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Introduction

CATHERINE ALEXANDER AND JOSHUA RENO

Recycling is the process by which previously used objects and materials are converted into something else, rather than discarded;1 since the 1970s, it has been a keystone of environmental reform. However, keeping stuff in place while it is revalued can be problematic and expensive. Because of improvements in global transport and the rising costs of environmental compliance, it is often more cost effective to dump or recycle waste products in places with less severe environmental and labour regulations. The discards of wealthier countries do more than pollute other places, however; they enter subsidiary markets, create employment and provide materials for construction booms. As we explore in this volume, it is essential to keep these multiple perspectives on recycling in view simultaneously.

In a sense, all artefacts are remade from their original form in nature into what Marxists have termed a ‘second nature’ (Lukacs 1971; Adorno 1973): moving from a state of nature to a social world. Recycling assumes such powerful moral and political salience today because it appears to intercede in this transformation and corruption of nature, substituting existing artefacts and materials for the production of originals. Karl Marx (1998), however, also argued that the appropriation of nature is not a one-way process, but, in turn, fundamentally transforms human beings. Accounting for recycling cannot be reduced to limited environmental or material consequences; we also need to consider how remaking remakes us all.

The goal of the book The central theme of this book is the transformation and revaluation, in the broadest sense, of materials, objects, spaces and the people who carry out this work. Such change may come as a result of new contexts or social relations, or it may be through modification or disassembly and reassembly. As we explore different accounts of materials being transported and worked upon around the globe, however, we need to maintain the tension between seeing the world as simply so much matter and energy in a constant state of becoming, and acknowledging those moments where recognizable forms emerge, those places where things, for good or ill, come to rest. Throughout, we pay close attention to the astonishing variety of experiences, and organizational forms of labour, that recycling work draws out. Thus, the positive experience of crafting a basket for domestic use out of a rubber tyre may be juxtaposed with the marginalized labour of female, migrant workers in textile reprocessing factories in India or the dangerous disassembly of towering end-of-life ships. The once valued skills of care and repair often fit awkwardly with the urge to have the latest technology or garment; but such conspicuous consumption may also provide opportunities for other people and places to benefit practically and politically from reuse. In the case of the world’s rag-picking cooperatives, for example, remaking other people’s discards has led to forms of labour organization which are developing into a major force in their own right.2 Thus to Gay Hawkins’s (2006) account of the production of the self-as-recycler, we add the diversities of recycling practices and people.

Our eleven ethnographic chapters unpack global flows of materials (and ideologies) and localized practices of recycling in different parts of the world. By tracking these various flows and revealing what happens on the ground, the stories we often hear about the global economy, that it can be divided up into winners and losers, gains and losses, producers and consumers, become untenable. In their place, we offer accounts of global economies of recycling – patchy, tenuous and wondrously creative – that defy simple moral narratives.

In the first half of this introductory chapter we address several perspectives on material retransformation, before turning, in the second half, ‘Economies of recycling’, to the chapters themselves and the broader themes to which they speak. We start by outlining what is new about contemporary recycling before considering the emergence of organized, large-scale, urban recycling. As historians have noted, recycling is repeatedly ‘discovered’ with little reference to earlier mass-organized collection and repurposing systems. We suggest that many of these moments of ‘discovery’ appear alongside social and economic crises. In the section entitled ‘Thinking with recycling’ we show how the rupture between traditional societies and the modern, signalled by the First World War, was accompanied by an intense interest by avantgarde artists and writers in the idea of reconfiguration rather than evolutionary development. In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the arts have thus frequently used recycling, if not in so many words, as a metaphor or a way of representing the world. Representing recycling itself has proved challenging and of prime importance in accounting for and reducing waste: we therefore go on to consider interventions to model the complex, open-ended process of material transformation as matter and energy. While providing powerful heuristics for gauging the volume of materials moving around the world, these models and representations turn out to be as partial as the fine-grained, ethnographic accounts in our chapters. Both approaches are needed to gain a meaningful understanding of the processes and effects of recycling.

