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ABSTRACT

CHINESE WOMEN IN INDUSTRIAL HOME-BASED
SUBCONTRACTING IN THE GARMENT INDUSTRY
IN KUALA LUMPUR, MALAYSIA:
NEITHER VALUED NOR COSTED

The Chinese home-based subcontractors entered the formal labour
force, mainly as workers in the garment industry when they were young
and single but withdrew into home-based subcontracting after marriage
and childbirth.

The industrialization of Malaysia in 1970s offered increasing
employment opportunities for young women. These women were
‘greened’ as ‘unskilled’ and therefore ‘cheap’ secondary workers with the
manual dexterity suitable for labour intensive work such as sewing. This
attracted garment manufacturers in search of low cost labour to relocate
from newly industrialized countries to Malaysia as part of the International
Division of Labour. It led to the double-digit growth of the garment
industry in the 1980s and 1990s. Faced with a disabling work environment
lacking in gender-sensitive policies and intervention programs in
conspiracy with Chinese patriarchal and patrilineal practices, the women
were forced to withdraw from the formal labour force after marriage and
childbirth

Socialized to accept the Confucian ethical code of san cong si de



( = 4k 1@ 4%, ) or ‘three obediences and four virtues’, these Chinese
woman and their husbands believed that the women’s most important duty
was to perpetuate the patriarchal lineage and xian fu jiao zi ( Afg % }311 3
or to care for her husband and teach her son. Their husbands were
regarded as “yi jia zi zhu’ ( - R{ ¥ ) (a family’lord) even in absentia.
Bounded by this Chinese patriarchal ideology of ‘good wife and good
mother first’, the homé-based subcontractors bore the physical and
psychological responsibility for domestic work as well as to be gainfully
employed to provide their families with primary or supplementary income
to raise the family wellbeing. They experienced the feminine dilemma and
suffered conflicting demands of productive work and domestic
responsibility. They creatively adapted and ‘chose’ to work from home to
integrate productive work with reproductive work.

Home-based subcontracting offers the garment industry
adaptability to ensure its competitiveness and flexibility to respond to the
seasonality of fashion. The home-based subcontractor processes, at home
or in the vicinity of the home, raw materials or work-in-progress from a
garment maker. The work may include designing, cutting of the fabric,
stitching, finishing and packing. Garment makers who subcontract benefit
from capacity flexibility, access to specialized skills and reduced
equipment outlay, externalization of costs and casualization of labour.

By carrying out their productive work at home interspersed with

their domestic work, they are often not regarded as ‘workers’. They are
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given little or no training, low compensation without the benefits and
protection which legislation normally provide for workers. They remain
isolated and unorganized without knowledge of the value or cost of their
work. Being in the informal sector, their contributions though vital to the
industry are neither recognized, valued nor costed.

Husbands perceive their work as unnecessary, fail to realistically
assess the quantum and worth of their wives’ income. They regard their
wives earnings as ‘kuih” money, just icing on the cake and fail to value or
cost these women’s contributions to family well being.

This study shows that home-based subcontractors exist, are vital to

the industry and to society and have to become visible, valued and costed.



ABSTRAK

WANITA CINA DALAM SUBKONTRAK INDUSTRI
YANG BERPUSATKAN RUMAH DALAM INDUSTRI
PAKAIAN DI KUALA LUMPUR, MALAYSIA:

TIDAK DINILAI ATAU DIHARGAI

Subkontraktor wanita Cina memasuki tenaga buruh formal, terutamanya
sebagai pekerja-pekerja dalam industri pakaian semasa mereka muda dan
bujang tetapi berhenti selepas perkahwinan dan kelahiran anak untuk
melakukan subkontrak berpusatkan di rumah.

Perindustrialisasi di Malaysia pada tahun 1970an menambahkan
peluang pekerjaan untuk wanita muda. Wanita-wanita ini ‘dimentahkan’
sebagai pekerja kedua ‘tidak mahir’ lagi ‘murah’ yang mempunyai
deksteriti manual sesuai untuk kerja buruh intensif saperti jahitan. Ini

menarik pembuat-pembuat pakaian dari negara perindustrian baru yang

sedang mencari buruh kos rendah ke Malaysia scbagai sebahagian dari
Pembahagian Tenagakerja Antarabangsa. Ini menyebabkan pertumbuhan
dua digit industri pakaian dalam tahun 1980an dan 1990an. Wanita-wanita
ini yang menghadapi suasana kerja yang mengilatkan kerana tidak ada
dasar gender-sensitif dan program intervension yang bergabung dengan
amalan patriarkal dan patrilineal Cina, telah dipaksa menarik diri dari
tenaga buruh formal selepas perkahwinan dan kelahiran anak.

