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ACROSS
1 Makes togs
5 Division
9 2000 NBA 
MVP
11 Perfect 
13 Shipping box
14 Quench
15 Model buy
16 Welcomed 
18 Devious sort
20 Glutton
21 Chopped 
down
22 Heredity unit
23 Harry’s 
friend
24 Pickle buy
25 Berth place
27 “12 Angry 
Men” star
29 Pitching stat
30 Emotional 

obstacles
32 Replies 
34 Attack 
command
35 After a while 
36 Horse opera
38 Place 
39 Reunion girl
40 Makes 
mistakes
41 Sketched

DOWN
1 Laundry pairs
2 Add value to 
3 One might 
mention highs 
and lows 
4 Was inactive 
5 Stair part
6 Goofing off
7 Cleaning aid
8 Hire 

10 Beat 
reporters
12 Pigeon’s 
perch
17 Spectrum 
color
19 “Return 
of the Jedi” 
creature
22 Jets, for one 
24 Dramatist 
Ben
25 Bargains 
26 Fancy 
27 Way off 
28 For each
30 Grazing 
groups
31 Propeller 
shape
33 Put on 
37 Help

CROSSWORD 
BY THOMAS JOSEPH

A spectre is haunting Bangladesh—
the spectre of “bourgeois terrorism.” 
For months now, the workers that 
keep the country’s largest, most 
prestigious industry running have 
been agitating to secure a minimum 
wage that they can more or less live 
on. The response has been business-
as-usual; the state has unleashed 
all its repressive powers—including 
37 cases filed against over 14,000 
workers, many of them unnamed, in 
Dhaka, Gazipur, Savar, and Ashulia, 
and police opening fire on them, 
which has already killed at least 
four workers. Labour organisers 
and activists are disappearing, while 
workers are being fired for speaking 
to the media.

Meanwhile, the so-called wage 
board, after a seven-month delay 
(surely intended to align with the 
election season) and a farcical 
proposal of Tk 10,500, has settled 
on a Tk 12,500 minimum wage. This 
proposal—which, as others have 
pointed out, is simply the factory 
owners’ voice filtered through 
the legitimising device of the 
“board”—does not even come close 
to the Centre for Policy Dialogue’s 
conservative suggestion of a Tk 
17,500 wage, let alone the Tk 23,000-
Tk 25,000 that workers, unions, 
and labour organisations have been 
demanding for years.

Accompanying this farce has been 
the usual stream of rationalisations: 
“small factories,” “low productivity,” 
“double incomes,” “troublemakers,” 
“low prices,” and of course, the ever-

imminent threat of industrial and 
economic collapse that somehow 
never actually arrives. No matter 
how many times they are pushed to 
raise the minimum wage—always 
at considerable human cost—the 
industry only seems to prosper, as we 
are told about night and day, except 
when it comes to paying workers 
their due.

Truly, it has become quite 
impossible to take the RMG 
industry and what it says seriously. 
Economists, journalists, and activists 
have already broken down, in great 
detail, how misleading and dishonest 
the state and BGMEA’s calculations 
and narratives are. Intelligent people 
should not have to be told that a 
Tk 1,250 food allowance in today’s 
Bangladesh is a prescription for 
slow starvation. More than anything, 
moments like this serve as the most 
vivid illustration of what it means to 
call the state an instrument of class 
domination.

How else are we to explain this 
unwavering support—in the form 
of lower corporate tax rates and 
greater tax rebates and exemptions 
than any other industry, along with 
a ready supply of brutal force and 
legal snares—for an industry that still 
refuses to pay a living minimum wage 
after over four decades? What else 
should we call a state that defends 
the right of the “small factory owner” 
to do business over the right of 
workers to afford food; that takes no 
action against industrialists owing 
months’ worth of wages but hunts 

down workers accused of “looting;” 
that punishes workers for coming 
together while rewarding the owners’ 
union leaders (what else is the 
BGMEA?) with political office?

