 11-13), these Bangladeshi clients are often steered into garment work. The placement 

of immigrant women in the garment industry produces and reproduces the social location of 

poor, racialized women in Canada in order to maintain systems of power. As such, gender and 

race figure as essential components of a person’s class location in Canada (Ng “Immigrant 

Women” 9-11).  

Canadian employment agencies essentially reproduce capitalist social relations by using 

state funding as a mechanism to manipulate their activities, discourage dissention from 

employees, and maintain class hierarchies (Ng “Immigrant Women” 27). In order for agencies to 

procure jobs for poor, racialized women, they must maintain good relationships with employers 

in order to secure a constant supply of job orders. This undermines their capacity to advocate for 

the rights of racialized employees, which leaves garment workers even more vulnerable to labour 

exploitation (Ng “Immigrant Women” 14).  

My interviews with Bangladeshi garment workers in Toronto confirm that gender and 

ethnicity are very important aspects of Canadian employment agencies’ screening process that 

places Bangladeshi women into exploitative garment work (Personal Interview #1; Personal 

Interview #3; Ng “Immigrant Women” 51). Bangladeshi women are racialized and stereotyped 

within this sector because they are perceived to be nimble, dextrous and docile, and because the 
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the garments industry in Toronto capitalizes on what is assumed to be women’s skills. Roxana 

Ng states that “the city of Toronto has been a major centre of garment production in Canada 

since industrialization. As an industry that makes use of what are assumed to be women's skills, 

the garment trade has always been an employer of female immigrant workers, firstly from 

Europe and later from Asia” (Ng “Homeworking: Dream Realized”). Homeworking and garment 

factory work are major cites of employment for racialized women in Canada and the industry is 

mostly occupied by racialized women. Nearly nine out of ten garment workers in Canada were 

born in other countries (Ng “Homeworking: Dream Realized”). The Canadian garment and 

textile industry continues to be a major employer of immigrant labour.  

As a result of free trade agreements and the outsourcing of cheap labour to countries like 

Bangladesh, the Canadian garment industry was reduced and individualized. This resulted in a 

major decrease of union representation for garment workers and a shift to ‘homeworking,’ and 

piece-rate wages. Homeworkers are often misclassified as self-employed workers rather than 

employees, and are therefore often unable to unionize under the Employment Standards Act, 

2000 (Ontario Ministry of Labour 2016). This means that homeworkers do not have any 

protection from exploitation, workplace harassment, theft, and health concerns (Ng 

“Homeworking: Dream Realized”). While legislation to protect homeworkers in Canada was 

implemented in the 1990s, this legislation is extremely difficult to enforce, especially since 

homeworkers face termination if they are caught reporting their employers (CBC). Bangladeshi 

homeworkers often work in isolation in the confines of their home (Ng “Homeworking: Dream 

Realized”). 

In this chapter, I will share the results of the data collected from my interviews with 

garment workers and activists in Toronto. I will also discuss how garment exploitation occurs in 
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Canada and how the Canadian garment industry is excluded from the conversation about 

transnational garment labour. This chapter exposes the realities of worker exploitation that 

occurs at the local level. My interviews with garment workers and activists in Toronto reveal that 

the garment workers in Canada experience many labour-related issues. This chapter will also 

illustrate how activists and workers in Canada are resisting oppression and exploitation, thus 

disrupting the narrative that racialized women workers need to be ‘saved’. While Canadian 

garment workers appear to be non-existent, this chapter will show that they are merely rendered 

invisible because of their positioning within the informal economy. In this chapter, I first explore 

the similarities between garment work in Canada and Bangladesh. Second, I posit that there are 

three tiers of garment work in Canada based on varying levels of protection and vulnerability. 

Third, I argue that the internalized classism in the transnational community of garment workers 

inhibits effective solidarity movements. I conclude this chapter by arguing that garment workers 

in the Global North and South, in Canada and Bangladesh, need to work together in solidarity 

with each other, by realizing the similarities in their shared experiences of exploitation.  

4.2. Methodology 
  
 Toronto is the city with the largest percentage of migrant workers in the country (Stasiulus 

and Bakan 3). As such, Toronto was the ideal city to conduct my interviews. However, because of 

the nature of invisibilized garment work, I had great difficulty in locating garment workers to 

interview for this research study. After I made initial contact with the first activist, I was referred 

to other individuals and garment workers through the snowball recruitment method. In total, I 

interviewed three women who are employed as garment workers, an activist named Robin Pacific, 

and three representatives from a union that organizes garment workers. Robin Pacific is an art 

activist who fights for the rights of garment workers in both Toronto and Bangladesh. In order to 
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protect my participants, my interview data are anonymized, with the exception of Robin Pacific. 

As Robin Pacific has chosen not to conceal her identity, she will be referred to as “Pacific” 

henceforth. I will identify my interviewees who are employed as garment workers using 

pseudonyms. The union representatives will be collectively referred to as “the union 

representatives”.  

 According to Van Den Hoonard, interviews offer moments of meaning-making. 

Interviewing garment workers about their own experiences is incredibly valuable to my research 

project because it allows us to gain insight about first-hand experiences of labour exploitation. 

Because my interviews took place with Bangladeshi-Canadian women who speak limited English 

as a second language, my interviews with these workers took place in the Bengali language. The 

interview data shared in this chapter has been translated into English. The interviews were 

structured as casual conversations in order to avoid intimidating my interview participants. These 

interviews took place within the homes and work spaces of these women.  

