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P
o
litics

o
f

C
o
n
ten

tm
en

t

In
m

y
factory

I
se

w
bags

for
SF

Fibers,
w

hich
subcontracts

for
C

hris
G

lo
b
al...

.T
hese

bags
w

ith
the

O
lym

pic
Jogo

are
for

the
R

io
O

lym
pics.

.T
his

c
o
n
tra

c
ts

big,
so

have
subcontracted

to
a

few
village

w
om

en
w

ho
do

parts
of

the
bag

in
their

hom
es.

—
N

ayana,
Form

er
F

l?
w

orker

A
lthough

m
y

factory
is

m
ade

o
f
tar

sheets
and

co
co

n
u
t

fronds,
and

Ionly
have

Four
m

achines,
jam

a
su

b
co

n
tracto

r
for

both
Sky

G
arm

ents
and

C
oles

A
sia!

W
hen

Iw
as

w
orking

at
Suishin

did
you

ever
think

w
il

run
m

y
ow

n
factory?

—
A

runi,
Form

er
FTZ

w
orker

W
hen

Iw
ent

to
the

Free
T

rade
Z

one
Ionly

had
the

clothes
on

m
y

back.
W

hen
I

left
I

had
m

oney,
jew

elry,
friends,

Fearlessness.
N

ow
I

have
m

y
ow

n
“Factory”

and
subcontract

for
the

sam
e

factory
I

used
to

w
ork

for.
V

enura
sir

even
calls

m
e

his
‘best

sm
all

factory
ow

ner”

—
H

asini,
form

er
FTZ

w
orker

W
hen

H
asini

said
this,

she
w

as
show

ing
m

e
her

w
orkshop,

w
hich

w
as

thatched
w

ith
coconut

fronds
and

had
been

built
betw

een
her

kitchen
and

U
the

hom
e’s

boundary
w

alls.
A

lthough
it

w
as

a
tem

porary
hut,

it
contained



2
C

hapter
1

G
lobal

in
the

V
illages

3

H
asini’s

m
ostprized

possessions—
four

industrial
sew

ing
m

achines
she

had
purchased

using
savings

from
her

Free
T

rade
Z

one
(H

Z
)

w
ork.

T
hese

m
a

chines
m

ade
a

tangible
difference

betw
een

her
tim

e
as

a
global

factory
w

orker
and

her
life

as
a

local
entrepreneur

or,
as

she
once

put
it,“village

fac
tory

ow
ner.”

M
erely

ow
ning

sew
ing

m
achines

is
not

enough
to

becom
e

a
successful

entrepreneur;
one

also
needs

good
m

arket
connections

in
C

olom
bo

and
w

ithin
the

FT
Z

to
ensure

subcontracting
orders.

H
asini

and
m

any
form

er
w

orkers
also

show
ed

that
m

onetary
success

achieved
through

subcontract
ing

w
as

just
one

part
of

becom
ing

socially
successful

in
their

respective
v

il
lages;

overall
success

required
com

bining
m

onetary
capita]

w
ith

astute
local

cultural
know

ledge
to

m
anipulaie

extant
social

and
sym

bolic
capital.

T
his

book
explores

the
w

ays
in

w
hich

form
er

garm
ent

factory
w

orkers
negotiate

social
and

econom
ic

lives
once

back
in

their
villages.

D
raw

ing
on

ethnographic
fieldw

ork
conducted

over
fifteen

years,
this

book
explores

how
form

er
FT

Z
w

orkers
m

anipulate
varied

form
s

of
capital—

social,
cultural,

and
m

onetary—
to

becom
e

local
entrepreneurs

and
com

m
unity

leaders,
w

hile
sim

ultaneously
initiating

gradual
changes

in
rural

social
hierarchies

and
gender

norm
s.T

heir
entrepreneurial

activities
m

ore
often

than
not

link
irn

ier
w

orkers
to

the
cascading

system
of

subcontracting
that

character
izes

global
production

netw
orks.

By
going

beyond
the

global
factory-,

this
book

show
s

how
these

w
orkers

perform
ances

ofsocial
conform

ity
and

d
is

avow
al

of
transgressive

FT
Z

know
ledge

w
ithin

their
(usually

their
in-law

s’)
villages

allow
them

to
m

anipulate
lim

ited
social,

econom
ic,

and
political

spaces
and

thereby
gradually

reshape
existing

gender
norm

s,
Indeed,

these
form

er
w

orkers’
creative

m
anipulation

of
varied

form
s

of
capital

allow
s

them
to

acquire
new

social
status

m
arkers,

w
hich

in
turn

initiate
novel

form
s

of
disparities

am
ong

groups
of

people
w

ithin
villages

in
w

ays
that

highlight
the

com
plex

effects
ofglobalizatioa

and
transnaiional

production
on

third
w

orld
w

om
en

and
their

com
m

unities.
W

hile
dem

onstrating
how

w
orking

in
FT

Z
s

introduces
Sri

L
ankan

w
om

en
to

neoliberal
w

ays
of

fashioning
selves

and
how

their
village

en
tre

preneurial
activities

initiate
negotiations

in
kinship

and
dom

estic
arran

g
e

m
ents

and
com

m
unity

relations,
w

hat
follow

s
highlights

how
varied

m
anifestations

of
neoliberal

attitudes
w

ithin
local

contexts
result

in
new

articulations
of

w
hat

it
is

to
be

an
entrepreneur

as
w

ell
as

a
good

w
om

an.
T

hus
I

focus
on

how
form

er
w

orkers
m

ay
be

decentering
neoliberal

m
arket

relations
w

hile
using

their
entrepreneurial

and
civic

activities
to

reim
agine

sociallife
in

w
ays

m
ore

satisfying
to

them
and

their
loved

ones—
a

phenom
enon

I
term

the
“politics

of
contentm

ent.”
T

heir
entanglem

ent
w

ith
capital

ist
m

arket
relations

does
not

dim
inish

these
robust

subversions.
T

hese
w

om
en,

w
hile

engaging
w

ith
global

and
urban

m
arkets

and
obsessing

over
profit

m
argins,

also
engage

in
a

com
plex

array
of

behaviors
that

are
m

o
ti

vated
by

love,
com

passion,
duty,

altruism
,

and
care,

w
hich

are
defined

and
expressed

in
the

vocabulary
of

happiness,
satisfaction,

and
other

w
orldly

rew
ards.

Fem
inist

political
econom

ists
have

long
challenged

dom
inant

tropes
of

capitalism
by

focusing
on

lived
experiences

of
econom

ic
activity

and
their

potential
to

reinscribe
social

w
orlds

in
m

ore
m

eaningful
w

ays
(G

ibson-G
raham

2006,
200g,

2014;
B

ear etat.2015; T
sing

2015;Fisher
2018).

A
lthough

not
their

intention,som
e

w
ritings

offem
inist

political
econom

ists
resulted

in
a

devaluation
of

activities
and

m
ovem

ents
w

ithin
and

against
capital

that certain
m

arginalized
groups

engaged
in.

B
y

centering
politics

of
contentm

ent
to

explain
form

er
w

orkers’
use

aad
m

anipulation
of

varied
form

s
ofcapital,

I
follow

H
arris

(2009),
w

ho
cautions

against
blinding

o
u
r

selves
to

new
political

possibilities
in

situations
w

here
both

reproduction
of

neoliberal
econom

ic
relations

and
alternatives

to
them

coexist.
M

ost
scholarship

on
fem

ale
global

assem
bly-line

w
orkers

does
not

fo
l

low
them

back
to

their
villages

after
they

leave
the

factories,T
hus

an
u

n
d

er
standing

ofhow
form

er
w

orkers
m

ay
use

their
new

know
ledge

and
savings

to
negotiate

village
econom

ic
lives

is
a

lacuna
in

the
literature

on
neoliberal

ism
’s

effects
on

people
and

com
m

unities.
By

focusing
on

the
village

lives
of

thirty-seven
form

er
FT

Z
w

orkers,
Ishow

the
particular

w
ays

in
w

hich
these

w
om

en
m

anipulate
H

Z
m

onetary
and

social
capital,

together
w

ith
local

social
and

cultural
capital,

to
initiate

a
gradual

transform
ation

in
local

g
en

der
norm

s
and

village
hierarchies.

In
doing

so,Idem
onstrate

the
long-term

im
pact

w
om

en’s
tem

porary
em

ploym
ent

in
transnational

factories
has

on
individuals,

fam
ilies,

and
com

m
unities,

and
I

com
m

ent
on

the
fragm

ented
and

uneven
m

anner
in

w
hich

neoliberal
w

ays
of

thinking
and

living
take

root
in

rural
South

A
sia.

T
he

Free
T

rade
Z

one
and

C
hanging

Selves

The
firstSri

L
ankan

FT
Z

w
as

established
in

K
atunayake

in
1978,

after
a

new
governm

ent
began

pursuing
structural

adjustm
ent

program
s.

A
lthough

thirteen
other

export
processing

zones
w

ere
later

established
throughout
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the
country,

the
H

Z
in

K
atunayake,

a
tow

n
29

kilom
eters

from
C

olom
bo

and
hom

e
to

the
island’s

only
international

airport,
rem

ains
the

largest
and

m
ost

prom
inent

one.
L

ocated
northeast

of
C

olom
bo,

the
K

atunayake
FT

Z
spans

m
ore

than
190

hectares
of

flat
land.

T
he

B
oard

of
Investm

ent
of

Sri
L

anka
(B

O
1)

oversees
this

P
T

Z
,

along
w

ith
others.

A
lthough

the
official

term
is

E
conom

ic
P

rocessing
Z

one
(E

PZ
),

K
atunayake

is
know

n
as

an
H

Z
,

and
the

w
orkers,

neighbors,
nongovernm

ental
organizations

(N
G

O
s),

and
state

officials
all

refer
to

itas
such,

w
hich

is
w

hy
I

use
the

term
in

this
book,

In
its

attem
pt

to
attract

foreign
investm

ent,
Sri

L
anka

offered
num

erous
incentives—

such
as

duty-free
im

ports
of

m
achinery

and
raw

m
aterials,

duty-free
exports,

preferential
tax,double

taxation
relief,

unrestricted
rep

a
triation

of
dividends,

and
up

to
100

percent
foreign

ow
nership.

O
ne

m
ajor

attraction
the

BO
1

cited
w

hen
advertising

the
FTZ’s

prospects
w

as
the

‘availability
ofa

low
cost,

easily
trainable

w
ork

force,”
w

hile
foreign

factory
m

anagers
in

turn
identified

Sri
L

anka
as

“a
highly

favorable
place

to
invest”

(M
an

n
1993:

24).
T

he
K

atunayake
FT

Z
houses

around
ninety

m
ultinational

industries
that

practice
a

distinctively
late

capitalist
form

of
gendered

w
orking

rela
tions.

G
arm

ent
factories,

w
hich

m
ake

up
the

m
ajority

of
industries

w
ithin

the
H

Z
,

recruit
large

num
bers

of
young

rural
w

om
en

from
econom

ically
and

socially
m

arginalized
groups

to
w

ork
as

m
achine

operators.
A

ccording
to

som
e

accounts,
the

availability
of

“w
ell-disciplined

and
obedient

w
om

en
w

orkers
w

ho
can

produce
m

ore
in

a
short

tim
e”

w
as

used
as

bait
to

attract
investors

to
Sri

L
anka’s

H
Z

s
(D

abindu
C

oLlective
1997:

17).
M

ost
of

the
fe

m
ale

w
orkers

are
unm

arried,
young,

and
relatively

w
ell

educated.
In

2015,
Just

over
80

percent
had

passed
the

G
eneral

C
ertiflcate

of
E

ducation
(O

rd
i

nary
Level)

exam
,

roughly
equivalent

to
earning

a
high

school
diplom

a
(H

ew
am

anne
2016).

