BURN OUT

“I AM SICK OF LIFE, STRUGGLING FOR MY LIVLIHOOD. I WANT TO DIE.”

Diary of Sammi, worker at the Greenhill Textile Company, Seoul, who did die along with 21 other workers on 25th March 1988 in a locked dormitory when a fire broke out in the factory below.

“My main finding is that the garment industry is so bad for women’s health that they cannot continue for more than 4 or 5 years. Often they leave as invalids. It’s just too strenuous.”
Dr Pratima Paul Majumber, Bangladesh.

“Because we have no holidays, night shift is too tiring and so our bodies become exhausted. Therefore we take ‘Timing’, a medicine to keep us awake. Some of has eaten too many and are addicted to these pills. If we fall asleep we are reprimanded, beaten and shaken.”

A public statement by women workers at Pangram Textiles, Korea in 1978

The overload that is imposed by the power and demands of big name labels and retailers goes down the chain of contractors and sub-contractors and always falls on those who do the work, mostly young women on sewing machines. 12 hours a day, 60 or 7 days a week, repeating the same stitches on one part of the finished product are the basic of what is expected in factories that are comprehensively not ergonomic.
 Writing of late 19th century seamstresses in London,  Friedrich Engels described how, at the height of the fashion season, “The only limits to their work is the absolute physical inability to hold the needle another minute.” Nowadays such hours are often worked in enforced overtime. Nowadays, overtime becomes the norm either by ‘choice’ because basic wages are so low, or is enforced, the doors locked, to meet an otherwise impossible contract.
  And yet, the literature on burn-out is almost exclusively about bankers, social workers, professional thinkers, policemen and fashion designers, not those who have to carry out their changing design demands. Where it does exist, like a government-academic study in Sri Lanka, it is likely to be both instrumentalized and crude. Its solution was to have ever younger workers; replace women with men on the grounds that they are said to ‘manage stress’ better; and for workers to watch television. It does at least recognise the reality that young women are so prevalent not just because of  their assumed ‘docility’, but because of the limited working life span in such conditions. “As age increases the capacity to bear stress, health and nutritional problems will decrease.”  It is liable to kick-in after just 7 years says  one of the few analyses of textile workers by Bhati and Kumar in India. From age 32 onwards burn-out becomes more likely. They refer to hearing and respiratory problems;  repetitive strain injury; heart rate increases; the stress of piece work and the sleep disorders that cruelly go with overtime work, along with malnutrition and failing eyesight. More chilling is an account of a Mexican factory producing for GAP and Calvin Klein. 75% of the clothing workforce had sound health before they entered it, but soon developed a range of physical illnesses. “The reasons of health decline,” Jane Collins writes,  “ were industrial threats, unfavourable working environment and want of staff facilities, inflexible terms and conditions of garment employment, workplace pressure and low wages. Different work-related threats and their influence on health forced employees to leave the job after a few months of joining the factory; the average length of service was only 4 years.” Workplace pressure was then increased with the introduction of ‘statistical process control’, which constantly demanded high quotas and immaculate stitching. Checks were made every hour and even quality controllers were exhausted. All this “caused burn-out within a very short period. If anyone complained they were told people worked harder for less in Indonesia”, a constant and flexible threat in the world of outsourcing.

It is perverse that the only times there is real recognition by management of how intolerable are such pressures, is when there is a wave of mass fainting in factories, in what are called ‘Ghost Panics’. These have  occurred in both Cambodia  ( M&G International and Anful Garments), and Bangladesh ( the Pandora and Diganta sweater factories). For the managers  the realities of cumulative overload were preferred as explanations for the events, to ones which acknowledged the possible life of spirits, or that the attacks were instances of mass resistance by women workers. Meanwhile, in Cambodia, fainting is punishable by dismissal. 
