“WE ARE NOT MACHINES”
Chun Tae-il, textile worker, setting himself alight, Seoul 1970 in protest at the ultra-exploitation of the mostly women workers in clothing factories.
“The labourer supplies himself with necessaries in order to maintain his labour-power, just as coal and water bare supplied to the steam engine and oil to the wheel.” Karl Marx: Das Kapital Volume I, 1866
“In some cases the young seamstresses did not undress during nine consecutive days and nights, and could only rest a moment or two upon a mattress, where food was served to them ready cut up in order to require the least possible time for swallowing.” Friedrich Engels: The condition of the Working Class in London, 1887
“The old Inquisition had its rack and its thumbscrews and its instruments of torture with iron teeth. We know what these things are today; the iron teeth are our necessities, the thumbscrews are the high-powered and swift machinery close to which we must work, and the rack is here in the firetrap structures that will destroy us the minute they catch on fire.“ Rose Schneiderman 1911

Rose, a Triangle Shirtwaist fire survivor goes on to tell her audience they haven’t done enough to change the conditions the victims had worked in. “We have tried you good people of the public and we have found you wanting,” she said. These sentiments were shared by the 22 year-old textile worker Chun Tae-il when he set fire to himself in what was called the Peace Market area of Seoul in 1970 after his attempts at newspaper coverage of the terrible working conditions of 30,000 women in the area had not achieved anything. “We are Not Machinery” he shouted, and, as practical demands, “Observe the Labour Standard Act”, and “Let Us Rest on Sundays.” Nowadays he would be psychologised, anthropologized as a manifestation of Bhuddist/Hindu culture, or forced to ‘revise’ his ‘performance style’ to avoid being stopped by ‘trained police’. Chun tae-il defied such modern forms of denial when an independent union was formed soon after his death. But as with what happened after the Triangle Shirtwaist factory in 1911, when it took another fatal fire in New York at the Binghampton Clothing Company, where 31 died, for any change in laws and their enforcement, his sacrifice and the creation of the Chonggye Garment Union in the Peace Market, did not lead to any immediate change in circumstances. Women, including his mother and sister had years of courageous fighting for better conditions against authoritarian male-supremacist Unions to make it happen.

Textile and clothing workers have fought against their exploitation for hundreds of years with strikes, riots and the struggle to create trade unions, knowing that only they can change the conditions of work. In some instances fire itself has been used as a direct means of attack against oppressive conditions.
In England in 1779, one of the first textile mills, Joseph Arkwright’s at Birkacre in Lancashire, was burned down by rioting handloom weavers. A year later, in Peru, the Tupac Amaru uprising involved releasing Indians forced to work in Spanish textile factories south of Cuzco, where they were locked in, tied to their looms and “destined for a quick civil death.” The tactic was to burn these factories to the ground. While in Cundalore, India in 1795, weavers made a straw effigy of an East India Company cloth broker and burned it as part of long-running resistance to the overbearing demands of the Company. In England in 1811-12 following severe food price increases weavers under the banner ‘King Lud’, burned down the house of Emanuel Burton owner of a mill employing power looms which were putting them out of work after 3 of them had been killed the previous day by armed guards at his mill near Manchester. Back in India in 1860, Bengali tenant farmers campaigning against being forced to grow indigo, the crucial textile dye, as a cash crop by British landlords, refused to plant any more and burned down the factories that processed the plants into dye. This inspired further Indian protest against British colonial policies, which had destroyed the native textile industry, and in 1896 the Swadeshi movement threw huge bundles of British cloth on to a Holi fire. In early 20th century Mexico, a wave of textile worker strikes began at Rio Blanco with the burning down of the hated ‘Company Store’ whose extortions were a main point of grievance.
In more recent times fire has been used as a weapon by outside groups in support of textile workers. The German feminist groups Rote (Red) Zora and Amazonen planted incendiary bombs in 1987 in ten branches of the Adler Corporation, one of West Germany’s largest manufacturers selling discount clothing, produced by low paid women in South Korea and Sri Lanka. They caused millions of dollars of damage and Adler was forced to meet the demands of the textile workers. In Europe, workers themselves have also been forced to take drastic action, as in Novi Pazar, Serbia. At the end of November 2009, ten female workers and their children occupied part of the then recently privatized textile factory Ad Trikotza when the owners refused to satisfy its workers’ justified financial demands. They made three firebombs out of gas cartridges and created an explosion. Despite the ensuing fire and thick smoke, they refused to leave the premises and repeatedly tried to get back into the offices after they had been brought out by force.
Sometimes fire has been used out of desperation, when all other means of protest have failed. It can go terribly wrong as when the Taiwanese-owned Gaofu textile factory in Fuzhon, China was set on fire by women who had been unfairly sacked after being accused of stealing cloth, and had no means of appeal or arbitration. The factory had an illegal workers dormitory in the building and many other women workers died. But such a horror is one small instance in the whole grim story of outsourced tragedy. Between May 20th and 23rd 2006 in Dhaka, after employers had refused to listen to worker demands including ones for a normal working week, workers responded to police repression by setting 14 factories on fire. Again in June 2009, a dispute over pay and sackings in the Ashulia area of Dhaka, a garment worker was shot dead by police. It lead to a mass demonstration battles with the police and a further 100 workers were injured by rubber bullets. The workers retaliated by attacking the Hamin Group textile factory complex and, using petrol set fire to a several factories a sweater-, three garment-, and two washing-; two fabric storehouses; over 8000 machines and thousands of readymade clothes. Even supporters of the rights of such workers tend to airbrush such actions away, the rights of property still sacred.