A
s

in
other

transnational
factories

around
the

w
orld

(Fernandez-K
elly

1983;
O

ng
1987;

M
ills

1999;
Pun

2005;
L

ugo
2008;

C
hang

2008;
Saxena

2014),
K

atunayake
factories

dem
and

m
axim

al
output

for
m

inim
al

w
ages

in
exploitative

w
orking

conditions.
W

orkers
suffer

from
various

ailm
ents

due
to

difficult
w

ork
and

living
conditions

and
are

sexually
harassed

on
their

w
ay

to
and

from
w

ork
(Sam

araw
eera

2012;
H

ew
am

anne
2016;

2019).
T

here
are

m
any

legal
and

practical
barriers

to
organizing

trade
unions

w
ithin

the
FT

Z
,

but
N

G
O

s
have

helped
som

ew
hat

by
providing

legal
advice

and
o
p

portunities
for

w
orkers

to
get

together
to

share
experiences

(H
ew

am
anne

2016;
R

u
w

an
p
u
ra

2011).

In
2019

the
K

atunayake
E

T
Z

reported
having

22,300
fem

ale
w

orkers
in

its
ninety-tw

o
factories

and
close

to
40,000

w
orking

for
subcontracting

factories
located

around
the

zone
(B

oard
of

Investm
ent

of
Sri

L
anka,

2019).
A

ssem
bly-line

w
orkers,

m
ost

of
w

hom
are

fem
ale,

are
supervised

and
m

anaged
by

m
en,

w
hile

the
top

m
anagem

ent
positions

are
usually

held
by

foreign
nationals.

U
nlike

in
the

early
days

of
the

FT
Z

,
present-day

factories
utilize

day
laborers

to
perform

substantial
portions

of
w

ork.
T

his
is

m
ostly

present
in

the
K

atunayake
FT

Z
,

w
here

a
group

of
w

orkers
gathers

every
m

orning
at

the
FT

Z
gates

to
be

recruited
by

labor
agencies

for
day

labor
at

various
factories

(D
abindu

C
ollective

2017;
H

ew
am

anne
2018).

T
hus

the
num

ber
offem

ale
w

orkers
w

ithin
the

FT
Z

on
a

given
day

is
m

uch
m

ore
than

officially
m

en
tio

n
ed

.

The
vast

m
ajority

of
these

young
w

om
en

are
ethnically

Sinhala
and

are
B

uddhist.’
T

he
locations

of
the

FT
Z

s
in

S
inhala-m

ajority
areas

discourage
T

am
il

w
om

en
from

seeking
em

ploym
ent.

Im
et

only
a

handful
ofFT

Z
w

ork
ers

w
ho

belonged
to

m
inority

com
m

unities
w

hen
I

lived
in

the
K

atunayake
FT

Z
area

in
2000.2

H
ow

ever,
and

as
explained

briefly
in

C
hapter

7,
labor

contractors
have

been
bringing

groups
of

T
am

il
w

om
en

to
w

ork
in

the
K

atunayake
FT

Z
since

the
island’s

civil
w

ar
ended

in
M

ay
2009.

M
ost

w
orkers

continue
to

m
igrate

from
the

econom
ically

stagnant
N

orth
C

entral
Province

and
S

outhern
Province.

A
s

of
June

2019,
the

basic
salary

of
an

FT
Z

w
orker

w
as

R
s.

13,500
(about

$73)
per

m
onth,

but
w

om
en

can
earn

about
R

s.
20,000

to
R

s.
30,000

by
w

orking
overtim

e
and

forgoing
allotted

annual
leave,

T
here

are
few

state-
or

factory-run
hostel

facilities
for

these
w

om
en.

The
locals

have
therefore

built
row

s
of

room
s

for
rent,

resu
lt

ing
in

extrem
ely

poor
]iving

conditions.
T

he
problem

s
associated

w
ith

boardinghouses
exacerbate

the
stress

stem
m

ing
from

arduous
w

orking
co

n
ditions

and
low

salaries
to

m
ake

life
in

the
FT

Z
difficult

(T
IE

A
sia

2003;
D

abindu
C

ollective
2017;

H
ew

am
anne

2018).
W

hile
people

are
aw

are
of

such
hardships,

it
is

the
status

of
w

orkers
as

young
w

om
en

living
alone

and
w

ithout
m

ale
protection

that
receives

the
m

ost
public

attention.
P

opular
accounts

ofw
idespread

prem
arital

sex,
rape,

prostitution,abortion,and
infanticide

sim
ultaneously

portray
these

w
om

en
both

as
victim

s
oflabor

and
sexual

exploitation
and

as
victim

s
of their

ow
n

supposedly
loose

m
orals.

W
orkers

are
identified

in
everyday

discourses
as

“garm
ent

girls”
and

“Juki
pieces”

and
are

said
to

be
recognizable

by
their

dress,
hairstyles,

and
language.

(Juki
is

the
brand

nam
e

ofa
Japanese

in
d
u

s
trial

sew
ing

m
achine

used
in

FT
Z

garm
ent

factories,and
“Juki

pieces”
lukE
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katz
com

bines
the

m
achine’s

brand
w

ith
the

Sinhala
w

ord
used

in
the

facto
ries

to
refer

to
the

pieces
ofclothes

w
om

en
w

orkers
assem

ble.The
use

ofthis
label

to
objectify

w
orkers

has
lessened

considerably
in

recent
years.

So
m

any
young

W
om

en
congregating

in
one

place
is

such
an

unusuai
phenom

enon
that

people
call

the
FT

Z
sthripuraya

(city
of

w
om

en),prem
a

katape
(love

zone),
and

vesa
katape

(w
hore

zone).
T

heir
neighbors

in
the

FT
Z

area
talk

about
them

as
“free

living
w

om
en”

(m
eaning

w
ithoutparents

and
husbands),

even
blam

ing
them

for
the

destruction
of

Sinhala
culture

and
custom

s.
A

lthough
vilification

in
the

m
edia

had
lessened,

the
stigm

a
created

in
the

early
days

(circa
early

l980s)
lingers

on
and

the
derogatory

term
s

used
for

the
FT

Z
and

its
w

orkers
persist.

T
he

stigm
a

attached
to

m
i

grating
for

E
l?

w
ork

results
from

an
ideal

im
age

of
the

S
inhala-E

uddhist
w

om
an

constructed
in

the
late

nineteenth
and

early
tw

entieth
centuries.

T
his

ideal
im

age
projects

w
om

en
as

passive
and

subordinate
beings

w
ho

need
to

be
protected

w
ithin

the
confines

of
their

hom
es,

and
it

w
as

co
n

structed
prim

arily
in

response
to

colonial
discourse

on
w

om
en

and
culture.

A
s

a
result,

w
om

en
leaving

their
parental

hom
es

to
live

alone
in

urban,
m

odernized
spaces

arouse
intense

anxieties
about

cultural
degradation

and
fem

ale
m

orality.
T

hese
fears

also
em

anate
from

a
discursively

constructed
rural—

urban
divide

that
corresponds

to
binaries

such
as

traditional—
w

esternized
and

good—
bad.

Per
this

understanding,
rural

w
om

en
w

ho
have

been
brought

up
w

ith
a

deep
sense

of
sham

e-fear
(tajja-baya)

becom
e

w
est

ernized
in

urban
spaces

and
consequently

becom
e

bad
or

im
m

oral
w

om
en.

A
ccording

to
G

ananath
O

beyesekere
(1984),

practices
of

lajja-baya—
to

be
asham

ed
to

subvert
norm

s
ofsexual

m
odesty

and
proper

behavior
and

to
fear

the
social

ridicule
that

results
from

such
subversion—

is
instilled

into
Sinhala

children
through

early
childhood

training
(504—

5).
W

hen
rural

w
om

en
from

m
ostly

low
er-incom

e
and

low
er-status

groups
m

igrated
to

w
ork

in
the

FT
Z

(and
thus

occupied
public

spaces),
it

w
as

the
effects

on
w

om
en’s

laa-baya
that

the
m

ostly
urban,

m
iddle-class

com
m

entators
fo

cused
on.

A
discursively

constructed
notion

that
claim

s
the

village
as

m
o
r

ally
superior

and
the

locus
of

tradition
has

put
another

burden
on

rural
w

om
en.

The
belief

in
superior

m
orals

and
undisturbed

traditions
are

thus
superim

posed
on

w
om

en,
creating

expectations
that

village
w

om
en

are
n
a

ïve,
innocent

(in
the

sense
ofbeing

sexually
ignorant),and

tim
id

and
are

the
unadulterated

bearers
of

Sinhala
B

uddhist
culture.3

T
herefore,

w
hen

these
w

om
en

m
igrated

to
the

city
and

started
enjoying

their
tim

e
aw

ay
from

p
a

triarchal
control,

fears
about

their
m

orality
becam

e
a

m
ajor

preoccupation

for
urbaa,

m
iddle-class

nationalists.
Like

nationalists
in

m
any

other
postco

lonial
societies,

they
too

considered
any

threat
to

w
om

en’s
m

orality
a

threat

against
the

cultural
purity

of the
nation

(C
hatterjee

1993; Y
uval-D

avis
1997;

K
andyoti

2000).
C

onsequently,
m

igrating
to

the
city

and
living

aw
ay

from

their
fam

ilies
in

a
stigm

atized
space

affects
their

reputations
and

low
ers

these
w

orkers’
value

w
hen

it com
es

tim
e

to
contract

m
arriages

(H
ew

am
anne

2016, 2018;
2019).

A
lthough

the
difficulties

associated
w

ith
FT

Z
w

ork
seem

to
outw

eigh

gains, a
stagnant agricultural

econom
y,

lack
of alternative

em
ploym

ent,
and

quest
for

urban
lifestyles

appear
to

m
otivate

w
om

en
to

m
igrate.

A
nd

by

w
orking

in
the

FT
Z

and
living

w
ith

other
young

w
om

en
in

an
urban

area, rural

w
om

en
experience

social,
cultural,

em
otional,

and
cognitive

changes.
They

start
to

enjoy
relative

freedom
of

m
ovem

ent
and

increased
decision-m

aking

pow
er&

T
hey

acquire
global

know
ledge

flow
s

on
reproductive,

labor,
and

hum
an

rights,and
the

intense
socialization

process
in

factories
and

boarding

houses
encourages

them
to

dress,
behave,

think,
and

desire
in

new
w

ays.

F
urtherm

ore,
they

develop
form

s
of

political
and

fem
inist

consciousness

and
absorb

particular
form

s
of

neoliberal
narratives

that
circulate

w
ithin

the
FT

Z
area.

W
hile

negotiating
difficult

lives
in

transnational
factories,

they
also

d
e

velop
friendships

and
m

entoring
relationships

w
ith

people
in

the
area, N

G
O

staff
m

em
bers,

and
even

local
and

foreign
aid

w
orkers

and
researchers

(H
ew

am
anne

2008,
2016).

M
ost

w
orkers

eagerly
attend

classes
in

dance,

spoken
E

nglish,
beauty

culture,
and

com
puters

offered
by

N
G

O
s.

Several

N
G

O
s

in
the

area
also

run
educational

w
orkshops

b
r

w
orkers

that
address

how
to

develop
incom

e-generating
activities

once
they

return
to

their
v

il

lages.
T

hrough
these

classes,
and

through
their

m
entors

(boardinghouse

ow
ners,

N
G

O
officials,

factory
officials), w

om
en

m
eet

sm
all

subcontractors

in
the

area
and

learn
about

generating
incom

e
in

the
global

econom
y. A

tone

such
N

G
O

w
orkshop

I
attended,

a
husband-

and-w
ife

duo
discussed

how

w
orkers

could
setup

“factories”
in

villages
to

subcontract
for

urban
subcon

tractors
and

volunteered
to

visit
villages

to
help

w
om

en
stream

line
p
ro

d
u
c

tion.
T

hey
later

told
m

e
that

a
consortium

of
several

big
FT

Z
factories

financed
their

w
ork

as
part

of their
corporate

social
responsibility

activities.