Contemporary stories of recycling In recent decades, recycling has shot up the global political agenda. By arresting, or at least reducing, the plunder of the world’s resources through the substitution of existing materials, recycling offers two benefits: economic thrift and environmental care. Has it really taken so long to get this far? Under various guises, recycling has long been with us, but its continual disappearance and reappearance is a complex story and the nuances bear attention. The easy, too easy perhaps, moral and economic win-win of exhortations to householders and industry to recycle their waste becomes more complicated once we consider how recycling is carried out, where materials go to be revalued and reinserted into mainstream material flows, and the traces that are left behind as all this stuff swirls around the world: localized concentrations of toxic wastes, lingering, uncanny memories or imaginaries of previous material incarnations, and the harm done to the bodies of labourers who carry out this work, which is often dangerous and unprotected. People as well as things are remade through waste work. But there are also limits to just how often people and materials can be stretched, broken down and put together again, retooled for new economic regimes.3

At the very least, this raises the question of what exactly ‘good environmental practice’ means for different people, in different places. As many of the chapters in this volume show, claims of resource efficiency or sustainability through material recycling often omit accounts of what happens to the places and people where recycling occurs. Risk, danger and pollution are all too often simply displaced to other places and glossed over in feel-good accounts of recycling ships, reenriching uranium for energy production, or reusing surplus clothes and equipment tossed aside in the quest for the latest fashion in consumer technology.

What is new in the contemporary story of recycling is the sheer scale of global trades in used materials. In the first decade of the twentyfirst century, the largest export from the world’s biggest economy (the United States) to the next-biggest economy (China), was scrap (Allen 2010; Minter forthcoming). New technologies, broadly understood, have also changed economies of recycling dramatically on many fronts. Technical developments have improved the range of materials and quality of energy that can be recovered. Other innovative technologies, such as consumer electronics, present new kinds of objects with potentially valuable components to be ripped out and reused once the mobile phone, laptop or other once desirable electronic good is no longer wanted (Gabrys 2011). Novel technologies of governance reach into the heart of the domestic arena to orchestrate practices of sorting and segregating discards. Another new form of social technology, national and international regulations aimed at controlling toxic waste dumping, boosting material and energy recovery and tracking the movement of stuff, often has the unintended effect of rendering many material flows opaque or invisible. The cost of legal compliance drives many material discards into informal or black market exchanges: the links between waste disposal and criminality are well known (Block 1985; Massari and Monzini 2004; Hill 2006). The naming and categorization of stuff affects what can be done with it and where it can go. Accordingly, as materials move between categories (now waste, now scrap, now shoddy, now nuclear, now commodity), as well as through exchanges, it can become hard to track, quantify and accurately represent mass material movements.

The chapters in this volume engage ethnographically with some of these flows and their local encounters. This discloses both a sharply different view of global economic relationships from conventional narratives and unexpected connections between households and international trades, commodity prices and demands, core industrial regions and peripheries, and geographically dispersed technologies of recovery. Familiar economic geographies and understandings of how the global economy works are upturned as the developed North becomes a source for scrap/raw materials; marginal regions add value before (re)finished goods are sold, sometimes back to where the scrap came from. This is sharply different from the old imperial geography where colonial margins were often first plundered for raw materials and then forced to buy back finished, value-added goods,4 or, in the 1990s, were dispossessed again of resources and lands by capitalist powers bent on further accumulation (Harvey 2003). Newly emerging economies such as the BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia, India and China), hungry for infrastructural materials, are key destinations for metal scrap. In this new geography, the Middle East suddenly appears as a central brokering node in the collection of scrap before it is sent on for sorting elsewhere. There are many levels of connection. Ragpicking collectives in Latin America are keenly aware of commodity prices being set in the London Metal Exchange (Calafate n.d.): futures trading affects their livelihood. Familiar divisions of global North and South, developed and un(der)developed regions, cease to hold. Viewed from the perspective of recycling, margins and peripheries appear in kitchens, city margins, workplaces and regions within and across nation-states, with startling links to each other.