4.3. Content Analysis  

 My interviews revealed that there are many similarities between garment work in 

Bangladesh and Canada. In this section, I will showcase five similarities between how the 

Canadian and Bangladeshi garment industries operate and exploit women workers in both 

Canada and Bangladesh, thus revealing the transnational nature of this issue. First, garment 

production is falsely portrayed as ‘unskilled’ work, which is used as an excuse to exploit 

labourers. Second, garment manufacturing takes a toll on women’s physical health. Third, 

garment workers work long hours and are often cheated out of their wages. Fourth, garment 

workers exhibit agency in their lives and thus negate the need for them to be ‘saved’. Fifth, the 

needs and goals of garment workers are similar globally.  



	 84	

The “Unskilled Work” Perception 

 Characterizing garment work to be ‘unskilled’ work is a patriarchal tool used to oppress 

the feminized labour that typifies garment production. Unskilled work is invisibilized (Mies 

Lacemakers). The reason that garment production is depicted as unskilled is because it is 

perceived to be women’s work (Mies Lacemakers; Mies Patriarchy and Accumulation). This 

perception is useful to garment factories and its employers because it justifies the low wages of 

unskilled work (Paul-Majumder & Begum), a logic that is congruent with a capitalist economy 

that creates the sexual division of labour (Mies Patriarchy and Accumulation). Roxana Ng 

explains that “for immigrant women [in Canada] employed as sewing machine operators, the 

skills they have acquired (such as mending and sewing) in domestic settings can be readily 

transferrable to the industrial context; it is noteworthy, although not surprising, that these 

workers are seen by employers as unskilled” (“Garment Production in Canada” 198). 

Contrary to this false perception of unskilled labour, my first-hand interviews with 

garment workers and secondary research revealed that garment manufacturing activities in both 

Bangladesh and Canada, like sewing and stitching, necessitates that garment workers possess 

certain skills. During my interview with Kajol [not her real name], a homeworker in Toronto, I 

was informed that she had experience producing garments in Bangladesh, before migrating to 

Canada (Personal Interview #1). She stated: “I took a course on the garments trade in Dhaka”. 

Completing a course to develop sewing skills provided her with the hard skills that she used to 

find work in Canada. After arriving in Canada, a few Bangladeshi women in her community 

advised her to produce garments as a homeworker so that she could earn money (Personal 

Interview #1). However, as Maria Mies explains through her study on garment workers in India, 

despite the fact that homeworking involves skilled labour, homeworkers are seen as “only 
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housewives who do this work only in their leisure time and as a hobby… Their production 

appears as a natural manifestation of their housewife role” (Lacemakers 54-55). Because the 

work of homeworkers is not valued as skilled labour, their work is invisibilized and devalued, 

thus justifying the poor wages for their so-called unskilled work.  

Laila [not her real name] was recruited by a Canadian non-profit organization who sought 

to help immigrant women develop their own business using their existing skills. For Laila, it was 

clothing and upholstery production. According to Laila, this non-profit organization created a 

grant-based program that funded newcomer women to form a business collective, to help isolated 

women better integrate into Canadian society. Therefore, rather than work as isolated and 

vulnerable homeworkers, these women were able to work together in a space outside of their 

own homes. Laila and three of her colleagues began a garment manufacturing collective in 

Toronto in 2009, using the grant provided to them by this non-profit organization (which shall 

remain anonymous for the purposes of concealing the workers’ identity). Laila explained to me 

that, “in order to make business,” meaning that in order to sell their products and earn money, the 

members of the collective must “learn the latest western fashions” so that they can tailor their 

products to suit the demands of the Canadian market (Personal Interview #3). Not only does this 

demonstrate that garment workers have flexible skills that allow them to produce different types 

of garments and upholsteries, it also shows that they have business acumen, another hard skill 

associated with garment work. These women seek out and purchase their own raw materials and 

market their produced goods on their own. Time management and bookkeeping are other skills 

involved, because this collective can only convene part-time in order to sew (in addition to their 

other jobs), and they must also pay dues to a tertiary party. Further, once a week, Laila's 



	 86	

collective provides sewing education to community members (Personal Interview #3). Laila’s 

collective in Toronto proves that garment work requires a considerable amount of skill.  

In Bangladesh, poor rural women receive skill-development training in order to become 

garment workers. Using the empowerment discourse, aid and development organizations train 

women to produce garments. This training will supposedly offer them better opportunities and 

greater empowerment (“Trade”;“ Plan UK”). That these women receive training in order to 

develop skills so that they may be employed in the garment industry, yet the garment industry 

exploits them for being part of the unskilled labour force is an unfortunate irony.  

I have exhibited how skilled garment workers in both Canada and Bangladesh are 

exploited through the rhetoric and belief that they perform unskilled work. As such, it is highly 

problematic to portray the garment industry in Canada as non-exploitative, unlike so-called third 

world countries like Bangladesh. By encouraging garments to be manufactured in Canada, we 

are exploiting racialized garment workers in Canada. I do not argue for the boycott of 

Bangladeshi or Canadian garments, because that will further marginalize poor women workers 

who depend on the work for income. Rather, I aim to illustrate how the transnational garment 

industry is more complicated than originally perceived, and how our solutions to end labour 

exploitation must recognize this complexity.  

Physical Toll of Labour: Harm and Hardship 

 Another similarity between garment workers in Canada and Bangladesh is that garment 

production takes physical tolls on workers, causing injury and harm to their bodies. Upon 

examination of the working conditions for garment workers in Bangladesh, Naila Kabeer and 

Simeen Mahmud discovered that the working conditions for garment workers are so poor that 

women are often unable to keep their job for more than five years due to labour-caused illnesses 
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and injuries (151). According to Melissa Wright, employers overwork their employees to 

decrease their physical health, durability, and mental health because this is a strategy to prevent 

resistance movements (25). In Bangladesh, most garment factory buildings are overcrowded, 

congested, and poorly ventilated. As a result, women are exposed to toxic substances and dust. 