M
as

H
oldings,

a
m

ajor
com

pany
w

ith
several

factories
at

K
atunayake

and
elsew

here,has
initiated

a
program

, W
om

en
G

o
B

eyond, to
provide

their

w
orkers

w
ith

m
ultilateral

skills
like

bag
and

shoe
m

aking
or

bridal
dress

and
cake

m
aking.

T
hey

also
train

w
orkers

in
personal

finance
m

anagem
ent
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(M
as

H
oldings

nd.).
G

iven
that

village
w

om
en

and
N

G
O

s
consider

poor
II

nancial
m

anagem
ent

a
m

ajor
reason

for
the

failures
associated

w
ith

m
icro-

credit
ioans

in
Sri

L
anka

(M
aduraw

ala
2018),

such
training

can
influence

w
hether

w
om

en
attain

entrepreneurial
successor

face
financial

doom
.

W
om

en
w

ho
Join

the
FT

Z
are

placed
on

a
labor

clock
that

lasts
five

to
six

years.
The

realization
that

they
w

ould
have

to
return

to
their

villages
and

m
ost

likely
be

confined
to

living
the

life
ofa

village
w

ife
(like

their
m

others)
encourages

them
to

learn
about

post-FT
Z

incom
e-generating

activities,
w

hile
the

know
ledges

acquired
and

netw
orks

created
at

training
w

orkshops
help

them
connect

w
ith

the
so-called

gig
econom

y
once

back
in

the
villages.

A
ccording

to
T

odoli-Signes
(2017:

194),
the

gig
econom

y
refers

to
how

self-
em

ployed
contractors

enable
‘just

in
tim

e,
on

dem
and”

services,
w

hich
consists

of
outsourcing

w
ork

perform
ed

by
traditional

em
ployees

via
open

call.
Such

open
calls

facilitate
unpredictable

yet
plentiful

opportunities
for

appropriately
skilled

independent
providers,

and
form

er
FT

Z
w

orkers,
thanks

to
the

know
ledge

acquired
w

hile
w

orking
in

factories,
are

w
ell

p
o

si
tioned

to
take

advantage
of

such
opportunities

In
fact,

som
e

w
orkers

su
b

contract
for

sm
all

urban
subcontractors

w
hile

at
FT

Z
factories.

O
nly

a
few

find
the

tim
e

and
strength

to
do

so,but
their

extra
incom

e
and

m
aterial

a
c

quisitions
inspire

other
w

orkers
to

try
to

do
likew

ise
w

henever
possible.

A
s

noted,
w

hile
m

icrocredit
provided

by
state

and
nonstate

actors
has

gotten
village

w
om

en
into

entrepreneurial
activities,

the
results

have
been

m
ostly

disappointing
(M

aduraw
ala

2018).
H

ow
ever,

form
er

FT
Z

w
orkers’

know
ledge,

social
netw

orks,
and

savings
com

bined
w

ith
m

icrocredit
allow

them
to

plan,
set

up,
and

develop
entrepreneurial

activities
in

w
ays

their
nonm

igrant
peers

are
notequipped

to
do.

The
so-called

FT
Z

dow
ry

is
a

m
a

jor
catalyst

for
form

er
w

orkers
in

this
regard.

A
s

noted,
FT

Z
w

orkers
are

expected
to

leave
w

ork
after

five
years,and

there
is

a
built-in

incentive
to

do
so.W

hen
a

w
orker

produces
a

m
arriage

certificate
w

ithin
a

reasonable
tim

e
after

leaving,
she

can
obtain

her
accum

ulated
E

m
ployee

Provident
Fund

E
P

F
)

and
E

m
ployee

T
rust

Fund
(E

T
F)

m
oney

along
w

ith
a

five-year
g
ratu

ity
paym

ent
from

the
factory

This
lum

p
sum

is
w

hat
w

orkers
refer

to
as

the
FT

Z
dow

ry.
U

nlike
the

dow
ry

a
bride’s

parents
give

to
the

groom
’s

parents,
this

m
oney

is
deposited

in
a

bank
account

in
the

w
orker’s

nam
e.

B
ecause

it
is

labeled
FT

Z
and

is
thus

directly
connected

to
the

w
om

en’s
labor,

their
spouses

and
aflines,

for
the

m
ost

part,
allow

them
to

use
the

m
oney

for
the

fam
ily’s

econom
ic

advancem
ent

in
w

ays
the

w
orkers

deem
appropriate.R

el
atives

of
the

thirty-seven
w

om
en

I
follow

ed
seem

ed
to

agree
that

the
FT

Z

ClobaJ
in

the
V

iliages
9

dow
ry

is
given

by
the

factory
so

the
form

er
w

orker
m

ay
start

a
business

and

that
fam

ily
should

not m
ake

dem
ands

on
it unless

absolutely
necessarv

It
is

this
FT

Z
m

onetary
capital

that
w

om
en

use
creatively,

together
w

ith
other

form
s

ofcapital,to
stretch

norm
ative

boundaries
and

activate
social change.

Indeed,
w

hen
village

officers
in

the
thirty-seven

villages
w

ere
asked

to
put

together
lists

of
successful

fem
ale

entrepreneurs.
not

only
did

form
er

FT
Z

w
orkers

constitute
m

ore
than

75
percent

of each
list,but

in
tw

enty-one
v

il

lages
the

entire
list

com
prised

form
er

FT
Z

w
orkers.

A
ll

this
necessitates

a

closer
look

at
how

the
neoliberal

subjectivities
created

at
the

FT
Z

shaped

w
orkers’

entrepreneurial
efforts

and
subsequent

social
changes.

Stitching
Identities

and
B

eyond

M
y

first book,
Stitching

Identities,
w

as
w

ritten
after

long-term
ethnographic

fieldw
ork

in
Sri

L
anka’s

K
atunayake

FT
Z

in
2000,

during
w

hich
tim

e
I

w
orked

at
an

FT
Z

garm
ent

factory
and

stayed
w

ith
fifty

or
sixty

w
orkers

in

a
boardinghouse. T

he
book

focused
on

gendered
and

classed
cultural

d
o
m

i

nation
and

sites
of

resistance
from

w
hich

FT
Z

w
orkers

expressed
critical

alternative
perspectives

and
noted

how
several

structural
conditions,

esp
e

cially
the

constrained
space

for
political

expression
and

the
tem

porariness

of
FT

Z
em

ploym
ent,

hindered
w

orker
activities

that
m

ay
have

contributed

to
transform

ation
of

existing
political,

econom
ic,

and
cultural

structures.

Y
et,

I
hesitated

to
dism

iss
the

w
orkers’

oppositional
activities—

on
the

shop
floor,

at
boardinghouses,

and
w

ithin
a

stigm
atized

FT
Z

culture—
as

sy
m

p
tom

atic
of a

transitional
phase

w
hereby

young
village

w
om

en
w

ere
allow

ed

space
for

transgression
until

they
m

oved
on

to
m

arriage
and

m
otherhood.

W
hatever

the
suffering

and
hardship

they
w

ent
through

and
how

ever
tem

porary
this

liberation
from

village
habitus, the

struggle
for

identity,
and

the
resultant “stitching”

ofm
any

identities
in

their
lives, provided

trem
endously

em
pow

ering
m

om
ents

for
w

om
en.5

Studies
on

FT
Z

w
ork

contend
that

em
ploym

ent
at

transnational
facto

ries
does

notem
pow

er
w

om
en

in
the

long
term

(fernandez-K
elly

1983; Pena
1997;

M
ills

1999;
Pun

2005).
W

hile
I

agreed
that

the
econom

ic
and

social
pow

er
attained

seem
to

dim
inish

once
w

om
en

stop
w

orking,
I

w
ondered

w
hat

happened
to

the
oppositional

consciousness,
new

know
ledge,

and
changed

sense
of

self
w

om
en

w
orkers

had
acquired

in
the

FT
Z

once
they

returned
to

their
villages.

H
ow

do
w

om
en

respond
to

the
constraints

of
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village
life

w
ith

their
new

found
sense

ofself?
W

hat
aspects

oftheir
acquired

know
ledge

do
they

share
w

ith
other

village
w

om
en?

D
o

they
go

to
w

ork
in

village
factories

or
use

their
FT

Z
savings

to
start

hom
e-based

incom
e-

g
en

erating
activities?

D
o

they
yearn

for
the

colorful,
transgressive

years
they

experienced
at

the
FT

Z
and,

ifso,how
do

they
m

anage
to

keep
such

m
em

o
ries

alive?
A

re
they

able
to

inspire
any

changes
in

village
sociat

norm
s

or
pow

er
relations?

T
hese

are
the

questions
that

drove
m

e
to

extend
m

y
re

search
to

w
orkers’

post-FT
Z

lives
in

villages
throughout

the
country

S
titching

Identities
m

ainly
focused

on
how

m
igrant

garm
ent

factory
w

orkers
understood

and
responded

to
the

new
cultural

discourse
they

e
n

countered
at

the
FT

Z
and

how
they

developed
a

new
sense

of
them

selves
w

ithin
and

against
dom

inant
cultural

discourses,
T

he
articulation

of
their

new
’

sense
of

self
as

industrial
w

orkers
living

in
the

city
juxtaposed

w
ith

their
being

young,
unm

arried
daughters

from
patriarchal

villages
enabled

viable
spaces

for
creativity,

tactics,
and

strategies.
T

hese
spaces,

w
here

the
clash

of
contradictory

discourses
played

a
central

part
in

shaping
their

re
sponses

to
specific

situations,
show

ed
how

F
T

Z
factory

w
orkers

com
bined

elem
ents

from
varied

discourses
to

construct
and

narrate
new

’
identities

In
short,

they
not

only
refused

to
uncritically

accept
identities

crafted
for

them
w

ithin
various

dom
inant

discourses,
but

they
also

situ
atio

n
ay

negotiated
alternative

identities
w

ithin
shifting

relations
ofpow

er.
M

oving
beyond

the
factory

and
the

FT
Z

area,
this

book
explores

how
now

-m
arried

form
er

garm
ent

factory
w

orkers
negotiate

new
lives

and
id

en
tities

in
their

husbands’
villages.

T
hese

are
w

orkers
w

ho
spent

m
any

years
living

in
an

urban
transnational

space
w

here
evil

inca
and

the
hedonistic

consum
er

culture
are

thought
to

corrupt
innocent

village
w

om
en.A

lthough
vilified

to
a

certain
extentas

transgressive,m
ost

m
anage

to
earn

respect
and

decision-m
aking

pow
ers

w
ithin

their
fam

ilies
because

of
their

financial
contributions

H
ow

ever,
after

leaving
the

FT
Z

and
getting

m
arried,

often
through

parental
arrangem

ents,
they

find
them

selves
in

their
in-law

s’
v
il

lages.
w

here
the

surveillance
m

echanism
s

are
even

m
ore

strict
for

w
om

en
w

ho
have

m
arried

into
the

com
m

unity.
C

onstrained
by

rigid
social

norm
s

and
surveillance,

these
w

om
en,w

ho
developed

an
intense

O
ppositional

co
n

sciousness
during

their
tim

e
in

the
FT

Z
,engage

in
disciplining

their
bodies,

speech,
and

m
annerism

s.
O

n
the

surface,
the

w
om

en
m

ay
appear

to
have

reverted
back

to
their

pre-FT
Z

selves,
but

a
closer

look
show

s
that

their
apparent

conform
ity

is
part

of
a

com
plex

strategy
for

rebuilding
respectability.

T
his

book
thus

investigates
how

a
deliberate

display
of

conform
ity

enables
these

w
om

en
to

use
netw

orks
developed

in
the

FT
Z

s
along

w
ith

their
savings

and
village

social,
cultural,and

sym
bolic

capital
to

generate
incom

e
and

facilitate
entry

into
the

village
sociopolitical

scene.
T

he
follow

ing
sections

discuss
the

sites

and
m

ethods
of

research
and

provide
a

theoretical
fram

ew
ork

and
flight

plan
for

the
chapters

to
follow

.