For example, in the mid-2000s new household recycling schemes were introduced in Britain. In part, this was to satisfy public demand for green legislation, as well as to meet an obligation to the EU to reach reduction targets for landfilled waste. A less reported reason was that the price of recycled plastic was rising in China, where imported and domestic bottles were being broken down into pellets, remade into things such as plastic carrier bags and resold, at a profit, back to Europe (Vidal 2004). But these market arrangements tilt both ways. When consumer demand dropped precipitously in the West with the 2008 global financial crisis, many of China’s plastic, paper and metal recycling industries suffered heavy losses (Branigan 2009), as did their many suppliers: the informal scrap collectors and dealers of Romania, Brazil, the Philippines and elsewhere (Chaturvedi 2009; Thorpe 2009).

While recycling is assuming new forms and affecting people’s lives and economies in new ways, there is also a long history of engagements with material reconfiguration that is often ignored, and from which can be derived distinct, but complementary, insights into the contemporary global recycling economy. In the next part of the introduction we therefore give an overview of the history of how large-scale, organized, urban recycling, which now characterizes most forms of remaking and reuse on a global scale, emerged. We go on to consider how recycling has been used to represent the social world – and how recycling has been represented in turn. The key point that connects these histories, methods and representations to contemporary recycling discourse is the extent to which the idea of a perfect cycle is taken for reality. Material recycling necessarily involves physical degradation and uses energy to make things into other things. It is also an inevitably open-ended social process (see Graeber, this volume).

Histories and representations of recycling

Contemporary economies of recycling cannot be understood without accounting for the progressive rationalization and externalization of urban waste practices and the sweeping social changes that accompany them. The large-scale production of waste that cannot be reabsorbed by domestic or agricultural practices, and thus must be systematically collected and disposed of, is a phenomenon of urbanization, and one that intensified with the rapid growth of industrialized northern European cities in the late eighteenth century (Melosi 1981). While the first sewerage systems for human waste are old, according to Mumford (1961: 75) the cities of ancient Mesopotamia were characterized by ‘the slack rural ways of disposing of rubbish and excrement’, which ‘became a menace in crowded urban quarters’ so that ‘for thousands of years city dwellers put up with defective, often quite vile, sanitary arrangements, wallowing in rubbish and filth’ (ibid.).5

In early modern Europe, political intervention in the collection of human wastes began to couple centralized regulation of material excess with the elaboration of a private/public dichotomy: the individuation and concealment of acts of waste production and the social distribution of control over their product. There is a whole history of human waste, from shit to hair and latterly tissue (Parry 2007), and how it has been appropriated, recycled and commodified. One such alternative history interprets human waste as possessing latent value, highlighting links between the control of property rights in shit and the discipline of individual bodies (see Reno, this volume). Thus, for Laporte (2000), François I’s 1530 Edict sought to both cleanse the French language and make each person responsible for readying their own ‘private’ shit for regular public collection and use as fertilizer. Here, the increasing centralization of political control over words and bodies relies on the externalization of that control to grammarians and waste collectors, apparent in struggles between these agents of semiotic and corporeal normalization and the general populace (see Reid 1991). Across the Channel, the English Crown similarly asserted its rights to the waste products of the urban population. In 1626, Charles I mandated the collection of urine-soaked earth from privies so that saltpetre (potassium nitrate) could be extracted for gunpowder (O’Brien 2007; Jewitt 2011).6

