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On September 1, at the Uttara Export 
Processing Zone (EPZ) in Nilphamari, 
20-year-old RMG worker Habibur Rahman 
was shot dead when police and army 
personnel opened fire on a demonstration 
against layoffs and the sudden closure of the 
Evergreen Products Factory (BD) Ltd. Habib, 
a night-shift operator at Eque International 
and a resident of Kazirhat village in 
Shongalshi union under Nilphamari Sadar 
upazila, was killed while leaving the EPZ after 
his shift, according to Prothom Alo. At least 
10 others were grievously wounded as law 
enforcers attacked workers demanding their 
due rights.

It is a bitter irony that in the post-uprising 
Bangladesh, a nation quite literally built 
upon the blood and courage of the working 
class, it is their bodies that are once again 
being sacrificed, with Habib now the third 
RMG worker to be shot dead since the much-
heralded dawn of “New Bangladesh.” Kawser 
Hossain Khan was gunned down in Ashulia 
in September 2024 by law enforcers who 
opened fire on workers demanding their 
rights, while Champa Khatun succumbed in 
October to injuries sustained during clashes 
over unpaid wages.

Their bodies join a long procession of the 
dead: Rasel Howlader, Anjuara Khatun, and 
Jalal Uddin shot in Gazipur in 2023; Jesmin 
Begum at Dhaka EPZ in 2021; Sumon Mia 
in Savar in 2019; Badsha Mia and Ruma 
Akter in Gazipur in 2013; Tajul Islam, Babul 
Sheikh, and Shafiqul Islam in Tongi in 2009; 
and further back still, those who fell during 
the mass strikes of 2006, and countless 
others whose names barely make it to the 
news before fading from memory. They 
are so insignificant, in fact, that there’s no 
documentation even of the actual number 
of workers killed in the country over the 
decades for daring to demand their rights. 

Karl Marx’s injunction that “capital comes 
dripping from head to foot, from every pore, 
with blood and dirt” finds tragic clarity here. 
The garment industry thrives on biopolitical 
disposability—labour rendered precarious, 
expendable, even terminal when workers 
assert their rights. The repression of labour 
is rationalised as economic stability, and 
indeed, is necessary to maintain the rates 
of surplus extraction demanded by buyers 
like H&M, Zara, and others, who profit while 
distancing themselves from the violence in 
the factories. It is no wonder that the powers-
that-be inevitably smell plots to destabilise the 
nation whenever workers mobilise. Habib’s 
death is emblematic of a recurring regime 
of accumulation sustained by neoliberal 
governance, in which the industrial police 
act as the final line of enforcement for the 
genealogy of capital.

Bangladesh’s garment industry is 
frequently held up as a miracle, cited by the 
World Bank, the IMF, and the government 
itself as evidence of the country’s integration 

into the global economy, yet beneath the 
charts of export earnings and growth rates 
lies the reality that this “success” is premised 
on systematic repression and structural 
violence. The Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics 
(BBS) estimates that the sector employs more 
than four million workers, of whom around 
53 percent are women, often young migrants 
from rural areas who enter the factories 
because they are the only source of survival 
wages in an agrarian economy increasingly 
destabilised by landlessness, climate shocks, 
and dispossession. They do backbreaking 
work—12 hours, sometimes 14, bent over 
sewing machines, in suffocating heat and 
air thick with fibre dust—and for what? For 
wages that remain among the lowest in the 
world. Even after the most recent “increase,” 
the minimum wage stands at Tk 12,500 
(about $103) per month, a figure that does 
not even begin to cover the cost of rent, food, 
healthcare, and schooling for a family of 
four in Dhaka. It is not a living wage in any 
sense of the word. It is, what you might call, 
a survival wage, calibrated precisely to keep 
workers alive enough to return to the factory 
floor the next day, but never secure enough 
to stand with dignity or to bargain without 
fear.

About 10 percent of more than 4,500 
garment factories in the country have 

registered unions. Yet, even this figure risks 
exaggerating the actual strength of labour, 
for many of the registered bodies are little 
more than management-controlled “yellow 
unions,” while only a handful have managed 
to secure genuine collective bargaining 
agreements. It is a system carefully designed to 
preserve the façade of freedom of association 
while ensuring that workers’ power is 
neutralised. Meanwhile, union registration 
is routinely delayed or denied, organisers are 
attacked, harassed, dismissed or blacklisted, 
and legal harassment wears down those who 
persist. And when co-option, intimidation, 
and firings fail to discipline labour, the state 

does not hesitate to reach for the ultimate 
weapon: bullets. The lesson is brutal in its 
clarity: in Bangladesh’s garment sector, the 
very act of organising carries a cost that 
exceeds lost wages or dismissal, for to stand 
up is to risk not only your job but your life.