R
esearch

S
ites

and
M

eth
o

d
s

A
num

ber
of

assum
ptions.

based
on

stereotypical
readings

of
third

w
orld

societies, underline
transnational

production:
third

w
orld

w
om

en
are

docile

and
w

ill
not

protest
bad

conditions,
w

om
en

from
patriarchal

societies
are

secondary
earners

and
do

not
need

a
full

paycheck,
and

such
w

om
en

w
ill

w
ork

only
till

they
get

m
arried.

A
ll

these
assum

ptions
influenced

the
p
artic

ular
structuring

of
transnational

production
across

less-developed
co

u
n

tries.
In

Sri
L

anka,
the

last
assum

ption
held

particular
sw

ay
as

it
w

as
the

basis
for

the
tem

porary
character

of
FT

Z
em

ploym
ent

that
forced

w
om

en

out offactories
after

five
or

six
years

of w
ork.

W
hile

at
the

PT
Z

,
w

orkers
becam

e
w

hat
they

called
m

od”
(m

odern)

w
om

en,
but

this
sense

w
as

constrained
by

the
realization

that
they

w
ere

bound
to

return
to

villages.
Even

w
hen

w
om

en
w

anted
to

keep
w

orking,

social
pressure

and
the

m
onetary

incentive
(FT

Z
dow

ry)
m

ade
it

difficult
to

do
so.

For
exam

ple,
people

w
idely

assum
e

that
the

only
reason

w
om

en
co

n

tinue
w

orking
is

that
no

m
an

w
ants

to
m

arry
them

—
a

pow
erful

psychic

pressure
that

induces
w

om
en

to
leave

their
em

ploym
ent

at
the

expected

tim
e.

T
hroughout

m
y

field
research,I talked

to
young

w
orkers

w
ho

contem

plated
their

eventual
departure

from
K

’atunayake
w

ith
trepidatiom

D
espite

being
physically

tired,
feeling

disillusioned
about

FT
Z

w
ork,

and
envision

ing
m

ore
restful

lives
in

their
native

villages,
they

dreaded
exchanging

the

relative
econom

ic
freedom

,social
independence,

and
consum

er
culture

that

the
FT

Z
afforded

for
villages

w
here

surveillance
regim

es
w

ere
m

ore
strictly

enforced.
N

early
all

these
w

om
en

w
ished

they
could

settle
in

K
atunayake

w
ith

their
new

spouses
and

continue
to

w
ork.

H
ow

-ever,
circum

stances—
such

as

factory
discrim

ination
against

m
arried

w
om

en
and

m
others,

lack
ofjob

o
p

portunities
for

m
en,m

en’s
econom

ic
and

fam
ilial

responsibilities
in

their
n
a

tive
villages,

and
concerns

about
the

stigm
a

of
FT

Z
w

ork—
m

ade
it

difficult
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for
m

any
w

om
en

to
achieve

this
dream

.
It

w
as

this
reluctance

to
return

to
villages

thatprom
pted

m
e

to
study

how
they

negotiate
new

lives
after

leaving
the

FTZ.
C

onsequently,
since

2003
1

have
been

investigating
how

these
fo

r
m

er
w

orkers
reintegrate

into
their

villages
as

prospective
brides,

new
w

ives,
and

young
m

others.6
T

his
research

w
as

funded
by

various
agencies

and
w

as
m

ainly
conducted

in
the

sum
m

ers
of 2003

to
2018

and
during

D
ecem

ber
and

January
in

2003,
2004,

2005,
2007,

2008,
2010.

and
2015.

D
uring

these
tim

es,
I

stayed
in

thirty-seven
selected

w
orkers’

viH
age

hom
es,

w
ith

visits
ranging

from
one

night
to

tw
o

w
eeks

and
often

including
tw

o
to

six
repeat

visits.
In

addition
to

village
visits.

I
m

et
groups

of
form

er
w

orkers
at

the
K

atunayake
bus

ter
m

inal
and

participated
in

num
erous

pleasure
trips

w
ith

them
to

different
parts

of
the

country.
O

ur
m

eetings
in

2003
to

2005
took

place
m

ainly
as

so
cial

visits
w

ithout
any

research
agenda.

B
ut

this
changed

as
I

kept
hearing

about
post-FT

Z
experiences—

frustrations,
despair,

and
trium

phs—
and

started
noticing

certain
patterns.

I
first

got
to

know
thirty-four

ofthese
thirty-seven

w
orkers

w
hile

co
n

ducting
research

for
Stitching

Identities,
and

I
have

kept
in

touch
w

ith
m

ost
of

them
via

letters
and

telephone.
I

visited
their

villages
after

re
peated

invitations
to

do
so.T

hese
close

friendships
eased

m
e

into
research

w
ithin

village
settings

and
allow

ed
m

e
to

see
how

individuals,
fam

ilies,
and

com
m

unities
renegotiate

relationships
and

social
positions

at
the

village
leveland

how
this

process
is

reconfiguring
gendered

kinship
roles

and
ritu

als
of

social
conform

ity.
D

uring
m

y
stay

Icollected
their

narratives
and

in
terview

ed
their

relatives,
in-law

s,
and

neighbors
to

see
w

hether
and

how
they

use
the

oppositional
consciousness

developed
in

the
FT

Z
to

interpret
and

respond
to

everyday
situations.

I
participated

in
village

social
rituals

and
cerem

onies
and

the
form

er
w

orkers’
gendered

social
activities

and
ex

pressive
practices

(storytelling,joking,
singing),

w
hich

provided
im

portant
m

aterial
on

how
these

w
om

en
recreate

their
m

igration
experience

for
younger,

nonm
igrant

w
om

en.
I

paid
particular

attention
to

these
form

er
w

orkers’
involvem

ent
in

village
social

and
political

activities
and

p
artici

pated
in

their
m

onthly
m

eetings
and

som
e

organized
functions.

The
in

ten
tion

w
as

to
learn

how
they

perceive
and

respond
to

N
G

O
initiatives

and
the

influence
of

these
initiatives

on
negotiating

new
identities.

Form
er

w
orkers

happily
shared

photographs,
taken

at
m

eetings
and

village
functions

o
rg

a
nized

by
various

com
m

ittees
and

associations,
and

w
’ritten

records
of

their
activities,

such
as

m
inutes

of
m

eetings
and

new
spaper

features
of

village

functions.
C

ollecting
w

om
en’s

narratives
about their

pursuits
and

studying

the
visual

and
w

ritten
records

allow
ed

m
e

to
see

w
hether

these
form

er

w
orkers

engage
in

political
activities

on
their

ow
n

term
s.

In
addition,

I
interview

ed
a

num
ber

of
nonm

igrant
w

om
en

and
their

fam
ily

m
em

bers
in

those
sam

e
villages

to
discern

w
hether

they
responded

differently
to

pow
er

relations.
I

w
as

seeking
answ

ers
to

the
follow

ing
re

search
questions:

W
hat

are
the

long-term
effects

of
global

assem
bly-line

w
ork, and

how
do

they
affect changes

in
fam

ily
and

com
m

unity
pow

er
rela

tions
and

gender
norm

s?
W

hat
im

pact
do

these
form

er
FT

Z
w

orkers
have

on

nonm
igrant village

w
om

en?
H

ow
do

these
form

er w
orkers

utilize
social

spaces

or
create

subversive
new

spaces?
W

hat
can

w
e

learn
about

neol,beral
subjec

tivities
and

their
local m

anifestations
by

investigating
form

er
w

orkers’
recent

life
trajectories?
T

hroughout
the

research
I took

extensive
notes

and,
w

hen
given

p
erm

is

sion
(w

hich
w

as
alm

ost alw
ays),

recorded
interview

s
and

photographed
and

videotaped
daily

life
and

special
events.

M
ost

villagers
not

only
gave

p
er

m
ission

but
participated

in
these

activities
w

ith
enthusiasm

.
I

videotaped

five
special

events
in

five
form

er
w

orkers’
villages, including

a
healing

ritual

cerem
ony,

a
w

edding,
and

an
all-night

pirith
chanting

cerem
ony—

spaces

w
here

negotiations
of

respectability
w

ere
on

display.
Juxtaposing

m
y

obser

vational
data,

interview
transcripts,

and
text analysis

w
ith

the
visual

record

allow
ed

m
e

to
better

interpret
m

om
ents

w
hen

conform
ity

and
subversion

w
ere

tightly
intertw

ined.
M

y
earlier

FT
Z

fieldw
ork

and
subsequent

visits
m

ade
clear

that
conven

tional
research

m
ethods

are
inadequate

for
com

m
enting

on
w

om
en’s

lives

that
are

played
out w

ithin
varied, intersecting

form
s

of oppression
and

m
ar

ginalization.
To

discern
their

tactics
w

hen
claim

ing
space

and
voice,

w
e

need
to

pay
attention

to
silences,

w
inks,

sm
iles,

gestures,
jokes,

puns,
p
o

etry,
journal

entries,
and

especially
letters.

I
w

as
privileged,

thanks
to

the

deep
and

long-term
friendships

I developed
w

ith
m

ost ofthese
w

orkers
d

u
r

ing
m

y
previous

research, to
be

able
to

exam
ine

letters
they

exchanged
w

ith

their
form

er
FT

Z
friends

and
N

G
O

officials, and
w

ith
m

e. A
bout

tw
elve

fo
r

m
erw

orkers
w

rote
to

each
other

frequently. and
m

ostofthe
others

joined
in

occasionally.
L

etter
w

riting
continued

even
after

m
obile

phones
becam

e

popular,
partly

because
it

took
a

w
hile

for
m

any
of

these
w

om
en

to
acquire

m
obile

phones.
T

he
letters

they
w

rote
to

each
other

w
ere

usually
kept

in

decorated
shoe

boxes
or

em
pty

candy
boxes

w
ithin

their
alm

airahs
(w

ard

robes).
T

his
item

of
furniture

is
the

only
one

used
exclusively

by
the

young
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w
om

en,
w

ho
usually

brought
it

as
part

of
their

dow
ry,

and
it

gives
them

a
place

to
store

m
em

entoes
of their

colorful
and

vibrantFT
Z

lives.M
ostofthe

w
om

en
enthusiastically

shared
their

letters
and

accom
panying

photos
w

ith
m

e
w

hile
also

adding
details

aboutevents
described

in
the

letters.
Six

of
the

w
om

en
shared

their
Journals

w
ith

m
e.

T
hese

contained
daily

entries;
m

usings
on

life,
loss,

and
love;

and
poetry

about
the

trials
and

tra
vails

of
daily

living.
B

y
com

bining
these

w
ritten

expressions
w

ith
p
artici

pantobservation
and

interview
data,Iw

as
able

to
exam

ine
how

these
form

er
‘yorkers

uti]ize
the

oppositional
consciousness

and
new

identities
developed

In
the

FT
Z

once
back

in
their

respective
villages.

I
had

the
unique

o
p

p
o

rtu
nity

ofstarting
ethnographic

research
am

ong
form

er
w

orkers
rightafter

they
returned

from
a

life-changing
experience

at
the

FT
Z

and
then

continuing
to

do
so

for
m

ore
than

fourteen
years

as
they

renegotiated
positions

w
ithin

their
villages.

T
his

long-term
involvem

ent
w

as
key

to
m

y
understanding

of
how

form
er

w
orkers

disrupt
urban,

nationalist,and
transnational

intentions
as

w
ell

as
the

expectations
ofvillage

elites
through

their
highly

nuanced
play

ofagency,conform
ity,

and
resistance.