They have no choice but to continuously inhale these substances. And as the disaster of Tazreen 

factory revealed, most garment factories do not have adequate fire prevention measures. As a 

result of being overworked, the poor working conditions, and the various labour regulation 

violations, most women workers in the garment industry suffer from various illnesses (Paul-

Majumder & Begum 15). Workers also experience eye strain, exhaustion, physical pain, and 

malnutrition, among other issues (Ahmed & Raihan 45). In Canada, garment workers are not 

exempt from this bodily harm.  

 My interviews with garment workers in Canada revealed that they too are not immune to 

eye strain and other physical pains. Khatija [not her real name], a former homeworker in 

Toronto, explained that before she took up sewing garments professionally, sewing was a hobby. 

However, the eye strain and back pain that she developed as a result of homeworking made this 

work less enjoyable. Even after she stopped working as a homeworker (because the income was 

insufficient and she found that minimum wage work paid more), she never took up sewing as a 

hobby again (Personal Interview #2). Kajol echoed the same frustrations with homeworking; it 

caused her to have back pain and eye strain (Personal Interview #1). On the other hand, Laila 

said that she does not experience the same amount of illness as other homeworkers because she 

has more advanced equipment provided to her by the non-profit organization (Personal Interview 

#3). As homeworkers are forced to purchase their own equipment, they are unable to afford the 

most advanced technologies (Ng “Homeworking: Dream Realized”). 
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The unionized workers who are employed within Canadian factories are able to use 

industrial machines, which require less maintenance and stitch garments more quickly and with 

more ease. Khatija explained that factory work is less demanding on workers’ bodies because 

producing the same piece in repetition is less arduous than having to assemble an entire garment 

altogether (Personal Interview #2). However, even the more advanced equipment available 

within garment factories is not exempt from causing bodily harm either, as the union 

representatives informed me that the garment workers they represent often complain of carpal 

tunnel issues. Even the unionized garment workers fear making official reports because they do 

not want to lose their jobs (Personal Interview #5). Therefore, both unionized garment workers 

and homeworkers in Canada experience work-caused illnesses and as such, this is not very 

different from the garment industry in Bangladesh.  

Underpaid and Overworked  

Much like Bangladesh, garment workers in Canada also work long hours and are paid 

low wages, and oftentimes, they are cheated out of their wages by their bosses. In Bangladesh, 

although wages of workers have recently increased due to workers collectively demanding that 

they be paid higher wages, it still does not meet the livable wage level that they demand. 

Furthermore, many workers in Bangladesh do not get their wages for months on end (“Udita”). 

In Canada, the industry is also precarious, especially for homeworkers. Khatija informed me that 

she is no longer employed as a homeworker because the wages offered through Ontario’s legal 

minimum wage, while working as a cook at a restaurant in ‘Little Bangladesh’, is more than 

what she earned as a homeworker (Personal Interview #2). Taking into consideration that 

minimum wage in Ontario is not enough to lift workers out of poverty (Mojtehedzadeh), this 

speaks volumes about the insufficiency of homeworking wages. Further, homeworking demands 
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long hours that do not leave time for homeworkers to tend to their other needs. In her interview, 

Kajol explained that homeworking occupies too much of her time and does not leave any time 

for her to care for her family (Personal Interview #1). In fact, it is important to note that in 

Roxana Ng’s study of homeworking in Toronto, she discovered that child labour is often 

exploited in these circumstances due to the harsh expectations of piece-rate labour. Although the 

conditions of homeworking in Toronto are very precarious, ironically, many women see this as a 

viable avenue of employment because their primary responsibility is family and childcare work 

(Ng “Work Restructuring”), and because they cannot afford daycare (Ng “Homeworking: Dream 

Realized”).  

According to the owner of a moderately successful clothing manufacturing company in 

Toronto, James Morris, “homework is the only way to go in Canada,” because it is the most 

profitable method of garment production (Ng “Homeworking: Dream Realized”). Employers do 

not care about the working conditions of their homeworkers, but rather only concern themselves 

with the proper and timely delivery of their orders (Ng “Homeworking: Dream Realized”). 

Employers often deceive homeworkers about their rate of pay by not informing them of their 

piece-rate until the work is finished, and at which point they offer meagre amounts. Often, 

workers do not get paid at all for their work. This is eerily similar to the state of garment worker 

exploitation in Bangladesh, as they too have challenges with being overworked, harsh working 

conditions, and not being paid for their labour (“Udita”).  

In her interview, Laila explains that the members of her collective are less vulnerable 

than homeworkers because they are less isolated and have each other for support. However, as 

garment work within the collective does not pay very much, all the members are forced to take 

on other jobs to supplement their income. In fact, when I asked Laila if the collective could make 
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garment production a full-time job, she responded with amusement. While laughing, Laila 

explained that the income from their garment production is far too low to be their primary 

income (Personal Interview #3).  

In their interview, the union representatives stated that Canadian homeworkers face 

health, safety, and payment issues. In fact, even unionized workers are often paid in piece-rate 

wages and their supervisors cheat them out of pay on numerous occasions. Unfortunately, many 

workers are too afraid to make official grievances to their union because of a cultural respect for 

authority and/or the fear of getting deported because they have precarious citizenship status 

(Personal Interview #5). Moreover, even unionized garment workers face a ‘double day of work’ 

due to social gender constructs, as women are forced to take on wage-work and also care for 

their families. The husbands of these women garment workers would not be able to be employed 

(by selling their labour power) if they could not rely upon the almost free cost of their wives’ 

labour (Mies Lacemakers 109). However, the union representatives are challenging these ideals 

about women’s roles. While they are making strides, the changes are slower than they had hoped 

(Personal Interview #5).  