At least 45,000 workers were arrested at 
different times during the Sheikh Hasina 
regime. Can you imagine the devastation in 
their households—families forced to sell off 

the little they had, to mortgage their futures, 
to drown in debt simply because a father, 
mother, son or daughter dared to participate 
in a wage protest? After relentless advocacy 
by labour rights groups and unions, many 
of those cases have finally been dropped. 
(We won’t ask why well-known/convicted 
extremists/criminals walked free within 
the first month of the uprising, yet it has 
taken over a year for innocent workers, 
jailed only for demanding their due wages, 
to be released.). But what of the system that 
criminalised them in the first place? What 
of the state machinery that treats wage 
demands as sedition, sees “conspiracy” 
whenever workers take to the streets, and 
brands collective action itself as a threat to 
national stability?

Why was the Industrial Police created in 
the first place, and why are we not demanding 
its dismantling? Its own website explains that 
the force was created in response to repeated 
“unrest” in the garment sector—protests over 
the 2006 labour law, demands for unpaid 
wages and Eid bonuses, factory fires, and 
what it describes as “sabotage” or “rumour-
mongering.” It laments how every year 
around Eid, workers’ mobilisations would 
spill into the streets of Ashulia, Gazipur, 
Narayanganj, and Chattogram, leading to 
highway blockades, vandalism, and clashes 
that, in the words of the state, “disrupted 
production, threatened investors, and 
undermined a safe investment environment.” 
Owners’ associations, foreign buyers, and 

business leaders demanded a specialised 
force, and in 2009, then Prime Minister 
Sheikh Hasina announced the plan in 
parliament. In October 2010, the Industrial 
Police was formally launched with units in 
Dhaka, Gazipur, and Chattogram.

Stripped of its euphemisms, this 
admission is damning. The Industrial Police 
was designed specifically to defend capital, 
ensuring that the logic of accumulation is 

never interrupted by the demands of those 
who make accumulation possible. Its very 
existence lays bare the fusion of industrial 
capital with political power, for the factory 
owners in Bangladesh are also often 
parliamentarians (or friends and family of 
parliamentarians), ministers, financiers of 
ruling parties, and architects of state policy. 
They are, in effect, the state itself, entangled 
at every level of governance.

When workers are fired upon, it is law 
and order of capital functioning exactly as 
intended. 

Even as the existing industrial zones 
remain sites of recurring violence, the state 
continues to expand the model, announcing 
new export processing zones (EPZs) as 
symbols of progress and investment. 
Yet, union formation remains banned 
in Bangladesh’s EPZs. Despite growing 
calls from labour groups and mounting 
international pressure, EPZ workers are still 
denied the most basic rights that are taken 
for granted elsewhere. In practice, EPZs carve 
out pockets where labour law is suspended 
in the name of attracting foreign capital, 
offering global buyers and local owners 
an even cheaper and more disciplined 
workforce. Critics have long argued that this 
regime is not about creating decent jobs but 
about insulating capital from accountability, 
where profits are secured by enclosing 
workers in zones in which surveillance is 
constant, police presence is permanent, and 
dissent is criminalised at the outset.

The 2024 mass uprising, which many 
hoped might reconfigure the architecture 
of power, has done little to alter this. For 
all the rhetoric of transformation, the 
structure of the state remains intact, its 
class character unchanged. Indeed, what has 
followed has been a more brazen embrace 
of neoliberal capitalism, celebrated by the 
new ruling elite as the pathway to national 
redemption. The same factory owners who 

enriched themselves through repression now 
continue to preside over the sector, enjoying 
impunity for past crimes and protection for 
the present ones. The same police who once 
fired on workers under Hasina’s rule now fire 
on workers under a different dispensation, 
proving that the coercive apparatus does 
not belong to a party but to capital itself. 
And the same global brands continue to 
extract value from the cheapened lives 
of Bangladeshi workers while carefully 
disavowing responsibility for the conditions 
that make their profits possible. The uprising, 
in other words, did not rupture the order of 
exploitation but reinscribed it, proving again 
how flexible capital can be in absorbing 
crises and renewing its grip.

As long as capital commands the state, 
and as long as the state secures accumulation 
through coercion, workers will continue 
to die, no matter which party is in power. 
The question has always been: can we 
imagine and construct politics that refuses 
disposability altogether—a political system 
that recognises the sanctity of life and that 
refuses to subordinate human dignity to 
the demands of global accumulation? Until 
we can do so, no matter how many reform 
proposals we draft and how many press 
conferences we hold, we will keep adding 
names to the list of martyrs, each death 
both an individual tragedy and a collective 
indictment, each body yet another reminder 
that under capitalism, workers’ blood is the 
cheapest commodity of all.
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Disposable lives, dispensable labour

There are many ways for a nation to measure 
its decline. Some count the number of young 
men leaving through airports with one-way 
tickets. Some tally the failing bridges and 
half-built flyovers that stand like wounded 
dinosaurs across the urban landscape. And 
some, like Bangladesh, count in breathless 
coughs, in shortened lives, in the invisible 
yet suffocating arithmetic of particulate 
matter. According to the latest Air Quality 
Life Index (AQLI), Bangladeshis are losing 
5.5 years of life expectancy on average to 
toxic air. Not to war, not to famine, not to 
some biblical plague of locusts, but simply 
to the very act of inhaling. Breathing itself 
has become hazardous, an occupational 
risk of living in one’s own homeland. 