The 150 years after the 1750s were characterized first by the rise of liberalism, with its emphasis on private enterprise, individual sovereignty, responsibility and possession; secondly, by the expansion of industrial cities; and thirdly, by the concomitant increase in industrial and domestic wastes, principally fire ash. The collection of ash became a booming business as fine dust was used to make marshy soil cultivable and coarse ash was converted into bricks (see Velis et al. 2007) to build more houses as cities began to consume themselves. Furthermore, gleaning, picking over, sorting and recovering value from urban waste as a survival strategy took the form of what would now be called ‘waste streams’ (Herbert 2007; Gordon 1890). Thus Mayhew (2010 [1851]) lists and classifies (in a carefully precise descending order of status): mudlarks, dredgermen and sewer hunters (toshers), bone grubbers, bottle finders, dustmen, rag-and-bone men (also known as totters), nightsoil men and others.

With the intensification of capitalism, urban gleanings, as a right of the poor, were steadily reorganized and reduced in London (Linebaugh 2003). Dickens’s Our Mutual Friend shows simultaneously how a fortune could be made from dust and the maligned existence of those scrounging for what wastes remained in the margins of the metropolis. This is also the time when material waste, scavenging and low status became structurally aligned (Stallybrass and White 1986; Morris 2002). As ‘health became public’, Barnes (2006) argues, proper governance in Paris was tied to ideas of cleansing the body politic of disease and impure lifestyles. Stedman Jones (1976) shows, furthermore, that the idea of a social residuum was born in the 1880s: irrecoverable, parasitic, the undisciplined lumpenproletariat – incapable of useful production. In other words, such people were thought beyond redemption; they could not be valorized, recycled or transformed to serve in the new social order. Where there’s muck there may be brass, as the old adage goes, but, in England at least, there’s rarely class.

These socio-material transformations reveal the steady separation of laudable but publicly invisible practices of household thrift, reusing and recycling material (Strasser 2000) – later to become the object of policy and moral discourse – and practices beyond the household, whether performed by poor gleaners or middle-class reformers. This separation was reinforced by the rise of sanitation engineers, a product both of growing urban municipal intervention and the valorization of technological expert knowledge. This meant even more externalization of technical control over the material excess that had once belonged to domestic and agricultural domains and, later, to the gleaning economies of the urban poor. This professionalization of urban waste disposal was the start of a struggle between local communities and disposal enterprises, which prefigured late twentieth-century environmental justice movements (Clark 2007). Just as the fireplace and its ash gave way to the public incinerator, the closed tip or sanitary landfill replaced the profitable dust piles of Our Mutual Friend, further marginalizing those directly involved in the ‘dirty trades’ of recovery (Zimring 2004).

The municipal accent here, then, was on whisking urban rubbish out of sight and disposing of it efficiently (Maxwell 1898; Clark 2008). In parallel, however, in the twentieth century, public and policy concern with recycling regularly coincided with periods of political, economic and moral crisis, which gave rise to material shortages, before the return to periods of relative plenty. Thus, during the Second World War, intensive recycling was practised at a household, community and civic level in Europe (Herbert 2007: 32–3; Cooper 2008, 2009). The communist bloc continued to coordinate household and municipal recycling practices (Gille 2007). The ascendancy of disposal technologies and their expert attendants perhaps explains why the episodic nature of publicly organized recycling is repeatedly forgotten and there is constant surprise as, time and again, historians uncover more subtle material engagements and, indeed, more profound ways of thinking through the implications of reconfiguring the world, as the next section discusses.

Thinking with recycling What happened between the periods of liberal and neoliberal political economies is remarkable for its radical reconceptualization of the material and social world and the place of humans in it. Simply put, this was the moment when modernity emerged, uniting humankind with a common experience but also presenting ‘a unity of disunity: it pours us all into a maelstrom of perpetual disintegration and renewal, of struggle and contradiction, of ambiguity and anguish’ (Anderson 1984: 97). The interwar years, particularly the 1920s and early 1930s, were a period of intellectual and political experimentation that both drew on, and affected, the arts and sciences in thinking about human and material relations, the nature of time and the meaning (or lack of it) of human progress. For Lefebvre (1991), around 1910 a certain space was shattered, the space of common sense and common knowledge (see also Berman 1983).

