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ln Ciudad Judrez, Mexico, Anna M. rises at 5 A.M. to feed her son before starting on
the two-hour bus trip to the maquiladora (factory). He will spend the day along
with four other children in a neighbor’s one-room home. Anna’s husband, frustrated
by being unable to find work for bimself, left for the United States six months ago.
She wonders, as she carefully applies her new lip gloss, whether she ought to con-
sider herself still married. It might be good to take a night course, become a secre-
tary. But she seldom gets home before eight at night, and the factory, where she
stitches brassieres that will be sold in the United States through ]J.C. Penney, pays
only $48 a week.

In Penang, Malaysia, Julie K. is up before the three other young women with
whom she shares a room, and starts heating the leftover rice from last night’s supper.
She looks good in the company’s green-trimmed uniform, and she’s proud to work
in a modern, American-owned factory. Only not quite so proud as when she started
working three years ago—she thinks as she squints out the door at a passing group
of women. Her job involves peering all day through a microscope, bonding hair-thin
gold wires to a silicon chip destined to end up inside a pocket calculator, and at
twenty-one, she is afraid she can no longer see very clearly.

Every morning, between four and seven,.thousands of women like Anna and
Julie head out for the day shift. In Ciudad Juérez, they crowd into ruteras (rundown
vans) for the trip from the slum neighborhoods to the industrial parks on the out-
skirts of the city. In Penang they squeeze, sixty or more at a time, into buses for the
trip from the village to the low, modern factory buildings of the Bayan Lepas free-
trade zone. In Taiwan, they walk from the dormitories—where the night shift is
already asleep in the still-warm beds—through the checkpoints in the high fence sur-
rounding the factory zone.

This is the world’s new industrial proletariat: young, female, Third World.
Viewed from the “first world,” they are still faceless, genderless “cheap labor,” sig-
naling their existence only through a label or tiny imprint—*“made in Hong Kong,”
or Taiwan, Korea, the Dominican Republic, Mexico, the Philippines.... Anyone
whose image of Third World women features picturesque peasants with babies slung
on their backs should be prepared to update it. Just in the last decade, Third World
women have become a critical element in the global economy and a key “resource”
for expanding multinational corporations.

Excerpted from “Life on the Global Assembly Line,” Ms. Magazine, January 1981. Copyright © 1981 by
Barbara Ehrenreich and Annette Fuentes.
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It doesn’t take more than second-grade arithmetic to understand what’s hap-
pening. In many Third World countries, a woman will earn $3 to $5 a day. The logic
of the situation is compelling: why pay someone in Massachusetts $5 an hour to do
what someone in Manila will do for $2.50 a day? Or, as a corollary, why pay a male
worker anywhere to do what a female worker will do for 40 to 60 percent less?

And so, almost everything that can be packed up is being moved out to the
Third World, not heavy industry, but just about anything light enough to travel—
garment manufacture, textiles, toys, footwear, pharmaceuticals, wigs, appliance
parts, tape decks, computer components, plastic goods.... But what’s going on is
much more than a matter of runaway shops. Economists are talking about a “new
international division of labor,” in which the process of production is broken down
and the fragments are dispersed to different parts of the world. In general, the low-
skilled jobs are farmed out to the Third World, where labor costs are minuscule,
while control over the overall process and technology remains safely at company
headquarters in “first world” countries like the United States and Japan....

So much any economist could tell you. What is less often noted is the gender
breakdown of the emerging international division of labor. Eighty to 90 percent of
the low-skilled assembly jobs that go to the Third World are performed by women—
in a remarkable switch from earlier patterns of foreign-dominated industrialization.
Until now, “development” under the aegis of foreign corporations has usually meant
more jobs for men and—compared to traditional agricultural society—a diminished
economic status for women. But multinational corporations and Third World gov-
ernments alike consider assembly-line work—whether the product is Barbie dolls or
missile parts—to be “women’s work.”

One reason is that women can, in many countries, still be legally paid less than
men. But the sheer tedium of the jobs adds to the multinationals’ preference for
women workers—a preference made clear, for example, by this ad from a Mexican
newspaper: We need female workers, older than 17, younger than 30, single and
without children: minimum education primary school, maximum education one
year of preparatory school [high school]; available for all shifts.