In summation, garment work in Canada offers low wages and long hours, not unlike 

garment industry in Bangladesh. According to Lamia Karim, unlike homework, factory work has 

more potential to mobilize workers to fight for improved benefits and working conditions. This 

is because the nature of factory work creates an environment where workers can organize 

collectively for change, whereas homeworkers are isolated and more vulnerable. Together, 

factory workers are also able to identify the factory owners/western buyers as the exploiters, and 

can mobilize for better wages and work conditions (Karim 165).  
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Agency 

 Like Bangladeshi women garment workers, garment workers in Canada also exhibit 

agency by challenging the exploitation and oppression that they experience. In her interview, 

Laila shared that members of her collective plan on opening their own store, using the grants 

provided to them by the non-profit organization. This would allow them to make more profit and 

avoid paying fees to the tertiary party (Personal Interview #3). The union representatives also 

shared examples of garment worker agency; they explained that unionized garment workers 

challenge their employers when they are abused. Although many unionized workers are afraid to 

make formal grievances when they are injured or underpaid, many courageous workers step 

forward as union stewards, paving the way for other workers to follow. When they are cheated 

out of wages or when they are injured at work, they file complaints and their employers are 

reprimanded, and workers are compensated. Workers also attend trainings facilitated by the 

union, where they are informed about their rights as workers. According to the union 

representatives, many of these workers also face domestic and sexual violence. The union 

encourages these women who experience this violence to disclose to others about their abuse, so 

that they can feel empowered and help put a stop to the silencing of violence against women 

(Personal Interview #5). As many garment workers do not speak much English, and often fear 

deportation or other consequences, challenging exploitation and using social systems to one’s 

advantage not only depicts agency, but an enormous amount of courage, strength, and resilience. 

On May 4 and May 5, 2017, Robin Pacific organized an activist campaign in Toronto to 

raise consumer awareness about the issues faced by garment workers in Canada and Bangladesh. 

At this event, garment workers helped facilitate a mock Bangladeshi sweatshop, where they 

taught event attendees how to sew and paid them 40 cents an hour (the current wage of 
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Bangladeshi garment workers). Not only did this raise awareness of the difficulty of sewing, 

garment production as skilled work, and the poor wages of Bangladeshi garment workers, but the 

mock sweatshop served as a reminder of how garment workers are exhibiting agency and 

challenging exploitation.  

Needs and Goals 

 My interviews revealed other similarities between the garment industry in Canada and 

Bangladesh. In her interview, Khatija said that she noticed similarities in the demand for 

garments, as there is high demand from buyers globally (Personal Interview #2). Additionally, 

Pacific, having worked with garment workers in both Bangladesh and Canada, said that all 

garment workers want their children to be educated and have no desire to remain garment 

workers forever. Pacific also noticed similarities from wherein garment workers derived their 

strength to persevere in the face of adversity: from their family, their religion, and unions 

(Personal Interview #4).  

Three Tiers of Garment Work in Canada 

My interviews also led me to realize that within Canada, garment workers are not a 

homogenous group, as there are three tiers of garment workers, based on varying levels of 

protection and vulnerability. Even the most protected of these garment workers experience 

labour issues. The following graphic illustrates how the three tiers of garment work are 

hierarchically distributed in Canada: 



	 93	

 

Figure 13. Hierarchy within the garment industry in Canada. Source: author. 

 

As illustrated in the above graphic (fig. 13), there is a hierarchy within the garment 

manufacturing industry in Canada. At the top of this pyramid are the garment workers 

represented by unions. These workers, who are often employed in the factory environment, have 

the highest amount of protections and the lowest amounts of vulnerability (afforded to them by 

union representation). At the mid-level of this pyramid are garment workers, like Laila, who are 

part of organized collectives financed by non-profit organizations. Unlike other poor women in 

the informal sector, being an entrepreneurial businesswoman provides these workers with 

moderate access to productive resources (Tindiwensi 259). These workers do not experience 

isolation and have a relative amount of autonomy, but they do not have the protections afforded 

by unions. At the bottom of this hierarchy are the homeworkers, who experience the highest 

amount of vulnerability and the lowest amount of protections. As isolated workers without any 

collective organization or union representation, they are vulnerable to the demands of their 

exploitative employers. Because homeworkers work alone in their homes, they are unable to 

gather collectively to discuss their wages. This work is individualized and considered as 

‘atomized labour’. This isolation, which is backed by the ideology of homework being an 

extension of a housewife’s role, creates competition between the workers and is a huge obstacle 

towards homeworkers protecting themselves through collective organization (Mies Lacemakers).  

1st	Tier	
Unionized	
Workers

2nd	Tier													
Organized	Collectives

3rd	Tier																													
Homeworkers	
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Divisions and Internalized Classism 

 This hierarchy represents how garment workers in Canada (and abroad) are divided, a 

division that inhibits local and global solidarity movements among garment workers. Within 

Canada alone, there is enormous diversity amongst garment workers as each tier is segregated 

from the others. This division is also a reflection of how garment workers are differentiated on 

the global scale, because garment workers in Canada view themselves as completely distinct 

from garment workers in Bangladesh, and do not recognize the many similarities they share. 

From my interviews with garment workers in Canada, I discovered that they differentiate 

themselves from garment workers in Bangladesh, based on internalized classism.  