Wanita Cina bersama suami mereka telah disosialisasikan untuk

menerima set kod etika Confucius san cong si de atau ‘tiga kepatuhan dan



empat sifat baik’. Mercka percaya bahawa tugas amat penting mereka
adalah untuk mengekalkan keturunan kebapaan dan xian fu jiao zi atau
menjaga suami dan mengajar anak lelakinya. Suaminya dianggap sebagai
yi jia zi zhu, ( - '7{( 2 1) (dewa sebuah keluarga) walaupun in absentia
Dibataskan oleh ideologi patriakal Cina tentang pertama sebagai isteri dan

ibu yang baik ini, maka subkontraktor yang berpusatkan rumah memikul

tanggungjawab fisikal dan psikologikal untuk tugas-tug rumah tangga
sambil bertungkus Jumus mencari nafkah untuk memberikan keluarga
pendapatan utama atau sokongan supaya meninggikan taraf hidup
keluarga. Mereka mengalami dilemma wanita dan menderitai akibat
tuntutan kerja produktif dan reproduktif yang bercanggah. Mereka
menyesuaikan diri secara kreatif dan ‘memilih’ kerja daripada rumah
untuk mengintegrasikan kerja produktif dengan kerja-kerja reproduktif.

+

Subkontrak berpusatkan rumah ikan industri pakaian

kebolehsesuaian untuk memastikan saingan dan kelenturan untuk
menyahut perubahan gaya dan fesyen yang bermusim. Subkontraktor
berpusatkan rumah memproses pakaian di rumah atau di sekitar rumah
bahan-bahan mentah ataupun bekerja dalam process buatan bagi pembuat
pakaian seperti mereka bentuk, menggunting kain, menjahit, menyiapkan
dan membungkus. Pembuat pakaian dalam subkontrak menikmati pelbagai
manfaat yang ada hubung kait dengan fleksibiliti keupayaan, mudah
mendapat kemahiran khusus dan peralatan dengan belanja yang besar:

yakni kelahiran kos dan penyebab tenaga buruh.



Dengan menjalankan kerja produktif mereka di rumah diselangi
dengan kerja rumah tangga mereka, selalunya tidak dianggap sebagai
‘pekerja’. Mereka disediakan sedikit latihan, atau tidak ada latihan,
pampasan rendah tanpa facdah-facdah dan perlindungan yang biasa
dikurniakan kepada pekerja-pekerja oleh undang-undang. Mereka kekal
terpencil dan tak bergabung tanpa penyedari nilai atau kos kerja mereka
Oleh sebab berada dalam sektor yang tak formal, maka sumbangan
mereka, meskipun penlmg terhadap industri, tidak diakui, dinilai atau
dihargai.

Para suami mengaggap kerja isteri mereka scbagai remeh, lalu
gagal untuk menilai secara realistik kuantum dan nilai pendapatan isteri
mereka. Meraka menganggap pendapatan isteri mereka sebagai duit
“kuih’, bagaikan aising pada kek lalu gagal untuk menilai atau menghargai
sumbangan wanita ini terhadap kesejahteraan keluarga.

Kajian ini menunjukkan bahawa subkontraktor yang berkerja dari
rumah memang wujud, justeru haruslah menjadi nyata, diberi nilai dan

dihargai.

xvii



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

At the onset, I like to pay tributes to the many people who have
contributed directly and indirectly, consciously and unconsciously to make
the writing of this thesis possible. Firstly, my special gratitude goes to all
the home-based subcontractors and their families who have been part and
parcel of this research. Their valuable experiences, share-knowledge and
works have made this learning possible and provided valuable insights not
only to the research but life itself. The result of which is this thesis.

[ am grateful to my thesis supervisors, Datin Prof. Dr. Jamilah
Ariffin (1992-94), Prof. Dr. Rokiah Talib (1994-1998) and Dr. Shanthi
Thambiah (1999-2001) for their guidance and encouragement. Dr. Shanthi
being the last of the three supervisors persistently kept me focussed on my
writing till its completion. To this, I owe her special thanks

I am indebted to my husband, Dr. Inderjit Singh Ludher, who has
been my helpmate, my intimate friend through all the trials and victories;
and my dearly loved children, Anyssa, Elyssa, Roshani and Sukhinderjit
whose own academic achievements have been a joy and inspiration to me
to achieve this challenging feat. My dear children have also used their
computer and artistic capability to enhance the layout of this thesis as well
as assist with translation of Chinese material. | am most grateful to God
for this bountiful experience of an enriching family-life, a purposeful
carecer and a life consecrated to contributing to the ever-advancing

civilization envisioned by Baha’u’llah, the Manifestation of God.

xviil



Special thanks to Prof. Dr. Amarjit Kaur, Assoc. Prof. Dr. Kiranjit
Kaur and Dr. Manjit Kaur, Prof. Dr. Loh Wei Leng and Dr. Cecilia Ng
who have encouraged me to complete this thesis. Dr. Amarjit, especially,
has assisted me with her valuable contributions of articles and advice. The
Dean and the staff of IPSP especially En. Rosli and Puan Zubaidah who
have assisted me when I encountered problems in the submission of my
thesis.