Perhaps we should not expect 
anything else. After all, we are talking 
about the industry that has long 
styled itself as the nation’s saviour, 
to the extent that it seems like it is 
in business out of patriotic duty. 
Long before the Padma Bridge or the 
Dhaka metro rail, we had the RMG 
industry, saving us from poverty and 
stagnant growth after an apparently 
misguided and short-lived 
experiment with socialist planning. 
It has given us “development,” 
delivered us that national prosperity 
that we were once promised, and to 

it we are now erecting monuments. 
No one can deny, of course, the 
tremendous role that the industry 
has played in generating this 
national wealth, but it has not done 
so by some magical force of its own. 
It has ridden the power of labour 
and no small amount of constant 
state support—support that has 
also helped keep that labour cheap 
and in check. “Garments” have not 
delivered the people of Bangladesh; 
it is the people of Bangladesh who 
have made “garments” possible, 
along with some considerable 
personal fortunes. We may have 
abandoned socialism, but there 
has been precious little “freedom” 
in the “free markets” that we have 
supposedly embraced. And if we can 

feed this industry with blood, sweat, 
and taxes year after year, surely we 
should be able to decide the bare 
minimum that it pays its workers?

“This independence will only be 
a true independence to me, when 
the workers, peasants, and all the 
suffering people of Bangladesh 
are delivered from their misery.” 
So said Sheikh Mujibur Rahman 
(quoted in MM Akash’s 2022 
book Muktijuddher Orthonoitik 
Potobhumi), not some “duped” 
flower-selling child, nor some 
supposedly fictional day-labourer. 
It is sad to see what has become of a 
political party that had once waged 
war for economic justice, for the 
right to rice and clothes (after all, 
there is more to “Joy Bangla” than 

just “Bangla”).
But perhaps I am being unfair. 

Why else are we busy building new 
roads and bridges, power plants and 
ports, expressways, metros, airport 
terminals, and underwater tunnels 
across the land today, if not so that 
the people of Bangladesh can move 
more, earn more, buy more, sell 
more, and live well? And what is 
development, if not the right and 
ability to live well? So it certainly is. 
But if, by chance, it might also be 
important to be able to afford food 
along the way to the Padma Bridge, 
then any “right to development” 
must include the right to a living 
wage. At any rate, it might at least 
be accorded the same status as the 
“right to export” today.

The prime minister often captures 
her regime’s developmental vision as 
an effort to “transform the fortunes” 
(“bhaggo poriborton”) of the people 
of Bangladesh. It is a powerful turn 
of phrase, and gets to the heart of the 
promise and power of development. 
The people of Bangladesh deserve a 
better fortune; they have sacrificed 
much for it. There is also no doubt 
that our fortunes are indeed 
transforming—that the enormous 
wealth now coursing through the 
veins of this land is finding its 
way into many pockets. But it is 
categorically undeniable that some 
people’s destinies have transformed 
far better than those of others’, and 
that the massive new fortunes being 
made in this land depend on keeping 
enough people desperate to survive 
in any way possible. If it was not so, 
we would not have to shoot and kill 
workers to ensure that these fortunes 
keep coming in. If Bangladesh’s 
RMG industry—despite making 
record sales and profits year after 
year, and despite receiving constant 
governmental support (be it cash or 
cudgel)—still cannot afford to pay 
its workers enough to live, then why 
should it exist?

There is no ‘development’ without  
a living wage
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I had once resorted to using a public 
washroom when I was about the age of 
six. The traffic was miserable that day, 
and I couldn’t hold it much longer. It was 
traumatising and I’ve never spoken of it 
since. Despite my attempts to erase the 
memory, I’ve found it extremely difficult 
to forget the stench of ammonia and the 
splatters of faeces across the walls, all tied 
in nicely with puddles of mud on a floor 
of what possibly was white tile at some 
point. I have not been to a public toilet 
ever since.