M
ultisicec

R
esearch:

A
dvantages

and
D

ifficulties

C
onducting

research
In

m
any

locations
w

as
one

of
the

biggest
challenges

of
this

study.
PT

Z
w

orkers
cam

e
from

villages
throughout

the
country

(except
N

orthern
Province,

w
here

the
civil

w
ar

continued
until

2009),and
they

d
is

persed
to

various
villages

throughout
the

country
after

leaving
the

FT
Z

.
‘ihus

to
address

the
research

questions
I

needed
to

visit
villages

across
the

country.
N

one
of the

villages
Ivisited

had
m

ore
than

four
form

er
FT

Z
w

ork
ers.Tw

o
w

as
usually

the
average.T

he
thirty-seven

villages
I

ended
up

doing
the

research
in

w
ere

not
chosen

according
to

any
representative

sam
pling

technique;
on

the
contrary,

they
w

ere
chosen

because
of

the
links

I
had

d
e

veloped
w

tth
form

er
w

orkers.
The

particular
research

m
ethods!

favor,
such

as
participant

observation
of

storytelling
or

joke-telling
sessions,

pleasure
trips,

and
exam

ination
of letiers

and
poetry,

necessitated
strong

friendships
w

ith
the

form
er

w
orkers.

Fortuitously,
the

ones
w

ho
invited

rue
to

spend
tim

e
w

ith
them

and
their

fam
ilies

in
villages

hailed
from

or
settled

in
eight

of
the

country’s
nine

provinces
and

m
ore

or
less

covered
som

e
of

the
w

ell-
know

-n
regional

differences
w

ithin
the

country-.
O

f
these

thirty-seven
form

er
w

orkers,
nine

w
ere

from
S

outhern
P

rov
ince,

eight
from

N
orth

C
entral

Province,
five

each
from

C
entral

and
N

orth
W

estern
Provinces,

four
from

W
estern

Province,
tw

o
each

from
U

va
and

Sabaragam
uw

a
Provinces,

and
tw

o
from

E
astern

Province.
I

identify
v

il

lages
by

the
nam

es
that

villagers
use,

and
these

usually
coincide

w
ith

the

nam
e

of
the

grarna
niladari

division
(village

governm
ent

agent).7
A

s
no

o
f

ficial
statistics

exist
on

how
m

any
w

orkers
the

respective
provinces

send
to

the
FT

Z
,

determ
ining

regional
representativeness

is
next

to
im

possible.

G
enerally,

Sri
L

ankans
attribute

certain
traits

to
people

from
various

provinces.
W

orking-class
w

om
en

from
N

orth
C

entral
Province

are
said

to

be
good

at laboring
shoulder

to
shoulder

w
ith

m
en,especially

in
the

agricul

tural
sector.

It
does

appear
that

w
om

en
from

N
orth

C
entral

Province
have

absorbed
m

ainstream
notions

of
fem

ale
com

portm
ent

and
m

anners
to

a

lesser
extent

than
have

w
om

en
in

som
e

other
provinces.

W
om

en
from

Southern
Province

are
said

to
be

m
uch

m
ore

attuned
to

nationalist
d
is

courses
and

m
ainstream

notions
of

“good
w

om
an”

ideals,
causing

them
to

pay
m

ore
attention

to
traditions

and
m

orals.
C

entral
and

Sabaragam
uw

a

Provinces
are

generally
thought

of
as

m
ore

conservative
and

backw
ard,

es

pecially
w

ith
regard

to
w

om
en’s

conduct.
O

n
the

other
hand,

W
estern

and

N
orth

W
estern

Provinces
are

generally
considered

m
ore

w
esternized

and

m
odern,

although
there

are
considerable

differences
am

ong
districts

and

betw
een

urban
centers

and
interior

villages.U
va

is
one

ofthe
m

ost
underde

veloped
provinces

in
the

country.
To

gauge
the

extent
to

w
hich

villages
have

em
braced

m
ainstream

notions
of

w
om

anly
behavior,

I
interview

ed
the

gram
a

niladaris
and

B
uddhist

clergy
(in

sixteen
cases,

the
chief

m
onks)

of

the
village

tem
ple.

I
w

as
able

to
talk

to
respected

elderly
school

teachers
in

thirteen
villages

as
w

ell.
T

hey
provided

com
plex

and
conflict-ridden

p
er

spectives
on

good
w

om
anly

behavior
and

contem
porary

econom
ic

necessi

ties
that helped

m
e

analyze
form

erw
orkers’

choices
and

activities
w

ithin
the

village.
D

uring
research,

the
differences

betw
een

regional
cities

and
interior

v
il

lages,
w

here
m

ost
of

the
form

er
w

orkers
resided,

becam
e

apparent.
A

t
the

sam
e

tim
e,

there
w

ere
sim

ilarities
across

provinces.
T

hese
had

to
do

w
ith

the
nationalist

discourses
on

fem
ale

conductand
w

-irh
village

w
om

en
as

the

locus
of

traditions
that

the
national

m
edia

helped
prom

ulgate.
T

elevision

program
s,new

spapers,and
m

agazines
w

ere
produced

in
the

nation’s
capital

and
yetw

ere
easily

available
in

even
the

rem
otest

of villages.
T

his
exposure

to
m

ainstream
notions

of good
w

om
anly

behavior
initiated

sim
ilar

expecta

tions
of

behavior
for

young
w

om
en.

A
t

the
sam

e
tim

e,
the

m
edia

exposed

viliages
to

new
consum

er
goods

that
engendered

desires
that

could
be

achieved
only

through
increased

integration
into

capitalistm
arket

relations.
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D
epending

on
the

difficulty
of

reaching
a

village
and

by
using

villagers’
sense

of
their

village
status,

I
categorized

tw
enty-one

villages
to

be
rem

ote.
In

such
villages,

som
e

houses
could

be
reached

only
by

w
alking

on
foot

paths.
M

any
residents

claim
ed

that
a

trip
to

a
regional

city
w

as
a

hassle.
Icategorized

all
butsix

villages
as

largely
dependent

on
agriculture.H

ow
ever,

all
thirty-seven

villages
show

ed
varying

levels
of

integration
w

ith
C

olom
bo

and
regional

cities,and
m

any
m

en
and

w
om

en
w

ere
w

orking
in

cities.
Seven

villages,
five

in
W

estern
Province

and
one

each
in

N
orth

W
estern

and
C

en
tral

Provinces,
had

m
ore

visible
connections

to
C

olom
bo

and
K

andy.
C

ate
gorizing

any
village

according
to

a
socioeconom

ic
index

w
as

difficult,
as

different
social

groups
have

different
living

standards.
A

ll
the

villages
d
is

played
social

hierarchies
based

on
intertw

ined
factors

of
land

ow
nership,

houses,
m

aterial
w

ealth,
and

fam
ily

nam
e.

V
illage

categorizations
are

based
on

m
y

observations
and

discussions
w

ith
village

leaders
and

form
er

w
ork

ers.
In

at
least

thirty
villages,

people
relegated

bad
behaviors

to
a

section
w

here
the

‘low
quality”

(pahath
peIanthiye/panthiye

or
the

‘poorest
of

the
poor”

(ant/ia
duppath)

live.
E

ach
village

also
had

a
lew

fam
ilies

w
ho

w
ere

identified
as

elite
o

raristo
cratic

(w
alaw

)
and

a
num

ber
of

fam
ilies

considered
respectable

and
w

ell-
to-do.

D
aughters

from
those

fam
ilies

rarely
traveled

to
the

FT
Z

for
w

ork.
T

hey
either

stayed
hom

e
after

schooling
until

a
m

arriage
w

as
arranged

or
found

jobs
as

teachers,
nurses,

or
clerks

in
reputable

establishm
ents.

W
hen

these
w

om
en

needed
to

be
boarded

in
cities,

they
usually

stayed
w

ith
rela

tives
or

in
respectable

private
hom

es
w

ith
elderly

w
om

en.
A

broader
section

of
the

villages
w

as
identified

as
m

iddle
or

low
er

m
iddle

class
but

upw
ardly

m
obile.

W
hereas

eighteen
form

er
w

orkers
reported

that
they

cam
e

from
poor

fam
ilies,

only
three

said
they

had
m

arried
into

poor
fam

ilies.
A

ll
the

others
felt

that
they

m
arried

up
into

the
m

iddle
strata

of
the

villages
w

here
they

now
resided.

T
heir

husbands
had

governm
ent

jobs,
w

orked
overseas

or
in

m
iddle-level

business
positions,

or
cam

e
from

fam
ilies

w
ith

land
and

good
reputations.

T
his

positioning
directly

influenced
how

their
FT

Z
tim

e,
return,

and
public

behavior
w

ere
perceived

and
interpreted.

A
s

noted,
m

any
m

en
in

these
villages

w
ere

connected
to

C
olom

bo
and

other
regional

centers
through

their
w

ork,
and

a
num

ber
of

w
om

en
had

been
to

the
M

iddle
E

ast
to

w
ork

as
housem

aids.
T

hese
links

to
cities

have
increased

continually
since

independence.
T

he
translocal

connections
that

form
er

PT
Z

w
orkers

m
anipulate,

how
ever,representa

particular
m

anifesta
tion

of
late

capitalist
econom

ic
relations

and
are

open
to

m
ore

contentious

interpretations.
T

hese
connections

generate
conflicting

responses
am

ong
w

orkers
com

m
unities,w

hich
are

usually
reluctant

to
openly

accept
the

eco
nom

ic
necessity

of
w

om
en’s

em
ploym

ent
and

the
increasing

interconnec
tions

betw
een

the
villages

and
the

city.T
he

struggle
betw

een
the

encroaching
m

arket
econom

y
and

the
pressure

to
hold

onto
certain

values
requires

w
om

en
to

m
aneuver

respectability,
w

ork,
and

travel
in

creative
w

ays,
neces

sitating
new

ethnographic
research

tools
w

ith
w

hich
to

study
these

spaces.

S
trengths

or
W

eaknesses:
V

aried
B

iases

T
hese

thirty-seven
w

om
en

w
ere

not
selected

according
to

a
recognized

sam
pling

m
ethod.

Indeed,
one

could
argue

that
the

w
om

en
chose

m
c,

through
invitations

to
visit,

as
opposed

to
m

y
choosing

them
.

M
ost

of
these

form
er

w
orkers

w
ere

described
in

Stitching
Identities

as
the

ones
w

ho
let

m
e

join
their

lunch
group,

parties,
and

leisure
activities.

M
ost

of
the

others
w

ere
from

Sam
an’s

boardinghouse
and

shared
their

room
s,

reading
groups,

and
singing

sessions
w

ith
m

e
and

took
m

e
to

the
bazaar,

tem
ples,

and
shrines.

£
becam

e
friends

w
ith

three
form

er
w

orkers
because

of
their

involvem
ent

w
ith

an
N

G
O

that
1

1
0

0
frequented

during
various

research
visits.

T
his

is
definitely

a
special

group
ofw

om
en—

a
group

that
took

pleasure
in

teaching
m

e
about

the
FT

Z
and

learning
from

m
e

about
m

y
life

in
the

U
nited

States.
T

hey
are

also
the

m
ost

insistent
am

ong
the

num
erous

FT
Z

friends
that

I
visited

and
kept

track
of

m
y

visits
back

to
Sri

L
anka

via
letters,phone

calls,
and,

lately,W
hatsA

pp.
It

is
legitim

ate
to

ask
w

hether
these

w
om

en
invited

m
e

to
their

hom
es

because
they

w
anted

to
flaunt

their
success.

T
his

could
hardly

be
the

case,
considering

that
they

had
little

to
show

at
the

beginning.
Iacknow

ledge
that

studying
a

particular
set

of
w

orkers
produces

only
partial

accounts
specific

to
that

group.
H

ow
ever,

it
is

im
portant

to
note

the
advantages

of
studying

a
group

ofw
orkers

w
ho

are
w

illing
to

share
theirlives

w
ith

a
researcher.T

hese
are

w
om

en
w

ho
are

fam
iliar

enough
w

ith
m

e
to

recount
details

about
their

sexual
experiences,

share
erotic

jokes
about

B
uddha

and
his

disciples,
and

shoo
their

husbands
aw

ay
to

sleep
on

the
verandah

so
I

could
share

a
room

w
ith

them
and

giggle
over

w
hispered

secrets.
A

lthough
lam

a
Sri

L
ankan

w
om

an
oftheir

ow
n

ethnicity
and

the
sam

e
religion

of
m

ost,
and

I
speak

the
sam

e
language,

I
w

as
brought

up
in

a
C

o
lom

bo
suburb

and
belong

to
a

m
iddle-class

fam
ily.