Thanks to the helbcrs, Gema, Sophia and Leni, without whose
services, it would have been impossible to achieve so much in so little
time.

My appreciation also goes to all my Bahd'i friends especially my

fellow bers on the Conti | Board of C lors of the Baha’is in

Asia for their prayers and encouragement.

Thanks are due to Ms Foong Lai Kwan, my research assistant, who
helped beyond her call of duty; Mr. Suppiah and Mrs. Jaya Senan for their
editorial assistance.

This little achievement is a small token of the combined efforts of
many women and men, family and friends, too many to name but not too
many to thank. Finally, in case of any omission, inaccuracies and
misunderstanding expressed in this thesis, | offer my apologies and bear

all responsibilities.

Lee Lee Loh-Ludher @ Loh Lee Lee

1™ September, 2001



LIST OF TABLES

Percentage Distribution of Economically Active Population (EAP) by
Employment, Malaysia, 1980-1995

Distribution of Employed Persons by Age Group and Sex, Malaysia,
1995

Distribution of Women in the Government Service, by Salary Group,
Malaysia, 1986 and 1991

Percentage Distribution of Male and Female Students in Form Four
Science, Arts, Vocational or Technical Streams, Malaysia, 1985 and
1992

Distribution of Vocational Students by Type of Courses and Gender,
1992

Selected Occupations Average Rate Paid, Starting Salary, Monthly
Salary and Monthly Earnings (RM) for Male and Female Workers in
the Textile Industry and Hotel Industry, Malaysia, 1992

Number of Employees’ Trade Unions and Membership by Sex, 1992-
96, Malaysia

Percentage Distribution of Persons Outside Labour Force by Sex and
Reasons For Not Seeking Work, Malaysia, 1995

Rate of Literacy of the Chinese by Sex, Selected Years, Malaysia

Malaysia 's Exports of Textiles and Garments 1980 — 95 (RM
Million)

Added Value per Textile and Apparel Worker ( US$ )

Age of Chinese Women Home Based Garment Subcontractors in and
around Kuala Lumpur, 1994

Age of First Entry of Respondents into Home-based Subcontracting

The Number of Years of Continuous / Intermittent Involvement in
Home-based Sub-contracting

Page No.

84

85

89

90

91

94

96

97

123

137

153

187



Earnings of the 30 Cases of Home-based Subcontractors for the
Month of July 1995

Projected Income and Expenditure of Pik Ching’s Family

LIST OF FIGURES

Percentage Distribution of Employed by Gender and Occupation
Category, Malaysia, 1993-1998

Percentage Distribution of Persons Outside Labor Force by Age
Group and Gender, Malaysia, 1995

Labour Force Participation Rate by Age Group and Sex, Peninsular
Malaysia, 1995

Percentage Distribution of Employee in the Manufacturing Industry
by Occupational Category, Year and Sex, Malaysia

Percentage Distribution of Persons Outside Labor Force by Gender
and Reasons for Not Secking Work, 1995

Labour Force Participation of Women by Age and Race, Malaysia,
1985

Labour Force Participation of Women by Age and Race, Malaysia,
1990

Labour Force Participation of Women by Age and Race, Malaysia,
1995

Labour Force Participation of Chinese Men by Age
Labour Force Distribution of a Typical Garment Company
Flow Charts Of Production Process Including Farm Out Operations

Sample of a Record Card for Home-based Subcontractor Kept by a
Garment Factory

86

87

88

98

114

114

156

164

265



4.1

5.1

52
53
54
5.5

6.1

6.2

6.3

LIST OF PLATES

Bangladeshi Men Stitching Brassieres at the Factory

My Home, My Workplace : Chinese Women Home-based
Subcontractors

Sewing to Uplift the Well-Being of Her Family

Cutting Fabrics for Boutique Clothes

Caring for the Elderly While Working at Home

To be Gainfully Employed When Spatially Restricted

Ly "

liad

Sewing Machine and Emt y M
Rent-free by Home-based Subcontractors

Dining Table Doubles as Work Table

Husband Cooking while Wife Sews

at Home Supp

160

185

206

218

227

235

256

260

295



	BPD0001.TIF
	BPD0002.TIF
	BPD0003.TIF
	BPD0004.TIF
	BPD0005.TIF
	BPD0006.TIF
	BPD0007.TIF
	BPD0008.TIF
	BPD0009.TIF
	BPD0010.TIF
	BPD0011.TIF
	BPD0012.TIF
	BPD0013.TIF
	BPD0014.TIF
	BPD0015.TIF
	BPD0016.TIF
	BPD0017.TIF
	BPD0018.TIF
	BPD0019.TIF
	BPD0020.TIF
	BPD0021.TIF
	BPD0022.TIF