It is a sobering revelation, though hardly a 
surprising one. Anyone who has walked the 
streets of Dhaka, especially during winter, 
knows the acrid tang that often stings the 
throat. But to see its effect quantified—five 
and a half years lopped off our collective 
timeline—gives it the weight of tragedy. It is 
as if Father Time himself were being mugged 
at the crossroads of Farmgate, his hourglass 
shattered into smog.

The AQLI report is merciless in its detail. 
Every single person in Bangladesh breathes 
air worse than both the World Health 

Organization’s (WHO) “ideal” and our own 
“tolerable” standards. Even Lalmonirhat, 
the country’s least polluted district, inhales 

air seven times more toxic than what global 
doctors prescribe. Dhaka’s residents could 
gain nearly seven years of life if PM2.5 levels 
were cut to the WHO limits. In Gazipur, the 
figure climbs to a staggering 7.1 years. Here, 
years are currency, and dirty air is the most 
ruthless tax collector.

If this were a Shakespearean play, the 
brick kilns would make excellent villains, 
puffing and wheezing like Macbeth’s 

witches, chanting “Fair is foul, and foul is 
fair” while filling the skies with soot. These 
kilns, often illegally operated, alone account 

for 58 percent of Dhaka’s air pollution, 
despite repeated promises of regulation. 
The government’s new declaration of Savar 
as a “degraded airshed” and the ban on 
certain types of kilns seems a promising 
yet eventually doomed step in the right 
direction, given the many interlinked 
challenges involved and our own history of 
policy failure. 

There is a peculiar irony here. Smoking, 
according to the same AQLI study, reduces 
life expectancy by two years; malnutrition 
by 1.4 years. Yet, both are trumped by the air 
itself, which silently robs us of more years 
than the cigarette, the empty stomach, or 
the polluted well. Breathing has become 
more lethal than smoking. How does one 
quit air? This slow poisoning or suffocation 
has been long in the making. Between 1998 
and 2023, PM2.5 levels in Bangladesh rose 
by 66 percent, stealing 2.4 years of life 
expectancy in just a generation. What wars, 
dictatorships, and cyclones could not take, 
dust and soot accomplished with quiet 
efficiency. 

During these years, governments, like 
tragic heroes, oscillated between Hamlet’s 
paralysis and Don Quixote’s misdirected 
battles. Laws were passed, plans were 
drafted, and promises were made to plant 
trees, modernise industries, and shift to 
electric vehicles. But enforcement remains 
as elusive as Banquo’s ghost. The 2019 law 
barring kilns near residential areas might 
as well be a bedtime story told to comfort 
anxious children. And when illegal kilns 
are finally ordered shut by the High Court, 
one wonders how many will rise again under 
new disguises.

Citizens, too, have played their part in this 
tragicomedy. With the resignation of Eliot’s 

Prufrock, they stroll “through half-deserted 
streets,” inhaling smog as if it were destiny. 
Social media timelines are full of complaints 
about the AQI, yet many ride unregulated 
buses, burn waste in back alleys, and vote 
for leaders who treat environmental laws as 
optional. “I will think about it tomorrow,” 
says Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the Wind. 
Dhaka’s citizens, it seems, have adopted the 
same mantra. Tomorrow, however, is the 
one thing we are steadily running out of.

But even in tragedy, there lies possibility 
if we believe in change. Consider Singapore, 
once plagued by vehicular chaos, now an 
exemplar of emission control. Consider 
Mexico City, which drastically reduced smog 
through policy and enforcement. These 
cities did not wait for divine intervention. 
They acted. Why should Dhaka or Gazipur 
not dream the same? 

The battle here is not merely 
technological, it is also moral. Air, that most 
basic of commons, has been privatised by 
the few at the cost of the many. Brick kiln 
owners profit while children suffocate. 
Old vehicles run on the fuel of corruption. 
Construction companies build towers, but 
not conscience. It is, in essence, a heist—life 
expectancy robbed from the poor to enrich 
the few.

In the AQLI’s grim arithmetic, 5.5 years 
are already gone. But arithmetic also 
allows for addition. Cleaner fuels, stricter 
enforcement of regulations, proper urban 
planning, genuine political will—these 
could return years to our lives. But as 
always, the only question that remains is 
whether we will choose to act in proportion 
to the gravity of the challenge before us, or 
let inertia continue to destroy our life and 
future.

Five and a half years ‘gone with the wind’
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