It’s an article of faith with management that only women can do, or will do,
the monotonous, painstaking work that American business is exporting to the Third
World. Bill Mitchell, whose job is to attract United States businesses to the Bermu-
dez Industrial Park in Ciudad Juérez, told us with a certain macho pride: “A man
just won’t stay in this tedious kind of work. He’d walk out in a couple of hours.”
The personnel manager of a light assembly plant in Taiwan told anthropologist
Linda Gail Arrigo: “Young male workers are too restless and impatient to do mo-
notonous work with no career value. If displeased, they sabotage the machines and
even threaten the foreman. But girls? At most, they cry a little.”

In fact, the American businessmen we talked to claimed that Third World
women genuinely enjoy doing the very things that would drive a man to assault andv”
sabotage. “You should watch these kids going into work,” Bill Mitchell told us.
“You don’t have any sullenness here. They smile.” A top-level management consul-
tant who specializes in advising American companies on where to relocate their
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factories gave us this global generalization: “The [factory] girls genuinely enjoy
themselves. They’re away from their families. They have spending money. They can
buy motorbikes, whatever. Of course, it’s a regulated experience too—with dormito-
ries to live in—so it’s healthful experience.”

What is the real experience of the women in the emerging Third World industrial
work force? The conventional Western stereotypes leap to mind: You can’t really com-
pare, the standards are so different.... Everything’s easier in warm countries.... They
really don’t have any alternatives.... Commenting on the low wages his company
pays its women workers in Singapore, a Hewlett-Packard vice president said: “They
live much differently here than we do....” But the differences are ultimately very
simple. To start with, they have less money.

The great majority of women in the new Third World work force live at or
near the subsistence level for one person, whether they work for a multinational cor-
poration or a locally owned factory. In the Philippines, for example, starting wages
in U.S.-owned electronics plants are between $34 and $46 a month, compared to a
cost of living of $37 a month; in Indonesia the starting wages are actually about $7
a month less than the cost of living. “Living,” in these cases, should be interpreted
minimally: a diet of rice, dried fish, and water—a Coke might cost a half-day’s
wages—and lodging in a room occupied by four or more other people. Rachael
Grossman, a researcher with the Southeast Asia Resource Center, found women em-
ployees of U.S. multinational firms in Malaysia and the Philippines living four to
eight in a room in boardinghouses, or squeezing into tiny extensions built onto
squatter huts near the factory. Where companies do provide dormitories for their
employees, they are not of the “healthful,” collegiate variety implied by our corpo-
rate informant. Staff from the American Friends Service Committee report that dor-
mitory space is likely to be crowded, with bed rotation paralleling shift rotation—
while one shift works, another sleeps, as many as twenty to a room. In one case in
Thailand, they found the dormitory “filthy,” with workers forced to find their own
place to sleep among “splintered floorboards, rusting sheets of metal, and scraps of
dirty cloth.”...

But wages on a par with what an eleven-year-old American could earn on a pa-
per route, and living conditions resembling what Engels found in nineteenth-century
Manchester are only part of the story. The rest begins at the factory gate. The work
that multinational corporations export to the Third World is not only the most te-
dious, but often the most hazardous part of the production process. The countries
they go to are, for the most part, those that will guarantee no interference from
health and safety inspectors, trade unions, or even freelance reformers. As a result,
most Third World factory women work under conditions that already have broken
or will break their health—or their nerves—within a few years, and often before
they’ve worked long enough to earn any more than a subsistence wage.

Consider first the electronics industry, which is generally thought to be the saf-
est and cleanest of the exported industries. The factory buildings are low and mod-
ern, like those one might find in a suburban American industrial park. Inside, rows
of young women, neatly dressed in the company uniform or T-shirt, work quietly at
their stations.... In many plants toxic chemicals and solvents sit in open containers,
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filling the work area with fumes that can literally knock you out. “We have been
told of cases where ten to twelve women passed out at once,” an AFSC field worker
in northern Mexico told us, “and the newspapers report this as ‘mass hysteria.””