The interwar years saw a coalescence across quite different domains in rethinking how the world was structured and experienced. Is it too much to suggest that the way the world was briefly thought about was tantamount to recycling (see Gregson 2009)? Archaeology, psychoanalysis, collage, literary modernism and anthropology all became ways of engaging with and understanding a world characterized by uncertainty, multiplicity and polyvalence.

In place of single narratives, trajectories and viewpoints came tumbling assemblages of fragments, multiple perspectives and voices. Around the movement of literary modernism clustered writers such as James Joyce and Virginia Woolf, experimenting with the effect of an individual’s consciousness as it made sense of a stream of disparate thoughts, overheard voices, observations, recollections. The city, remnants of old and new blended together, was the modernist locus par excellence; the place of the epiphany or Woolf’s ‘moment of being’, when the present was irradiated with senses of other times and places. Cubism again fractured the whole, showing different spatial angles, different temporalities contained within the momentary assemblage of a recognizable object or person. Archaeologists uncovered many-layered cities: Schliemann’s Troy being the most noteworthy. Dawdy (2010: 761) explores the potency of the ‘archaeological metaphor’ for early twentieth-century thinkers such as Walter Benjamin and Freud – and for critical theory. Freud, a keen amateur Egyptologist, was partly inspired by excavations of places that revealed traces of former material and social lives through the coexistence of multiple sites to formulate notions of a multilayered conscious and the uncanny. He described psychoanalysis as a method of divining ‘secret and concealed things’ from ‘the rubbish heap of our observations’ (Ginzburg 1980: 10). The modern discipline of anthropology also emerged in the 1920s and was part of this conversation of finding alternatives to dominant narratives, meaning in margins and unconsidered trifles, and giving equal weight to multiple viewpoints. The fluidity of people and things appeared as never before.

The 1920s was also a period of radical experimentation with the materials, processes and products of art: Dada, surrealism, the futurists and Soviet constructivism delighted in taking apart the known world and reassembling the familiar into strange concurrences. André Breton, one of the founders of the surrealist movement, was an early practitioner of collage, literally meaning ‘to stick together’ from the French coller. Collages, or assemblages, were typically created from found objects, reassembled to create a work of art: a new configuration and a new context for component parts. The second great burst of artistic assemblage from found, rejected or broken scraps again appeared after the Second World War, culminating in the 1961 exhibition The Art of Assemblage in New York’s Museum of Modern Art; San Francisco was another centre for assemblage art from the 1940s onwards (Whiteley 2010). Increasingly, industrial detritus was incorporated into these installations; in 1960s Chicago, John Chamberlain used parts from wrecked cars. The aftermath of each twentieth-century world war challenged the power hegemonies that gave rise to it and the idea of progress, replacing them, however briefly, with ideas of ephemerality, equality and contingency.

Cinematic montage techniques inspired the German cultural critic Walter Benjamin, who took them farther as a means of uncovering an image of history through its detritus (Abfall)7 in the present, each trivial scrap an index to a greater whole, material traces that held the past. The Arcades Project (Benjamin 2002) is the most famous example of his textual simulation of collage, juxtaposing quotations and found segments of text. But earlier works also show an interest in defying genre. Benjamin’s historical philosophy, apparently grounded in materialism, showed in its practice that ‘progress’ was merely material rearrangement, endless recycling.

In his 1930 review of Siegfried Kracauer’s novel Die Angestellten (The Salaried Masses), Benjamin describes his ‘technique of garbage collection’: ‘A rag-picker who picks up garbage early in the gray morning. Muttering darkly to himself, getting a bit drunk, he spears the remains of speeches and fragments of words with his stick, and throws them into his cart. … He is the morning garbage collector, but this morning is the morning of the day of the revolution.’8

Just as all great civilizations end in dust, Benjamin imagined modernity rising only to fall again, or, following Marx, ‘all that is solid melts into air’ (Berman 1983).