Garment workers in Canada who have migrated from Bangladesh experience a decline in 

their social status (Parrenas 245). Rhacel Salazaar Parrenas describes this phenomenon as 

‘contradictory class mobility,’ which explains how migrant women from the ‘third world’ 

simultaneously experience upward and downward mobility in migration. Specifically, it refers to 

their decline in social status and the increase in financial status (Parrenas 150). This means that 

when Canadian garment workers resided in Bangladesh before migrating to Canada, they 

belonged to a higher class and social status. Upon migrating to Canada, they were relegated to a 

lower class and social status, as they are racialized within Canada (Parrenas 245). Stasiulus and 

Bakan state that “in navigating the inequities between the first and third worlds, poorer third 

world migrants entering more affluent countries encounter citizenship as a mechanism for 

reproducing inequality between those deemed to be legitimate and deserving candidates, and 

illegitimate others” (28). Therefore, women who belong to higher social positions in Bangladesh, 

who migrate to Canada, perceive themselves as better than lower class women in Bangladesh 

because they have Canadian citizenship. Yet upon migrating to Canada, Bangladeshi women 
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experience downward mobility and are relegated to a lower class. Canadian citizenship is 

perceived as upward mobility for people from the Global South, but not all Canadian citizens are 

treated as equal when it regards citizenship rights and freedoms, especially in the case of 

racialized immigrant women (Stasiulus and Bakan 1). This creation of third world enclaves 

within Canada maintains the existing global racial hierarchy (Ng “Freedom from Whom”).  

My interview with Khatija confirmed this theory of internalized classism, and Canadian 

garment workers’ perceived differences with Bangladeshi garment workers. When I asked her 

about whether she noticed any similarities or differences between garment work in Canada, 

based on her experience in Canada and the knowledge she has about the garment industry in 

Bangladesh, Khatija stated that the difference between garment work in the two countries is the 

level of pay. According to Khatija, in Bangladesh, it is “the poor people” who are employed in 

the garment industry (Personal Interview #2). My discussions about the similarities in wages in 

both Bangladesh and Canada, counters this differentiation, because the women who are 

employed in the Canadian garment industry also fall under the marker of poverty. Khatija does 

not see herself as similar to the group of “poor people” who work in Bangladesh, because she is 

affected by internalized classism. Parrenas explains that when migrant women are dislocated 

from their social position, they have great difficulty accepting the low labour market status 

conferred upon them in Canada (150).  

Another example of this downward class mobility is exhibited in my interview with 

Kajol, who explained that in Bangladesh, her husband was a successful journalist able to support 

her entire family. However, upon migrating to Canada, he accepted whatever low-class wage 

work that he could find (Personal Interview #1). Ng explains that the process of downward 

mobility translates into a process of re-colonization of racialized women in the first world. Ng 
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highlights the irony of this process of re-colonization, where women migrate from post-colonial 

Bangladesh to escape poverty resulting from colonization, to the ‘first world’ country of Canada, 

only to be ‘recolonized’ despite their best efforts at securing better working conditions and a 

higher standard of living. As class is not simply an economic relation to society, but rather a way 

of life or mode of livelihood, the transfer of a middle-class social standing to low-class in 

Canada has an enormous impact upon one’s way of life (Ng “Work Restructuring”). The 

perceptions of class differences are extremely problematic because they inhibit workers in 

Canada and Bangladesh from recognizing the similarities with each other, which in effect 

prevents them from enacting solidarity with one another, on a local and global level.  

4.4. Conclusion 

This chapter has revealed that there are many similarities between garment workers in 

Canada and Bangladesh. However, because of internalized classism and the perceptions of class 

differences between workers, they are not able to recognize the similarities between their 

struggles and as such are not able to enact an effective global solidarity network. The three tiers 

of garment workers within Canada itself exhibits how divided garment workers are at the local 

level, which is why garment workers in Canada must first unite in solidarity at the local level. 

After a local solidarity network is achieved, it can expand globally. However, in order to work in 

solidarity with each other, it is pivotal to destigmatize garment work in Bangladesh as an avenue 

for “poor people” and recognize the similarities between workers in Bangladesh and Canada. 

While racialized women in major Canadian cities such as Toronto are experiencing exploitation 

within the garments industry, ‘allies’ in Canada are only interested in ‘saving’ women in 

Bangladesh instead of problematizing the racialized and gendered nature of labour exploitation 

within Canada and transnationally. It is incredibly important for garment workers to form a 
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global alliance and recognize their shared identity in order to end the oppression of garment 

workers global level.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
CONCLUSION 

 

My project has located Canada and Bangladesh as sites where the collective forces of 

capitalism, white feminism, and neoliberal development programs enable the transnational 

labour exploitation of racialized women workers. It disrupts the dominant simplistic narratives 

about the transnational garment industry, and the oppression of the workers within it. As various 

ineffective solidarity projects have launched as a result of this overly simplistic understanding of 

transnational labour exploitation, it is imperative that we work towards better more informed 

approaches to transnational solidarity movements  

Chapter one situated the Bangladeshi Ready Made Garments (RMG) industry and the 

women workers upon whom the industry depends. This chapter contextualized capitalism, white 

feminism, and international development for the uninformed reader, while detailing how 

racialized women workers are dehumanized and exploited. Chapter two provided a more detailed 

description of the RMG industry and the inhumane working conditions of the women employed 

within this industry. This chapter specifically challenged the white saviour complex and 

illustrated how Bangladeshi women are challenging exploitation and depicting agency within 

their own lives.  

Chapter three examined Canadian news coverage of Bangladeshi garment workers within 

three newspapers from 2011 to 2015. This chapter argued that the Canadian public has been 

misinformed through the strategic misrepresentation of the RMG industry in Bangladesh. This 

chapter concluded by problematizing the narrow understanding of transnational garment work 

and the perception that the labour exploitation of garment workers only occurs overseas, in ‘third 

world’ countries such as Bangladesh. Chapter four offered concrete evidence that garment 
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workers in ‘first world’ countries like Canada are exploited and suffer from similar labour-

related issues; the data collected from interviews with garment workers in Toronto supports this 

claim. Essentially, this chapter connected local and global garment workers to show the 

importance of garment workers in countries like Canada recognizing a shared context of struggle 

with garment workers in the ‘third world’, in order to mobilize in solidarity and effectively 

challenge the transnational labour exploitation of garment workers. Among this global alliance, 

there are also other better approaches to transnational solidarity that are required. 