In one stage of the electronics assembly process, the workers have to dip the
circuits into open vats of acid. According to Irene Johnson and Carol Bragg, who
toured the National Semiconductor plant in Penang, Malaysia, the women who do
the dipping “wear rubber gloves and boots, but these sometimes leak, and burns are
common.” Occasionally, whole fingers are lost. More commonly, what electronics
workers lose is the 20/20 vision they are required to have when they are hired. Most
electronics workers spend seven to nine hours a day peering through microscopes,
straining to meet their quota.

One study in South Korea found that most electronics assembly workers devel-
oped severe eye problems after only one year of employment; 88 percent had
chronic conjunctivitis; 44 percent became near-sighted; and 19 percent developed
astigmatism. A manager for Hewlett-Packard’s Malaysia plant, in an interview with
Rachael Grossman, denied that there were any eye problems: “These girls are used
to working with ‘scopes.” We've found no eye problems. But it sure makes me dizzy
to look through those things.”

Electronics, recall, is the “cleanest” of the exported industries. Conditions in
the garment and textile industry rival those of any nineteenth-century (or twenti-
cth—see below) sweatshops. The firms, generally Jocal subcontractors to large
American chains such as J.C. Penney and Sears, as well as smaller manufacturers,
are usually even more indifferent to the health of their employees than the multina-
tionals. Some of the worst conditions have been documented in South Korea, where
the garment and textile industries have helped spark that country’s “economic mira-
cle.” Workers are packed into poorly lit rooms, where summer temperatures rise
above 100 degrees. Textile dust, which can cause permanent lung damage, fills the
air. When there are rush orders, management may require forced overtime of as
much as 48 hours at a stretch, and if that seems to go beyond the limits of human
endurance, pep pills and amphetamine injections are thoughtfully provided. In her
diary (originally published in a magazine now banned by the South Korean govern-
ment), Min Chong Suk, thirty, a sewing-machine operator, wrote of working from
7 A.M. to 11:30 P.M. in a garment factory: “When [the apprentices] shake the waste
threads from the clothes, the whole room fills with dust, and it is hard to breathe.
Since we’ve been working in such dusty air, there have been increasing numbers of
people getting tuberculosis, bronchitis, and eye diseases. Since we are women, it
makes us so sad when we have pale, unhealthy, wrinkled faces like dried-up
spinach.... It seems to me that no one knows our blood dissolves into the threads
and seams, with sighs and sorrow.”

In all the exported industries, the most invidious, inescapable health hazard is
stress. On their home ground United States corporations are not likely to sacrifice
human comfort for productivity. On someone else’s home ground, however, any-
thing goes. Lunch breaks may be barely long enough for a woman to stand in line at
the canteen or hawkers’ stalls. Visits to the bathroom are treated as a privilege; in
some cases, workers must raise their hands for permission to use the toilet, and
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waits up to a half hour are common. Rotating shifts—the day shift one week, the
night shift the next—wreak havoc with sleep patterns. Because inaccuracies or fail-
ure to meet production quotas can mean substantial pay losses, the pressures are
quickly internalized; stomach ailments and nervous problems are not unusual in the
multinationals’ Third World female work force....

As if poor health and the stress of factory life weren’t enough to drive women
into early retirement, management actually encourages a high turnover in many in-
dustries. “As you know, when seniority rises, wages rise,” the management consul-
tant in U.S. multinationals told us. He explained that it’s cheaper to train a fresh
supply of teenagers than to pay experienced women higher wages. “Older” women,
aged twenty-three or twenty-four, are likely to be laid off and not rehired.

We estimate, based on fragmentary data from several sources, that the multi-
national corporations may already have used up (cast off) as many as 6 million
Third World workers—women who are too ill, too old (thirty is over the hill in most
industries), or too exhausted to be useful any more. Few “retire” with any transfer-
able skills or savings. The lucky ones find husbands.

The unlucky ones find themselves at the margins of society—as bar girls,
“hostesses,” or prostitutes.