The sense that things do not develop, but are only rearranged, underscored artistic and philosophical activity in the 1920s and served to challenge ideas of evolutionary social progress. Many of the emerging social sciences reflected and reinforced this way of seeing the world.

One exception was the emergence of economics, where the modern notion of the national economy in its contemporary sense, as an object of state monitoring and intervention, was being developed by Keynes and others (Mitchell 2002). Here a vision of material relationships as endless cyclic repetition, as the chaotic rising and falling of wages and profits resulting in ever-worsening depressions, was linked to a philosophy of control and planning. Of all this period’s imaginative representations, this had the most enduring influence. Even after Keynes’s views lost their popularity, the idea of The Economy, represented in terms of unemployment statistics, monetary policies and commodity prices, allowed a belief in the possibility of progress to live on.

Matter and energy Economics began as the study of household (oikos nomos literally meaning ‘the rules of the household’), and a sense of how to keep household matters in balance (see Graeber, this volume). With Alfred Marshall, this notion of material balance shifted to a more abstract, mathematicized notion of equilibrium. Swedberg comments of classical political economy that ‘while the actors in Smith and Marx still live in a material world, the material dimension is little theorized and taken for granted’ (2008: 76), going on to note that ‘What also makes objects disappear from the analysis is … [the] steady focus on the market at the expense of everything else in economic life’ (ibid.: 78). It is this displacement of things in their social context by mathematical abstraction or a focus on energy and matter which is the subject of this section.

Increasingly, twentieth-century economists had backgrounds in mathematics, especially statistics and probability theory, which explains why some have likened the modern discipline more to physics than to a human science or the moral philosophy it had been (Mackenzie 2006). Physics is shaped by a hypothesis of constant reconfiguration. The principle of the conservation of energy is summarized by the first law of thermodynamics: energy is not lost but converted into other forms. Similarly, the law of conservation of mass, or matter, states that mass remains constant over time, it just changes in form. The key to both principles is the context of a closed system, hence their centrality to chemistry, chemical engineering and industrial systems. Thus, chemistry is, in large part, the study of the transformation of matter, or recycling, in its broadest sense. One focus of industrial chemistry is on material and energy inputs and outputs to a given process. Based on the principle that, for each process or system, inputs and outputs are equal in mass and energy, the inevitable lack of equivalence can be accounted for by losses, inefficiencies or entropy (dispersed energy); this therefore indicates where to concentrate effort on minimizing loss or wastage. This is the notion of material or mass balance, which identifies the total mass entering and leaving a given process.

Effectively, this is material accounting and is typically used alongside several other techniques such as Life Cycle and Triple Bottom Line Assessment to represent material and energy movement and transformation (see Alexander 2012; Alexander and Smaje 2008). Mass balance has proved a powerful and popular heuristic for tracking material flows through geographic regions and industrial sectors or for following one element or type of object; in all these cases it is worth noting that the emphasis has shifted from closed to open systems. Nevertheless, mass balance is often seen as a prerequisite for intervention into material processes: identifying then reducing wastage through recycling.

From the idea that ecologies are natural closed systems, the term ‘industrial ecology’ was created (Frosch and Gallopoulos 1989; Socolow et al. 1994). The aim was to shift from open industrial processes producing waste material and dissipated energy to closed loops where wastes and energy outputs would form inputs to another process. Unused energy and materials, in other words, would be endlessly transformed, recycled, within the physical limits of entropy prescribed by the second law of thermodynamics. As with many instances, borrowing ideas from one domain to act as instrumental metaphors in another usually puts them under considerable strain. Ecosystems are rarely closed, and manufacturing industry is based on production; outputs leaving the system are its raison d’être. In another extrapolation from biological or ecological systems to mechanical ones, Ayres (1989a, 1989b) came up with the term ‘industrial metabolism’. These metaphorical exchanges are based on the idea that systems analysis can explain social, biological, chemical and physical worlds alike.