Using an intersectional analysis, this thesis problematized solidarity movements that 

essentialize the experiences of racialized women, through mechanisms like the white saviour 

complex embodied in global development programs, thereby causing further harm to poor 

women in the ‘third world.’ Under the false logic of empowering women in Bangladesh, 

‘development’ programs informed by the logics of racism and biopolitics are deployed to exploit  

cheap labour in the Global South. As such, the central solidarity movements between the Global 

North and South do not actually intend to improve the lives of poor women –rather, they are 

intended to further exploitation. Aili Mari Tripp eloquently summarizes these challenges in 

transnational feminist mobilization as she attributes them to the hubris of actors responsible for 

transnational ‘assistance’, the savior complex, and the homogenizing and essentializing of 

organizational partners (402-405).  

 Another form of mobilization amongst garment workers is led by trade unions, both local 

and transnational. However most transnational trade unions for garment workers are no longer as 

prominent and forceful as they were in the past, such as the International Ladies Garment 

Workers’ Union (ILGWU), a large union which later merged with two other unions to become 

the Union of Needletrades, Industrial and Textile Employees (UNITE) (“History”). As such, 
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most of the current trade unions operate solely on a local basis and thus do not organize workers 

on a transnational scale. Furthermore, movements led by trade unions are flawed because of the 

following reasons: they often do not accurately represent the needs of garment workers as 

patriarchal culture persists in many mainstream unions; unions are limited to representing factory 

workers which leave homeworkers unprotected; and union representatives often do not come 

from the same class background as the women who are being organized (Kabeer Beyond the 

Weapons of the Weak 251).  

There are several scholars who provide suggestions on how to improve working 

conditions for garment workers around the world, including Naila Kabeer, Aili Mari Tripp, 

Maria Mies, Roxanna Ng, as well Daiva Stasiulus and Abigail Bakan. Naila Kabeer argues that 

labour activism must not be confined within national boundaries, given the global terrain of 

transnational garment work. She adds that solidarity movements must operate as autonomous 

organizational spaces for women workers. These spaces would allow women workers “to 

develop an ‘oppositional consciousness’ that challenges the inequalities that have been taken for 

granted in their lives, to identify their own priorities and to craft alternative strategies for making 

claims that are better suited to their distinctive experiences and constraints” (“Politics of Claims-

Making).  Furthermore, I argue that these transnational autonomous spaces must be informed by 

the commonalities between garment workers across the world. In chapter four, I illustrated the 

similarities in experiences shared by garment workers in Canada and Bangladesh, and explained 

the need for garment workers to recognize these similarities. Garment workers across the world 

must recognize that they face similar forms of discrimination, endure similarly terrible working 

conditions, and are also navigating challenges in similar ways. In order to do this, garment 

production work must be destigmatized amongst diasporic workers in the Global North. 
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 Tripp offers some additional tips on how to enact transnational solidarity movements. 

Firstly, she argues that international actors, such as the Canadian international development 

agency known as Foreign Affairs and Trade Development Canada, must recognize that local 

actors are the experts. International actors must work closely and learn from locals, as they are 

the experts of their own struggles. Secondly, the selection of issues to resolve by international 

actors should reflect local priorities. For example, the ‘empowerment’ agenda was not developed 

by women workers in Bangladesh, rather it was developed for them. Thirdly, Tripp argues that 

women in the Global North have social privilege, and they can use that privilege to amplify the 

voices of Bangladeshi women workers by influencing organizations such as the International 

Monetary Fund, World Trade Organization, and the World Bank. Lastly, Tripp argues that 

women in the Global North must be more engaged with transnational issues in order to facilitate 

meaningful global engagement and better the lives of women all over the world (406). 

 Maria Mies takes a more direct socialist approach as she argues that the sexual division 

of productive and reproductive labour restricts women and advocates for their mistreatment in 

the workplace. According to Mies, in order for change to occur we need to better understand 

women’s work as the non-separation of reproductive and productive labour (Lacemakers). In 

order to eradicate the sexual division of labour, Roxana Ng suggests that ordinary citizens can 

get involved through research, public education, and activism.  

 This chapter has described the myriad of ways in which we can better enact global 

solidarity to better the lives of garment workers across the world. Overall, we must recognize the 

intersectional ways in which women experience privilege and oppression, as well as how the 

forces of capitalism, white feminism, and global development converge to exploit poor, 

racialized women workers. In the long run, we must recognize that citizenship does not provide 
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equal rights for everyone. Daiva Stasiulus and Abigail Bakan argue that we need to transcend the 

boundaries of nation-states as globalization highlights the transformation of modern citizenship 

and the transnationalization of civil society (15). Meanwhile, we must heed the words of Janet 

Newman, who argues that working spaces of power means not just reflecting the profound social 

and political transformations of the day, but enacting and embodying the changes we hope to 

achieve. We must walk the talk.  

 In conclusion, I posit that we must reconceptualize the exploitation of garment workers as 

part of the phenomenon of violence against women, as these women’s lives are at stake. From 

toxic working conditions to sexual violence to deaths by factory disaster, garment workers are 

indeed victims of violence. The perpetrators are state mechanisms and the combined global 

forces of capitalism, white feminism, and global development. 
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APPENDICES 
 
 

Appendix A: Interview Questions 
 
Interview Questions for Group A: Garment Workers 
 
 
Please note that you are not required or expected to answer all of these questions. I will pause 
frequently to ask you if you are willing to continue answering questions. If you are not willing to 
continue, then I will arrange an alternate time to continue the interview or you can leave the 
interview process altogether without suffering any consequences. I reassure you that your 
identity and that of your workplace will remain completely anonymous at all times. 
 