At 21, Julie’s greatest fear is that she will never be able to find a husband. She knows
that just being a “factory gitl” is enough to give anyone a bad reputation. When she
first started working at the electronics company, her father refused to speak to her for
three months. Now every time she leaves Penang to go back to visit her home village
she has to put up with a lecture on morality from her older brother—not to mention a
barrage of lewd remarks from men outside her family. If they knew that she had actu-
ally gone out on a few dates, that she had been to a discotheque, that she had once
kissed a young man who said he was a student... Julie’s stomach tightens as she imag-
ines her family’s reaction. She tries to concentrate on the kind of man she would like to
marry: an engineer or technician of some sort, someone who had been to California,
where the company headquarters are located and where even the grandmothers wear
tight pants and lipstick—someone who had a good attitude about women. But if she
ends up having to wear glasses, like her cousin who worked three years at the “scopes,”
she might as well forget about finding anyone to marry her.

One of the most serious occupational hazards that Julie and millions of
women like her may face is the lifelong stigma of having been a “factory girl.” Most
of the cultures favored by multinational corporations in their search for cheap labor

¢ are patriarchal in the grand old style: any young woman who is not under the wing
¢ of a father, husband, or older brother must be “loose.” High levels of unemploy-

ment among men, as in Mexico, contribute to male resentment of working women.
Add to all this the fact that certain companies—American electronics firms are in the
lead—actively promote Western-style sexual objectification as a means of ensuring
employee loyalty: there are company-sponsored cosmetics classes, “guess whose legs
these are” contests, and swimsuit-style beauty contests where the prize might be a
free night for two in a fancy hotel. Corporate-promoted Westernization only height-
ens the hostility many men feel toward any independent working women—having a
job is bad enough, wearing jeans and mascara to work is going too far.
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& Anthropologist Patricia Fernandez, who has worked in a maquiladcra herself,
| qu believes that the stigmatization of working women serves, indirectly, to keep them in
¥ line. “You have to think of the kind of socialization that girls experience in a very
Catholic—or, for that matter, Muslim—society. The fear of having a ‘reputation’ is
enough to make a lot of women bend over backward to be ‘respectable’ and lady-
like, which is just what management wants.” She points out that in northern Mex-
ico, the tabloids delight in playing up stories of alleged vice in the maquiladoras—
indiscriminate sex on the job, epidemics of venereal disease, fetuses found in factory
rest rooms. “I worry about this because there are those who treat you differently as
« soon as they know you have a job at the magquiladora,” one woman told Fernandez.
§ «Maybe they think that if you have to.work, there is a chance you’re a whore.”
B And there is always the chance you'll wind up as one. Probably only a small
i minority of Third World factory workers turn to prostitution when their working
days come to an end. But it is, as for women everywhere, the employment of last re-
sort, the only thing to do when the factories don’t need you and traditional society
won’t—or, for economic reasons, can’t—take you back. In the Philippines, the
brothel business is expanding as fast as the factory system. If they can’t use you one
way, they can use you another.

There has been no international protest about the exploitation of Third World
women by multinational corporations—no thundering denunciations from the floor
of the United Nations General Assembly, no angry resolutions from the Conference
of the Non-Aligned Countries. Sociologist Robert Snow, who has been tracing the
multinationals”on their way south and eastward for years, explained why: “The
Third World governments want the multinationals to move in. There’s cutthroat
competition to attract the corporations.” _

The governments themselves gain little revenue from this kind of investment,
though—especially since most offer tax holidays and freedom from export duties in
order to attract the multinationals in the first place. Nor do the people as a whole
benefit, according to a highly placed Third World woman within the UN. “The mul-
tinationals like to say they’re contributing to development,” she told us, “but they
come into our countries for one thing—cheap labor. If the labor stops being so
cheap, they can move on. 50 how can you call that development? It depends on the
people being poor and staying poor. » But there are important groups that do stand
to gain when the multinationals set up shop in their countries: local entrepreneurs
who subcontract to the multinationals; Harvard- or Berkeley-educated “techno-
crats” who become local management; and government officials who specialize in
cutting red tape for an “agent’s fee” or an outright bribe.