W
hen

I
first

started
m

y
research

in
the

K
atunayake

FT
Z

,
the

m
ost

obvious
differences

betw
een

the
w

orkers
and

m
yself

w
ere

m
y

university
education

and
the

few
years

I
spent
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in
the

U
nited

States.
T

he
w

om
en

treated
m

e
w

ith
kindness

and
affection

because
I

w
as

a
student

(although
w

orking
tow

ard
a

PhD
)

and
looked

younger
than

they
H

ow
ever,

they
also

afforded
m

e
special

considerations
and

respect,
not

only
because

1 w
as

a
guest

am
ong

them
but

also
because

of
m

y
social

class.T
hey

also
treated

m
e

as
som

eone
w

ho
is

less
w

orldly
because

I have
had

an
easier

life
than

they
and

m
ore

or
less

took
it

upon
them

selves
to

help.
support,

and
protect

m
e.

Intim
ate

connections
w

e
developed

on
these

bases
w

ere
evident

throughout
Stitching

identities.
Interestingly,

a
l

though
the

w
orkers

and
I

m
oved

through
life

cycle
positioning,

starting
as

unm
arried

w
om

en,
m

oving
on

to
becom

ing
young

m
arried

w
om

en
and

then,
m

ost
of

us,
to

becom
ing

m
others,

I
have

experienced
little

difference
in

the
w

ay
they

treated
m

e.
Even

after
I

got
m

arried
(perhaps

because
I

do
not

have
children),

they
all

continued
the

kind
and

affectionate
w

ay
they

treated
m

e.
T

his
affection,

though,
is

still
tinged

w
ith

respect
borne

of
their

ow
n

pride
in

having
a

friend
w

ho
is

from
a

different
social

class.
M

any
form

er
w

orkers
continue

to
use

the
class-specific

address
form

“Sandya
m

iss”
w

hen
conversing

w
ith

m
e,

even
w

hile
their

children
m

ostly
called

m
e

antic
(auntie).

I
have

repeatedly
asked

them
to

call
m

e
Sandya

or
Sandya

akka
(elder

sister),
but

m
y

efforts
have

been
in

vain,
because

they
seem

to
be

m
ore

com
fortable

using
the

“m
iss”

address
form

even
w

hile
reiterating

that
they

consider
m

e
a

sister.
E

ven
the

few
w

orkers
at

Sam
an’s

boardinghouse
w

ho
addressed

m
e

as
Sandya

akka
started

calling
m

e
S

andya
m

iss
w

hile
in

the
villages,

probably
because

their
fam

ily
m

em
bers

did
soM

ost
form

er
w

orkers
com

bined
Sandya

m
iss

w
ith

other
affectionate

term
s,

such
as

sudhu
(fair

one),
darling,

patiyo
(little

one),
raththaran

(golden),
and,

in
one

case,
ineniku

(gem
).

D
uring

m
y

visits
to

their
villages

I
becam

e
quite

used
to

being
addressed

affectionately:
“Sandya

m
iss,w

hat
do

you
think

of
this,

darling?”
or

“A
ne

raththaran
m

iss,
don’t

go
to

those
houses.”

M
y

intention
here

is
not

to
m

inim
ize

the
social

class
differences

betw
een

us
but

to
show

the
com

plex
social

relations
engendered

by
this

u
n

usually
long

research
collaboration,

Ido
acknow

ledge
that

m
y

com
ing

from
C

olom
bo

in
a

rented
van,

bearing
gifts

for
them

(and
som

etim
es

for
their

fam
ily

m
em

bers),
and

insisting
on

paying
for

room
and

board
m

ade
m

y
in

teractions
w

ith
them

far
from

equal.
Y

et,
the

inevitable
struggle

to
reim

burse
their

fam
ilies

for
room

and
board—

w
hich

led
to

m
y

leaving
m

oney
on

tables,
running

to
the

van,
and

locking
the

doors
before

som
eone

could
run

after
m

e
to

return
it—

the
tears

that
they

and
I

shed
w

henever
I

left
for

C
olom

bo,
receiving

handw
ritten

greeting
notes

for
m

y
husband

in
the

U
nited

States,and
discovering

later
that

the
van’s

trunk
and

spaces
under

the
seats

are
stuffed

w
ith

coconuts,
m

angoes,
and

jackfruits
for

m
y

fam
ily

a]]
m

ake
m

e
continually

question
the

com
plexities

of
these

relationships.
T

hese
m

ay
notbe

equal
relationships,but

they
are

w
ithout

a
doubtw

arm
,

intim
ate,

and
affectionate

and,
I

revel
in

having
such

w
ealth.

N
ealiberal

S
ubjectivities,

E
xceptions,

and
R

econfigurations

N
eoliberalism

represents
a

set
of

political
econom

ic
practices

that
hold

“hum
an

w
ell-being

can
best

be
advanced

by
liberating

individual
en

trep
re

neurial
freedom

s”
(H

arvey
2007:

2)
w

ithin
an

environm
ent

of
strong

free
m

arket
policies

and
free

trade.
N

eoliberalism
also

w
orks

as
a

form
of

g
o
v

ernm
entality

by
instilling

norm
s

of
individual

selves
as

autonom
ous,

self-
directing

agents
(R

ose
1999;

G
unel

2009;
Pevre

2016).
T

hus
a

neoliberal
sub5ectis

an
individual

s’ho
relies

on
cost-benefit

analysis
and

m
arket-based

principles
and

em
bodies

the
spirit

of
entrepreneurship.

A
s

G
ershon

(2018)
notes,

such
individuals

are
disciplined,

risk-taking,
and

bent
on

optim
izing

skills
and

in
short

represent
a

“com
pany

ofone.”
T

he
flexibilization

ofcap
i

tal
and

labor
prom

otes
the

so-called
gig

econom
y,

and
neoliberal

subjects
invest

in
them

selves
to

engage
in

this
econom

y
by

becom
ing

self-reliant,
risk-taking

entrepreneurs.
T

hus
som

e
define

neoliberalism
as

a
m

ode
of

governing
through

freedom
that

gives
individuals

choice
and

the
responsi

bility
ofnavigating

and
enhancing

their
ow

n
social

w
orlds.

A
lthough

som
e

theorists
suggest

thai
neoliberalism

has
becom

e
h
eg

e
m

onic
in

today’s
W

estern
w

orld
(H

arvey
2007),

O
ng

holds
that

neoliberal
ism

,
rather

than
being

the
predom

inant
m

ode
of

thinking
and

practice,
is

an
exception

to
politics

as
usual,

especially
in

A
sia.

A
ccording

to
O

ng,
in

countries
like

C
hina, M

alaysia,
and

H
ong

K
ong,

there
are

designated
zones

or
dedicated

areas
that

are
neoliberal

havens,
w

hile
societies

rem
ain

largely
repressive

and
run

as
w

elfare
states

(2007:
5).

Sim
ilarly,

Sri
L

anka’s
form

er
FT

Z
w

orkers,
having

returned
from

an
area

w
here

m
arket

relations
and

a
neoliberal

ethos
of

autonom
ous,agentive

individual
flourish,

find
that

they
now

have
to

navigate
a

differentsetof prescriptions.
R

ather
than

com
pletely

giving
upon

neoliberal
ethos,

they
start

a
delicate

process
of trade-offs

that
then

reconfigure
and

rearticulate
both

a
neoliberal

ethos
and

local
gender

I

L
a
-
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norm
s,

fam
ily

and
kinship

arrangem
ents,and

social
hierarchies.

T
hus

w
hilt

neoliberaljsm
m

anifest
in

Sri
L

anka
in

the
first

instance
as

an
exception,

it
attendant

narratives
and

discourses
escape

those
confines

and
travel

to
van-

G
us

corners
of

the
country

via
form

er
global

factory
vorkers.

T
he

viilage
the

form
er

w
orkers

return
to

are
m

ore
or

less
differently

positioned
in

theii
experiences

of
national

and
colonial

history,
cultural

practices,
and

so
cio

econom
ic

standing.
T

hus
form

er
w

orkers
have

to
com

bine
neoliberal

en
tre

preneurial
sensibilities,

skins,
and

resources
acquired

in
the

FT
Z

w
ith

local
resources,

such
as

aflinal
social

netw
orks

and
cultural

know
ledge,

to
ignite

econom
ic

success.
In

short,
they

have
to

m
anipulate

varied
form

s
ofcapital

ata
given

m
om

ent
to

best
suit

the
context.

T
his

includes
perform

ing
rituals

of
social

conform
ity

to
repair

their
dam

aged
reputations,

w
hich

then
leads

to
the

support
of

affinal
kin

and
the

com
m

unity.
T

he
latter

is
a

m
ust

for
a

w
om

an,
no

m
atter

how
skilled

and
thoroughly

em
bodying

neoliberal
sen

si
bilities,

to
succeed

econom
ically.

A
s

Ishow
later,the

entrepreneurial
success

allow
s

w
om

en
to

participate
in

village
social,

cultural,
and

political
spaces,

initiating
changes

in
gender

norm
s.

M
ills

(2018)
asserts

that
the

gendered
m

oral
narratives

stem
m

ing
from

new
patterns

of
global

production
in

A
sia

reveal
how

local
ideological

su
p

port
sustains

neoliberal
m

odels
of

developm
ent

and
governance.

Invoking
both

L
ynch

(2007)
and

H
ew

am
anne

(2008),
M

ills
further

elaborates
how

narratives
and

im
ages

of
fem

ale
im

m
orality

connected
w

ith
global

p
ro

d
u
c

tion
in

Sri
L

anka
to

initiate
varied

m
oral

and
m

aterial
dem

ands
that

m
ar

ginalized
and

gendered
groups

m
ustcarefully

navigate
daily.

Freem
an

(2014)
discusses

how
upw

ardly
m

obile
C

aribbean
m

iddle-class
entrepreneurs

m
ust

w
alk

the
tight

rope
of

respectability
w

hile
engaging

w
ith

a
flexible

eco
n

om
y.

W
om

en
w

ho
m

ay
get

recognized
for

hard
w

ork
and

creativity
can

suffer
loss

of
resp

ectab
ilit

and
Freem

an
focused

on
sym

bolic
trade-offs

people
navigate

w
hen

availing
them

selves
of

flexible
econom

ic
opportunities.

Sim
ilarly,

Sri
L

ankan
w

om
en

m
ust

m
aintain

a
delicate

balance
of

pursuing
incom

e-generating
activities

form
erly

reserved
for

m
en

w
hile

perform
ing

cu
l

turally
expected

“good
w

om
en”

roles.
T

his
balancing

act
reshapes

the
neolib

eralethos
atthe

sam
e

tim
e

itinitiates
changes

in
the

very
norm

s
thatnecessitate

the
balancing.

T
hus,

how
form

er
w

orkers
negotiate

social
econom

ic
life

in
their

villages
m

a
in

the
long

run,
help

erode
the

gendered
m

oral
narratives

that
support

the
exploitative

global
production

arrangem
ents

in
Sri

L
anka.

G
ibson-G

raham
(2006)

advocates
for

reading
econom

ic
activities

for
‘difference

rather
than

dom
inance,”

so
as

not
to

take
neoliberalism

as
a

dom
inant,

totalizing
regim

e
but

rather
to

look
for

the
failures

and
w

eak
nesses

that
give

credence
to

alternatives.
A

lthough
w

hat
I

describe
in

this
book

does
not

give
evidence

to
w

om
en

creating
alternative

econom
ic

paths,
it does

highlight
the

w
eaknesses

of
neoliberalism

as
a

regulative
technoL

ogy
even

as
it

show
s

the
enduring

strengths
of

existing
cultural

expectations.
M

ost
form

er
w

orkers
are

tightly
connected

to
m

arket-based
econom

ies
through

their
entrepreneurial

activities,and
they

astutely
m

anipulate
form

s
of

capital,
but

they
do

this
only

as
far

as
extant

cultural
norm

s
perm

it.
It

is
precisely

this
restraint

that
allow

s
for

the
sim

ultaneous
loosening

ofrestric
tions

on
w

om
en’s

m
obility.