Questions 
 
1. Can you tell me a little bit about yourself?  
2. Do you have any children? Who looks after them when you are at work? 
3. (Can you tell me about your cooperative?) How did you form it? Why? How many   

women? What do you do? 
4. How long have you worked in the garments industry? What is your job exactly? 
5. How many hours per week do you work? 
6. Where is your work located? 
7. How did you get this job? 
8. Why did you enter this line of work? 
9. What do you like about your job? 
10. What do you dislike about your job? 
11. Could you tell me some more about your work and what it is like? 
12. In your opinion, is life better in Canada or in Bangladesh?  
13. How many employers have you had in Canada?  
14. Can you describe your current employer? 
15. In your opinion, what makes an employer good or bad? 
16. If comfortable, would you be able to share a good/bad experience you have had with  

your employer? 
17. Have you heard of any employer treating their employees badly?  What happened  

and how did the employee respond to it? 
18. If you have any complaints about your work, have you ever gone to speak to anyone  

who can help? Why or why not? 
19. How much control do you have over your work?  
20. Do you have any friends who work for the same employer as you? If so, do you talk  

to each other about your problems? 
21. Do you get praise or criticism from your family or community for doing this work?  
22. In your opinion, what is the impression that Canadians have of Bangladeshi people  

in Canada? What impression do they have of Bangladeshis living in Bangladesh? 
23. Is garments work in Canada similar or different than in Bangladesh? Why? 
24. Do you think Canadians think your job is important? Why or why not? 
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25. How much money do you make from your job?  What are your expenses? Do you  
think that your income is sufficient to cover your expenses? 

26. How is your income calculated? 
27. Do you have to pay for any costs related to your job? 
28. Do you have any stress or worries because of money?  Why or why not? 
29. Do you have any other jobs? If so, what are your other jobs?  
30. Do you feel like having an income gives you freedom to navigate yourself in society? 
31. Do you think it is important for women to work and earn an income?  
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Forms 
 
 
Letter of Information and Consent Form for Group A: Garment Workers 

 
 

NOTE: I will read this entire document out loud with you to make sure that you, as the interview 
participant, understand all the details about my research project so that you can agree or disagree 
to participate knowing all the information. I will stop reading after every paragraph to ask you if 
you are okay or if you understand what I am reading. Please feel free to ask me any questions you 
may have about my research study.  
 
Introduction 
 
I am inviting you to participant in my research study about Bangladeshi women working in the 
garments industry in Toronto. I am inviting you to participate in my study because you are a 
Bangladeshi women worker residing and working in the garments industry in Canada. You are 
above the age of 18 and will have worked within the field of garments labour for a period of no 
less than one year. 
 
What is my project about? 
 
The overall goal of my project is to examine whether or not Bangladeshi women experience 
struggles when working in the garments sector in Toronto. I want to find out if women only 
experience struggles in Bangladesh, or if they experience them when living in Canada as well. I 
also hope to discover if and how Bangladeshi women are responding to their struggles with work 
under these difficult conditions.  
 
Who am I? 
 
This research study is being conducted by myself, Zoya Islam. I am a graduate student at Queen’s 
University in Kingston, Ontario. I am currently doing my Masters in Gender Studies. I am a 
Bangladeshi-Canadian woman who speaks Bangla and English, so please feel free to speak to me 
in either language.  
 
Risks 
 
In our interview, you will be asked to discuss personal issues, such as how you feel about your 
work. As such, our interviews might bring up difficult feelings, which is why I will always 
remind you that we can pause for a few minutes, meet at a later time, or you can leave this study 
at any time. I really appreciate your contribution, but I also understand that you need to care for 
yourself. 
 
Economic risk also exists, as you may find that you will be saying negative things about your 
workplace, which could affect your employment status.  
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The primary concern of my research project is to ensure the safety and confidentiality of my 
research participants, which is why I am taking steps to ensure your privacy and safety.  
 
Your privacy is important 
 
I assure you that your contributions will remain completely confidential. In my research study, 
you will be identified with a pseudonym of your own choosing, so that your identity will remain 
anonymous for your protection. I will always use these false names and ensure that all identifiable 
information is blurred or omitted. 
 
Under no circumstances will any of your input be shared within your communities. I will not 
publish any data concerning you or your work without your review and permission. I am very 
flexible in my approach and I am willing to adjust my project if necessary, as I prioritize your 
safety, as my participant, above all else. 
 
I will record our interview on an audio-recorder so that I may keep your contribution securely in 
my records. I will keep all records from our interviews locked in my home office and on a 
password-protected computer. No one else other than myself will have access to your identifying 
information. Only my supervisor will see your answers but your name will never be shown. 
 
Please remember that you can leave this study at any time, if you are uncomfortable with your 
involvement. If you decide to leave, I will destroy all your information so that there will be no 
record of your contribution. 
 
I will likely eventually publish some or all of the data collected during our interviews, in my 
Masters thesis project. I will use false names and ensure that all identifiable information is blurred 
or omitted. Also, I may present information collected from you in my interviews at conference 
presentations to share my research with other colleagues. Once again, I will ensure that all 
identifiable information is blurred or omitted.  
 
I really appreciate your contributions, but I also understand if you are unable to be involved with 
my research project. I think this research project will potentially have great benefits to society and 
will help a lot of people.  
 
Remuneration  
 
I will reimburse you for all travel expenses and provide you with delicious food and snacks to 
thank you for all your contributions. I will also provide you with up to $30 for childcare services, 
if you need it. 
 
Dates & Locations 
 
Interviews will take place in February 2016. I am flexible and able to meet any time of day, 
during the week or weekend. I am also flexible in terms of location, so I can meet you at any 
location of your own choosing.  
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Additional Information  
 
Ø This research study has been approved by the General Research Ethics Board at Queen’s 
University. Their phone number is: (613) 533 6081.   
 