In the competition for multinational investment, local governments advertise
their women shamelessly, and an investment brochure issued by the Malaysian gov-
ernment informs multinational executives that: “The manual dexterity of the Oriental
female is famous the world over. Her hands are small and she works fast with extreme
care. Who, therefore, could be better qualified by nature and inheritance, to contrib-
ute to the efficiency of a bench assembly production line than the Oriental girl?”

The Royal Thai Embassy sends American businesses a brochure guaranteeing
that in Thailand, “the relationship between the employer and the employee is like
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that of a guardian and ward. It is easy to win and maintain the loyalty of workers as
Jong as they are treated with kindness and courtesy.” The facing page offers a highly
selective photo-study of Thai womanhood: giggling shyly, bowing submissively, and
working cheerfully on an assembly line.... ,

The governments advertise their women, sell them, and keep them in line for
the multinational “johns.” But there are other parties to the growing international
traffic in women—such as the United Nations Industrial Development Organization
(UNIDO), the World Bank, and the United States government itself.

UNIDO, for example, has been a major promoter of “free trade zones.” These
are enclaves within nations that offer multinational corporations a range of creature
comforts, including: freedom from paying taxes and export duties; low-cost water,
power, and buildings; exemption from whatever labor laws may apply in the coun-
try as a whole; and, in some cases, such security features as barbed wire, guarded
checkpoints, and government-paid police.

Then there is the World Bank, which over the past decade has lent several billion
dollars to finance the roads, airports, power plants, and even the first-class hotels that
multinational corporations need in order to set up business in Third World countries.
The Sri Lankan garment industry, which like other Third World garment industries
survives by subcontracting to major Western firms, was set up on the advice of the
World Bank and with a $20 million World Bank loan. This particular experiment in
“development” offers young women jobs at a global low of $5 for a six-day week.
Gloria Scott, the head of the World Bank’s Women and Development Program,
sounded distinctly uncomfortable when we asked her about the bank’s role in promot-
ing the exploitation of Third World women. “Our job is to help eliminate poverty. It
is not our responsibility if the multinationals come in and offer such low wages. It’s
the responsibility of the governments.”...

But the most powerful promoter of exploitative conditions for Third World

- women is the United States government itself. For example, the notoriously repres-

sive Korean textile industry was developed with the help of $400 million in aid from
the U.S. State Department. Malaysia became a low-wage haven for the electronics
industry, thanks to technical assistance financed by AID, and to U.S. money (fun-
neled through the Asian Development Bank) to help set up free trade zones. Tai-
wan’s status as a “showcase for the free world” and a comfortable berth for
multinationals is the result of three decades of financial transfusions frem the United
States....

But the most obvious form of United States involvement, according to Lenny
Siegel, the director of the Pacific Studies Center, is through “our consistent record of
military aid to Third World governments that are capitalist, politically repressive,
and are not striving for economic independence.” Ironically, says Siegel, there are
“cases where the United States made a big investment to make sure that any unions
that formed would be pretty tame. Then we put in even more money to support
some dictator who doesn’t allow unions at all.”...

What does our government have to say for itself? It’s hard to get a straight
answer—the few parts of the bureaucracy that deal with women and development
seem to have little connection with those that are concerned with larger foreign pol-
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icy issues. A spokesman for the Department of State told us that if multinationals of-
fer poor working conditions (which he questibned), this was not their fault: “There
are just different standards in different countries.” Offering further evidence of a
sheltered life, he told us that “corporations today are generally more socially re-
sponsible than even ten years ago.... We can expect them to treat their employees
in the best way they can.” But he conceded in response to a barrage of unpleasant
examples, “Of course, you’re going to have problems wherever you have human
beings doing things.” Our next stop was the Women’s Division within AID. Staffer
Emmy Simmons was aware of the criticisms of the quality of employment multina-
tionals offer, but cautioned that “we can get hung up in the idea that it’s exploita-
tion without really looking at the alternatives for women.” AID’ concern, she
said, was with the fact that population is outgrowing the agricultural capacity of
many Third World countries, dislocating millions of people. From her point of
view, multinationals at least provide some sort of alternative: “These people have
to go somewhere.”

Vi