I’m very particular about my bathroom 
preferences. I’ve also lived a significant 
portion of my life commuting for an 
average of three to four hours a day—ever 
since I was in school. So, my circumstances 
have led me to develop an extremely 
meticulous bathroom schedule and an 
even more accurate map of spots I could 

resort to in case of an emergency.
To nobody’s surprise, none of the 

aforementioned spots include any of 
Dhaka city’s public toilets, and for good 
reason. I travel to and from Uttara and 

Farmgate about six days a week, using 
either the metro rail, the expressway, or 
one of the “regular routes” (via Banani or 
Hatirjheel). On the way, there are one or 
two of the newly renovated public toilets, 
with one of them being about 100 metres 
from my destination, and the other quite 
a bit off my usual routes. 

The issue is not limited to Dhaka. If 
anything, it is significantly worse for 
people travelling outside the city, where 
most—especially women—tend to refrain 
from using any restrooms, be it the public 
toilets or those at fuel stations or rest 
houses, due to the inherent lack of hygiene 
control and other necessary amenities.

According to a report of The Daily 
Star, there are only 103 public toilets 
across all of Dhaka city—for the use of 
its more than 20 million people. Out of 
these 103, many are and have been out 
of service, many are not used at all, and 

most are not used by women at all. After 
a recent renovation drive, a few have been 
made more accessible (such as the one 
next to Ananda Cinema Hall in Farmgate, 
and another in Gulshan)—even to women. 
But that has not helped rectify the issue 
at hand.

While writing this article, I reached 
out to women in my circle who resort to 
commuting or travelling around the city 
on a regular basis. Most have told me that 

they have never used the public restrooms, 
nor have they considered using it. In case 
of emergencies, they have made detours 
to restaurants, malls, or even a friend’s 
place. If none of those worked out, they 
usually refrain from using the bathroom 
till they reach their destination. 

I went further and asked them if they 
were aware that delaying the use of 
restrooms could result in poor bladder 
health and frequent bouts of urinary 
tract infections (UTIs). They all said yes. 
Unfortunately, some of them had already 
dealt with such infections, but they still 
choose to wait to reach their destination 
instead of resorting to a public toilet.

The issue is not just that of hygiene, 
however. Many women, including myself, 
do not feel safe visiting such facilities. It’s 
not unlikely for locks or windows to be 
broken in restrooms, given that the actual 
toilets and/or the water supply have fallen 

into disrepair. 
Recently, I’ve come across a few mobile 

toilets around Dhaka, mostly in north 
Dhaka, but from what I have observed, 
they are mostly operated by men, 
automatically ruling out many women 
using them due to sheer discomfort. 

The lack of hygiene and maintenance, 
however, is not just limited to the 
public toilets. It is also the case for most 
washrooms in general that are used by 
the masses. Be it washrooms in malls, 
restaurants, or hospitals, the lack of 
maintenance and the overall number of 
washrooms that have fallen to disrepair 
are staggering. 

In the midst of all of this, asking for 
public toilets and restrooms in public 
places to accommodate sanitary product 
vending machines seems like a fool’s 
dream. While some universities and 
educational institutions have started to 
implement such services, one would have 
to be very lucky to come across these in 
their time of need.

Putting all of this together paints a 
pretty horrific picture of the public toilet 
scene for women already. But when it 
comes to women with disabilities needing 
access to any such services, this issue 
becomes one I cannot begin to reckon. 

Towards the end of last year, through 
a series of social media posts, a youth 
activist and a student of North South 
University shared her horrendous 
experience of dealing with classes and 
Dhaka’s traffic without any accessible 
washrooms nearby. Since then, NSU has 
developed disability-friendly washrooms, 
but that is all there has been in terms of 
that. No other public services have been 
made available to accommodate the 
needs of those with disabilities. Even the 
existing services lack maintenance.

Access to basic sanitation and hygiene 
products should not be too much to 
ask for in a country that has introduced 
an intricate web of infrastructure to 
improve its urban lifestyle in recent years. 
Proper funding, planning, and execution 
could make the experience of using 
public restrooms a lot more bearable—if 
not pleasant—for a majority of people 
constantly on the go.

According to a report of 
The Daily Star, there are 

only 103 public toilets 
across all of Dhaka city—

for the use of its more 
than 20 million people. 
Out of these 103, many 
are and have been out 

of service, many are not 
used at all, and most are 
not used by women at all.
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Women need better access to 
public restrooms
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