Ø The website for the department of Gender Studies at Queen’s University is: 
www.queensu.ca/gnds 
 
Ø My Supervisor’s name is Dr. Margaret Little. Her contact information is: 
 
Email: mjhl@queensu.ca  
Tel: (613) 533-6000 ext. 74930 
 
Consent 
 
By signing below you are giving your consent to participate in this study and demonstrating that 
you have read and understood this letter of information outlining this agreement. You may 
withdraw your consent at any time. 
 
 
_________________________________  _______________________ 
 Signature of Participant         Date 
 
________________________________________  ____________________________ 
 Signature of Investigator         Date 
 
 
Alternative Verbal Consent Process 
 
 
If you are uncomfortable with signing a written consent form, or if you feel you are unable to 
sign this form because of poor English language skills, please inform me and I will arrange for 
you to provide your consent verbally using an audio recorder. This recording will remain 
completely secure as it will be stored as an encrypted file on my personal computer, with a log-in 
password which will be changed weekly for security purposes. Should you agree to a verbal 
consent process instead, I will read this form out loud on an audio recording and you will say 
that you consent to the terms from this letter, using your voice, on the same audio recording.  
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Letter of Information and Consent Form for Group B: Activists  
 

 
NOTE: I will read this entire document out loud with you to make sure that you, as the interview 
participant, understand all the details about my research project so that you can agree or disagree 
to participate knowing all the information. I will stop reading after every paragraph to ask you if 
you are okay or if you understand what I am reading. Please feel free to ask me any questions you 
may have about my research study.  
 
Introduction 
 
I am inviting you to participant in my research study about Bangladeshi women working in the 
garments industry in Toronto. I am inviting you to participate in my study because you are 
familiar with the struggles of Bangladeshi women workers residing and working in the garments 
industry in Canada, as you work to end labour exploitation of racialized women in Canada. You 
are above the age of 18 and will have worked within the field of worker’s rights for a period of no 
less than one year. 
 
What is my project about? 
 
The overall goal of my project is to examine whether or not Bangladeshi women experience 
struggles when working in the garments sector in Toronto. I want to find out if women only 
experience struggles in Bangladesh, or if they experience them when living in Canada as well. I 
also hope to discover if and how Bangladeshi women are responding to their struggles with work 
under these difficult conditions.  
 
Who am I? 
 
This research study is being conducted by myself, Zoya Islam. I am a graduate student at Queen’s 
University in Kingston, Ontario. I am currently doing my Masters in Gender Studies. I live in 
Toronto while I research and write my Masters thesis project.  
 
Risks 
 
In our interview, you may be asked to discuss your work in regards to the exploitation of your 
clients. As such, given your employment status with labour rights organizations and/or other 
sectors, you may perceive that there is risk in disclosing information about your work or your 
clients.  
 
The primary concern of my research project is to ensure the safety and confidentiality of my 
research participants, which is why I am taking steps to ensure your privacy and safety.  
Your privacy is important 
 
I assure you that your contributions will remain completely confidential. In my research study, 
you will be identified with a pseudonym of your own choosing, so that your identity will remain 
anonymous for your protection. I will always use these false names and ensure that all identifiable 
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information is blurred or omitted. If applicable, I will ensure that the organizations disclosed in 
our interview are not named within my research project. 
 
Under no circumstances will any of your input be shared within your communities. I will not 
publish any data concerning you or your work without your review and permission. I am very 
flexible in my approach and I am willing to adjust my project if necessary, as I prioritize your 
safety, as my participant, above all else. 
 
I will record our interview on an audio-recorder so that I may keep your contribution securely in 
my records. I will keep all records from our interviews locked in my home office and on a 
password-protected computer. No one else other than myself will have access to your identifying 
information. Only my supervisor will see your answers but your name will never be shown. 
 
Please remember that you can leave this study at any time, if you are uncomfortable with your 
involvement. If you decide to leave, I will destroy all your information so that there will be no 
record of your contribution. 
 
I will likely eventually publish some or all of the data collected during our interviews, in my 
Masters thesis project. I will use false names and ensure that all identifiable information is blurred 
or omitted. Also, I may present information collected from you in my interviews at conference 
presentations to share my research with other colleagues. Once again, I will ensure that all 
identifiable information is blurred or omitted.  
 
I really appreciate your contributions, but I also understand if you are unable to be involved with 
my research project. I think this research project will potentially have great benefits to society and 
will help a lot of people.  
 
Remuneration  
 
I offer you my services should you need any help personally or at your place of work, in order to 
give-back and show my gratitude for your contribution to my research project 
 
Dates & Locations 
 
Interviews will take place in February 2016. I am flexible and able to meet any time of day, 
during the week or weekend. I am also flexible in terms of location, so I can meet you at any 
location of your own choosing.  
 
Additional Information  
 
Ø This research study has been approved by the General Research Ethics Board at Queen’s 
University. Their phone number is: (613) 533 6081.   
 
Ø The website for the department of Gender Studies at Queen’s University is: 
www.queensu.ca/gnds 
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Ø My Supervisor’s name is Dr. Margaret Little. Her contact information is: 
 
Email: mjhl@queensu.ca  
Tel: (613) 533-6000 ext. 74930 
 
Consent 
 
By signing below you are giving your consent to participate in this study and demonstrating that 
you have read and understood this letter of information outlining this agreement. You may 
withdraw your consent at any time. 
 
 
_________________________________  _______________________ 
 Signature of Participant         Date 
 
________________________________________  ____________________________ 
 Signature of Investigator         Date 
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Appendix C: Letters of Approval from Institutional Review Board 
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