H
ow

form
er

w
orkers

negotiate
econom

ic
activ

i
ties

and
social

relationships
in

villages
necessitates

reassessing
the

dom
inant

narratives
ofhow

neoliberalism
is

establishing
itself in

varied
contexts.

V
illage

Social
C

hange

A
n

overall
question

fram
ing

this
book

is
w

hether
form

er
w

orkers
becam

e
neoliberal

subjects
w

hile
at

the
FT

Z
and

are
now

the
catalyst

incorporating
villages

in
capitalist

m
arket

relations,or
w

hether
there

is
space

for
an

alter
native

reading
ofhow

they
utilize

form
s

ofcapital
to

engage
w

ith
the

so
cio

econom
ic

w
orlds

of
rural

Sri
L

anka,
T

he
N

G
O

w
orkshops

that
w

om
en

attend
w

hile
in

the
FT

Z
instill

in
them

the
notion

that
connecting

to
the

gig
econom

y
is

the
best

w
ay

to
achieve

post-F
T

Z
econom

ic
success.

T
he

N
G

O
w

orkshop
agendas

get
shaped

by
their

international
funders’

preferences
and

typically
paint

a
positive

view
ofm

icrocredit.
A

lthough
long

touted
as

a
w

ay
for

village
w

om
en

to
becom

e
entrepreneurs,

alternative
readings

have
show

n
how

m
icrocredit

leads
to

new
form

s
of

hierarchies
and

cultures
of

sham
e

(K
arim

2011).
V

illage
w

om
en

in
Sri

L
anka

too
have

found
that

not
being

able
to

generate
enough

incom
e

to
pay

back
m

icrocredit
loans

causes
borrow

ers
to

lose
social

standing
and

even,
in

som
e

instances,
com

m
it

su
i

cide
(H

ew
am

anne
2019).F

orm
er

w
orkers,

how
ever,

used
FT

Z
savings

to
o

ff
setshort-term

losses
w

hile
utilizing

m
icrocredit

loans
for

long-term
success.

FTZ
m

onetary
capital

thus
plays

a
m

ajor
role

in
the

difference
betw

een
the

econom
ic

success
of

form
er

w
orkers

and
that

of
other

w
om

en.
Y

et,
the

v
il

lages
they

return
to

are
m

ore
or

less
integrated

into
the

dom
inant

cultural
narratives

and
expectcertain

behaviors
and

social
conform

ity
from

younger
w

om
en.

T
hese

expectations
m

andate
that

the
neoliberal

entrepreneurial
sensibilities,

skills,
and

resources
acquired

in
the

FT
Z

m
ust

get
paired

w
ith

I



22
C

hapter
1

G
lobal

in
the

V
illages

23

local
resources,

such
as

social
netw

orks
and

cultural
know

ledge,
to

ignite
success.

F
orm

er
w

orkers
thus

have
to

com
bine

varied
form

s
of

capital
at

a
given

m
om

ent
to

best
suit

the
context.

N
eoliberalism

also
m

eans
redefining

w
hat

it
is

to
be

a
w

orker.
In

n
eo

liberal
tim

es
the

w
orker

has
becom

e
hum

an
capital,

and
any

activity
that

generates
salary

or
incom

e,
gives

satisfaction,
increases

one’s
status

w
ithin

fam
ily

and
com

m
unity,

and
prom

otes
travel

and
civic

en
g
ag

e
m

ents
is

an
investm

ent
in

hum
an

capital
(Foucault

2008:226—
235).

W
om

en
are

certainly
engaging

in
capital

investm
ents

that
result

in
enhanced

social
status.

If
they

have
internalized

neoliberal
attitudes

and
utilize

form
s

of
capital

to
create

profit,
does

that
m

ean
global

capitalism
is

fast
encroaching

village
spaces

and
the

form
er

w
orkers

are
agents

ofthis
capitalist

encroach
m

ent?
A

closer
look

at
w

om
en’s

econom
ic

activities
presents

the
potential

for
a

differentreading.T
he

w
ays

in
w

hich
form

er
w

orkers
negotiate

econom
ic

activities
and

social
relationships

necessitate
reassessing

the
dom

inant
n
ar

ratives
of

neoliberalism
encom

passing
villages

in
South

A
sia.

F
orm

er
w

orkers
are

creative
and

strategic
w

hen
operating

w
ithin

local
contexts

to
articulate

new
m

ores
both

individually
and

in
locally

m
eaning

ful
w

ays.
T

his
involves

considerations
beyond

profit
m

axim
ization

and
in

cludes
an

array
of

decisions
and

actions
based

on
non-m

arket-related
concerns

such
as

love,care,duty,and
their

ow
n

perceptions
concerning

sat
isfying

dom
estic

and
public

lives.
T

his
is

not
to

say
that

profits
and

m
arket

share
are

not
im

portant
for

these
form

er
w

orkers—
they

are,
but

to
the

ex
tent

thatsuch
m

arket-based
relations

contribute
to

their
questfor

satisfying
lives.

A
t

this
m

om
ent

of
intense

capitalistic
encroachm

ent
in

Sri
L

anka,
these

w
om

en
see

the
prudence

in
utilizing

available
avenues

to
overcom

e
significant

gendered,
social,

and
cultural

inequalities
to

som
ehow

acquire
their

piece
of

the
pie.

A
s

noted,
I

use
the

term
‘politics

of
contentm

ent”
to

refer
to

the
decisions,

actions,
and

strategies
for

m
anipulating

available
re

sources
to

attain
happy,contentvillage

lives.C
ontentm

ent
im

plies
a

sense
of

satisfaction
that

precludes
the

desire
to

overly
com

pete
and

acquire
w

ealth.
R

esisting
the

conventional
understanding

of
contentm

ent
as

resigned,
co

n
trolled,and

contained,
Ihighlightthe

politicalvalue
ofpursuing

individual,
fam

ily,
and

com
m

unity
contentm

ent.
In

this
I

am
influenced

by
Zajac’s

w
ork

analyzing
Shakespeare’s

A
s

Y
ou

L
ike

It,
show

ing
how

contentm
ent

both
sustains

the
individual

and
peaceably

and
profitably

unites
the

selfand
the

other
to

provide
a

foundation
of

positive
affect

that
facilitates

political
achievem

ents
(2

0
1

6
).

T
he

form
er

w
orkers

w
ere

unam
biguous

aboutw
hat

they
w

anted
through

their
village

econom
ic

activities:
fulfilling

and
m

eaningfullives
shared

w
ith

fam
ily

and
com

m
unity

in
a

dignified
m

anner,
w

hich
essentially

m
eant

not
having

to
w

orry
about

profits
and

m
arkets

each
and

every
day.

R
ather

than
preoccupying

them
selves

w
ith

capital
and

m
arkets,

m
any

seek
to

adjust,
transform

,
and

m
anipulate

form
s

ofcapital
to

achieve
contented

lives.
T

hey
also

value
self-autonom

y,
hum

an
rights,

labor
rights,

and
w

om
en’s

rights,
and

they
consciously

and
strategically

com
bine

rights
discourses

and
cu

l
tural

expectations
to

create
the

lives
they

are
m

ostcom
fortable

w
ith.

W
hile

journeying
tow

ard
this

goal,
form

er
w

orkers
change

existing
gender

and
behavioral

norm
s

and
create

m
ore

m
eaningful

social
positions

and
rela

tionships
for

them
selves

and
others.

Skillfully
negotiating

opportunities
presented

by
the

gig
econom

y
w

hile
m

aintaining
traditional

gender
norm

s
requires

rearticulating
neoliberal

attitudes
in

locally
m

eaningful
w

ays.
W

hile
such

social
and

econom
ic

navigations
redefine

individual
self-

understanding,
the

sam
e

process
redefines

nonm
igrant

and
nonentrepre

neurial
w

om
en

in
corresponding

w
ays.

The
open

m
arket

policies
Sri

L
anka

instituted
in

1977
transform

ed
the

island
socioeconom

ically,
but

Sri
L

ankan
villages

continue
to

grapple
w

ith
com

peting
social

forces,
w

ith
neoliberal

cultural
m

ores
clashing

against
conventional

w
ays

of constructing
selves,

ib
is

struggle
betw

een
neoliberal

ism
and

traditional
forces

is
an

evolving
process

that
allow

s
identities

to
be

articulated
in

m
yriad

w
ays.

A
s

D
avid

H
arvey

explicates,
com

m
on

sense
is

the
set

of
prescriptions

that
ensure

the
reproduction

of
social

m
eanings

given
to

tim
e

and
place,

the
sense

as
to

w
hat

should
be

done
at

w
hat

tim
e

and
by

w
hom

(2007,214—
216).N

eoliberal
ideologies

and
w

om
en’s

particular
strategies

are
changing

the
extant

com
m

on
sense

of
rural

Sri
L

anka,
and

a
new

com
m

on
sense

is
consequently

em
erging.

O
perating

w
ithin

the
in

ter
section

of
these

clashing
senses,

form
er

w
orkers,

and
other

village
w

om
en,

m
ust

sift
through

conflicting
expectations

and
desires

to
delicately

balance
expectations

associated
w

ith
both

strands.
T

his
very

sam
e

balancing
act

then
contributes

to
the

em
erging

com
m

on
sense

and
m

ore
satisfying

social
relationships.

T
he

cascading
system

ofglobal subcontracting
produces

invisible
arm

ies
of

hom
e

w
orkers

throughout
the

developing
w

orld,
the

vast
m

ajority
of

them
w

om
en.

T
his

system
significantly

advances
the

objective
of

ensuring
low

m
anufacturing

costs
in

global
production,

because
hom

e
w

orkers
ty

p
i

cally
m

ake
low

w
ages,experience

unsafe
w

orking
conditions,and

receive
no
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health
and

m
edical

benefits
or

even
recognition

as
w

age
w

orkers
(Sany;

and
B

hattacharyya
2009;

M
ezzadri

2014).
M

oreover,
such

w
orkshops,

b
picking

up
the

overflow
the

regular
w

orkforce
cannot

handle,
fuel

an
ecor

om
y

that
prom

otes
so-called

just-tn-tim
e

production
(B

arrientos
2013).

O
h

viously,
the

nature
of

subcontracting
m

akes
w

ork
precarious

and
keep

w
orkers

vulnerable
to

econom
ic

and
other

form
s

of
exploitation.

A
ddition

ally,
the

availability
of

hom
e

w
orkers

threatens
the

regular
w

orkforces
c

larger
m

anufacturing
plants

by
providing

m
anagers

additional
avenues

Co
discouraging

protests
am

ong
those

seeking
better

w
orking

conditions.H
ow

ever,
sim

ilarly
to

M
ezzadriand

Fan
(2018),!

hold
thatinform

alhom
e

w
ork

ii
villages

allow
s

w
om

en
to

gain
som

e
degree

of
control

over
their

w
age

ant
reproductive

labor.
U

ltim
ately,

the
w

om
en,

by
operating

hom
e

w
orkshops

are
exploited

by
global

production
netw

orks;
yet

by
being

subcontractor:
w

ho
ow

n
m

eans
ofproduction

and
em

ploy
part-tim

e
w

orkers,
they

sim
ulta

neously
collaborate

w
ith

these
sam

e
global

production
netw

orks.
O

nly
five

of
the

thirty-seven
form

er
w

orkers
explicitly

recognized
tha:

their
w

ork
m

ay
be

detrim
ental

to
the

current
regular

w
orkforce

at
FT

Z
s

O
thers

seem
ed

bew
ildered

by
how

processes
of

dispossession
are

intercon
nected

through
global

production
netw

orks.T
his

w
as

interesting,
given

thai
at

least
tw

enty
ofthese

thirty-seven
form

er
w

orkers
w

ere
considered

p
o
liti

cally
conscious

and
rebellious

w
hen

at
the

FT
Z

.
A

t
different

tim
es,

these
w

om
en

dem
onstrated

great
solidarity

w
ith

the
regular

FT
Z

w
orkforce

and
understood

that
differently

positioned
w

orkers
w

ere
being

oppressed
by

forces
beyond

their
control.

T
heir

conflicting
feelings

are
rem

iniscent
of

w
hatPriti

R
am

am
urthv

theorizes
as

perplexity.
N

oting
that

“perplexity
is

a
conceptual

platform
to

think
about

the
experiential

contradictions
of

g
lo

balization
as

a
series

of
processes

that
often

overw
helm

subjects,”
R

am
a

m
urthy

says
it

indexes
how

people
sim

ultaneously
experience

both
joys

and
aches

ofglobal
processes

in
their

everyday
lives

(2008:
525).

M
ost

of
these

w
om

en
felt

that
the

N
G

O
5

and
the

factories
did

w
ell

to
connect

them
to

som
e

ofthe
larger

subcontracting
operations.

T
his

w
as

not
surprising

considering
that

som
e

of
the

training
and

netw
orking

w
as

done
w

ithin
program

s
that

w
ere

organized
under

com
pany

corporate
social

re
sponsibility

(C
SR

)
agendas.

W
orkshops

w
ere

also
sponsored

by
local

N
G

O
s

w
ith

connections
to

prestigious
organizations

such
as

U
N

IC
E

F,
U

N
IFE

M
,

and
the

International
L

abor
O

rganization.
lust

as
in

other
global

capitalist
contexts,

this
field

w
here

m
ultiple

pow
er

sources
w

ith
varied

histories
d
i

verge
perplexed

the
form

er
w

orkers
(R

am
am

urthy
2008,2014).

T
hese

contradictions
notw

ithstanding,
the

social
changes

the
w

om
en

initiate
through

their
econom

ic
activities

keep
transform

ing
the

rural
so

cioeconom
ic

and
cultural

landscapes.
F

orm
er

w
orkers

are
acutely

aw
are

of
the

new
spaces,

positions,
and

relationships
they

are
conjuring

as
they

e
n

gage
in

econom
ic

activities.
T

hey
expressed

their
achievem

ents
m

ostly
in

the
vocabulary

of their
gendered

responsibility
for

social
reproduction.

E
m

phasizing
trium

phs
over

uncom
fortable

realities
associated

w
ith

eroding
w

orker
rights

not
only

highlighted
the

perplexities
of globalization

but
also

indexed
the

politics
of contentm

ent.
Succeeding

in
entrepreneurial

activities
is

one
w

ay
to

find
m

eaning
and

fulfillm
ent,

but
w

om
en

w
ere

w
illing

to
forego

such
success

for
things

they
valued

m
ore.T

hus
politics

of contentm
ent also

entails
taking

up
w

ork
that

is
not

profitable,
as

w
ell

as
saying

no
to

lucrative
contracts

in
order

to
attend

fam
ily

and
village

festivals,
help

sick
relatives,

and
attend

funerals.
It

is
notew

orthy
that

there
w

ere
five

w
om

en
w

ho
firm

ly
refused

to
do

global
su

b
contracting

w
ork

because
the

target
production

w
as

too
stressful.

P
articu

larities
of

how
these

w
om

en
negotiate

social
and

econom
ic

life
in

rural
Sri

L
anka,

w
hile

in
the

process
rearranging

dom
estic,

intim
ate,

and
co

m
m

u
nity

relationships,
forces

us
to

rethink
H

arvey’s
postulation

that
“neoliberl

ism
has

becom
e

hegem
onic

as
a

m
ode

of discourse”
and

that
it

has
becom

e
part

and
parcel

of
the

w
ay

m
any

of
us

interpret
and

understand
the

w
orld

(2007:
3).

N
eoliberajism

R
eaches

V
illages

A
cute

econom
ic

stagnation,
poor

infrastructure,
and

lim
ited

sociocultural
opportunities

m
ake

m
any

a
young

person
leave

villages
in

search
of

w
ork.

The
follow

ing
chapters

traverse
form

er
w

orkers’
lives

as
they

return
to

v
il

lages
and

em
bark

on
renegotiating

their
positions, repairing

dam
aged

rep
u

tations,
and

bettering
their

econom
ic,

social,
and

political
positioning

w
ithin

villages.
C

hapter
2,

“Pure
G

irls!
D

on’t
O

pen
the

D
oor,”

sets
the

background
for

the
ethnographic

m
aterial

by
show

ing
how

an
ideal

im
age

of
the

S
inhala

B
uddhist

w
om

an
w

as
constructed

during
the

late
nineteenth

and
early

tw
entieth

centuries
as

part
of

the
anticolonial

m
ovem

ent.
T

he
chapter

evaluates
contem

porary
m

edia
representations

ofthis
ideal

im
age,

confiated
now

w
ith

globalm
edia

flow
s,to

show
how

they
influence

current
discourses

[Iv5fr

I
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on
the

ideal
w

ife
and

daughter-in-law
and

shape
the

w
ays

w
om

en
negotiate•

identities
and

village
cultures.

C
hapter

3,
“Industrious

and
O

bedient
D

aughters-in-L
aw

,
traces

the
form

er
w

orkers’
linguistic

and
perforrnative

strategies
to

dispel
stereo

types
of

them
as

corrupt,
street-savvy,

transgressive
FT

Z
w

om
en.

T
he

chapter
focuses

on
how

these
w

om
en

consciously
discipline

their
bodies,

speech,
and

m
annerism

s,
show

ing
how

such
displays

of
conform

ity
are

crucial
to

engaging
in

local
social,

econom
ic,

and
political

spaces
form

erly
dom

inated
by

m
en.

C
hapter

4,
“Superw

om
en

and
L

azy
L

alies,”
focuses

on
form

er
w

orkers’
social,

political,
and

econom
ic

activities
and

the
w

ay
they

netw
ork

w
ith

the
subcontracting

gig
m

arket,
N

G
Q

s,
and

individuals
they

knew
in

the
FT

Z
.

Show
ing

how
they

engage
w

ith
local

and
translocal

N
G

O
s

and
redefine

the
good

young
m

arried
w

-om
an,the

chapter
also

discusses
how

form
er

w
orkers

and
their

entrepreneurial
activities

affect
nonm

igrant
w

om
en

and
influence

certain
new

stereotypes
and

pow
er

struggles.
C

hapter
5.

“Sex
in

the
V

illage,”
analyzes

form
er

w
orkers’

narratives
on

sexualities.
W

hile
in

the
F

T
Z

,
w

orkers
felt

subversive
for

having
boyfriends

and
enjoying

intim
acy

or
prem

arital
sex.

N
ow

they
feel

subversive
for

dream
ing

of
a

certain
kind

of
intim

acy
in

their
m

arried
lives.

T
his

chapter
addresses

how
form

er
w

orkers
use

available
m

eans
ofcom

m
unication,

such
as

letters
and

village
storytelling

sessions,
to

engage
in

subversive
sexual

discourses,
even

as
they

encourage
younger

village
w

om
en

to
try

out
the

FT
Z

.
T

he
chapter

show
s

the
particular

w
ays

in
w

hich
form

er
w

orkers
try

to
influence

the
rearranging

ofrural
intim

ate
lives.

C
hapter

6,“T
he

Strange,
the

C
razy,and

the
Stubborn,”

takes
an

intim
ate

look
at

three
unm

arried
w

om
en

w
ho

have
taken

paths
that

blatantly
stretched

the
boundaries

of
norm

ative
fem

ininity
w

ith
varying

results.
It

seeks
to

understand
the

extent
to

w
hich

their
FT

Z
experiences

influenced
them

to
im

agine
and

try
nonnorm

ative
lives

and
w

hat
their

actions
tell

us
abouthow

social
norm

s
change.M

ore
im

portantly,
ithighlights

the
atypical

w
ays

som
e

form
er

w
orkers

utilize
FT

Z
know

ledge
and

connections
to

carve
out

new
social

positions
for

rural
w

om
en.

C
hapter

7,“1
D

o
N

otW
ant

to
B

e
R

ich
and

L
onely,”

focuses
on

politics
of

contentm
ent

and
how

a
new

com
m

on
sense

that
incorporates

both
conven

tional
and

fresh
w

ays
of

being
is

em
erging.

A
short

section
in

this
chapter

looks
at

the
new

dynam
ics

surrounding
FT

Z
w

ork,
such

as
labor

contrac
tors,

m
anpow

er
w

orkers,
and

the
arrival

of
T

am
il

w
om

en
w

orkers
from

w
ar-torn

areas,to
briefly

com
m

ent
on

w
hat

these
transform

ations
m

ay
m

ean
for

global
w

orkers
and

their
subsequent

village
negotiations.

T
he

C
onclusion

w
eaves

the
theoretical

and
ethnographic

m
aterial

into
a

discussion
of

the
effects

of
neoliberalism

on
Sri

L
anka’s

villages
w

hile
su

m
m

arizing
the

book’s
m

ajor
findings.

D
riving

from
the

B
ack

o
f

the
B

us

M
y

2008
book,Stitching

Identities,
focused

on
how

FT
Z

w
orkers

constructed
an

identity
as

m
odern

w
om

en
w

ith
traditional

brake
pads—

w
om

en
w

ho
bought

into
m

odern
ideas

concerning
w

ork,
independence,

and
lifestyles

but
used

the
aw

areness
of existing

social
norm

s
to

restrain
them

selves
from

getting
into

trouble.
T

he
currentbook

focuses
on

w
om

en
w

ho
w

illingly
take

on
traditional

roles
once

back
in

their
villages

but
w

ho
through

several
stra

tegic
m

oves
becom

e
netw

orking
and

m
obile

w
om

en—
in

short,
w

om
en

in
traditional

roles
w

ho
use

the
w

ings
ofm

odern
w

ays
to

soar
high.S

tuart
H

all
noted

that
identity

is
like

a
bus,

“not
because

it
takes

you
to

a
fixed

d
estin

a
tion,

but
because

you
can

only
get

som
ew

here—
anyw

here—
by

clim
bing

aboard.
T

he
w

hole
ofyou

can
never

be
represented

by
the

ticket
you

carry,
but

you
still

have
to

buy
a

ticket”
(19g9,

quoted
in

Pred
and

W
atts

1992).
W

hen
form

er
w

orkers
take

on
and

perform
expected

behavior
as

young
daughters-in-law

or
w

ives,
they

are
not

expressing
a

w
holesale

acceptance
of

the
identity

position
im

posed
on

them
at

that
point.

R
ather,

as
H

all
states.

they
are

using
a

ticket
to

get
som

ew
here

that
they

like.
W

hat
H

all
does

not
note

are
the

quiet
m

aneuverings
that

allow
w

om
en

to
control

the
steering

w
heel

w
ithout

appearing
to

do
so.

T
his

book
is

a
tribute

to
a

group
of

cre
ative

and
skillful

form
er

FT
Z

w
orkers

w
ho

daily
struggle

to
create

m
ean

in
g

ful
lives

by
m

anipulating
w

hat
they

have
available

even
as

they
change

existing
social

norm
s.T

hus
the

book
calls

into
question

the
reach

and
pow

er
of

neoliberal
discourses

and
the

tendency
to

assum
e

that
this

blanket
term

can
be

used
to

account
for

and
explain

everything
(B

row
n

2005;
K

ipnis
2007;

K
lein

2008).
W

hile
m

aking
the

case
that

neoliberalism
’s

hegem
onic

status
cannot

be
assum

ed
but

m
ust

be
questioned,

the
book

m
akes

a
co

m
pelling

argum
ent

for
the

need
to

take
politics

of
location

seriously
w

hen
exploring

neoliberalism
’s

effects.