In order to track the movement of matter and energy through industrial or other systems a form of Material Flow Analysis (MFA) was developed in the early 1990s, which was later adopted by the EU’s Sustainability Unit (see Schmidt-Bleek et al. 1998). MFA aims to quantify materials and energy used in production and consumption, including ‘hidden flows’. That is, where the mass or energy of the product is less than the input, then these hidden flows of wastes and by-products account for the difference. In the drive to represent and evoke material movement through metaphors or images, such hidden material flows are called the ‘ecological rucksack’: the displaced environmental impact that shadows each final product (Clift and Wright 2000). Along similar lines, Rees (1992) and Rees and Wackernagel (1996) added the notion of an ecological footprint, later refined to carbon, energy, water, etc., footprints, to indicate the broader environmental effects of a given region or process. The implications for recycling policy are potentially profound. The use of primary resources and energy together with the co-production of waste materials can be compared with similar products using recycled materials to identify the most resource-efficient process. In theory, then, MFA can demonstrate where recycling can reduce energy inputs, pollutants and waste. Further, whereas the social sciences have tended to concentrate on objects as discrete entities rather than materials constantly in a state of becoming (Ingold and Hallam 2007), industrial ecology restores the equally necessary focus on matter in motion.

The ability of these computational models to measure environmental impacts with apparent precision has made them a popular source of data for policy-makers and firms tasked with addressing corporate social and environmental responsibility (Gille 2007; Alexander 2005). Ironically, perhaps, these approaches of MFA and industrial ecology also pose a challenge to conventional models of the world economy, especially as many of the tools of economic measurement and analysis were originally intended to interpret and manage the affairs of a nation-state. With these approaches,9 political divisions and connections are set aside in favour of a rigorously materialist analysis of matter circulating and transforming. This is a depoliticized view of the world that ignores local politics, economies and indeed people (Posch 2004). By shifting the scale of analysis to carbon, mass and energy, political boundaries and regulations can disappear or, at the very least, be backgrounded. But these are among the very things that determine where and how materials move: the transport infrastructure which carries them, the regulations that surround them or cause them to move into less detectable, underground flows.

Theoretically, MFA can be carried out at different scales. One key problem is that the variables used to measure the full impact of a process are necessarily selective: once one moves beyond a relatively closed system it is simply not possible to embrace all effects. The ways in which quantitative analyses are initially framed, furthermore, may anticipate the outcome.

Aside from their possible misinterpretation, one problem with some of these models is their selective use of thermodynamics. If the throughput of matter and energy is the primary focus of a given account, for example, then any irreversible changes that occur, such as entropy that resists a return to equilibrium, may not be accounted for (see Gößling-Reisemann 2008). For example, a significant problem with recycling is the tendency for recyclates to become less and less usable with every iteration of the cycle, as Norris’s chapter in this volume illustrates so vividly. While some kind of end-product may be produced from most transformations, it becomes less economically viable to do so in terms of cost, energetics and the waste produced. Effective recycling is not infinite. Irreversible processes of degradation resist any attempt to model the simple substitution of one form of matter or energy for another. One way of accounting for this difficulty is by adjusting models to allow for irreversible dynamics. For example, the Waste Input Output model developed by Nakamura and Kondo (2002) combines a Life Cycle Assessment focus on environmental impacts with the input-output model, commonly used in economics to measure interdependency between economic sectors within a national or regional economy. One clear benefit of such combined approaches is that they have the potential to reveal unexpected connections between The Economy and waste management practices, including the various points where revalued materials re-enter and later exit economic circulation. A second advantage of such a methodology is that it highlights the gradual processes of environmental degradation and resource depletion of materials leaving and re-entering economic processes (see Takase et al. 2005).

Partial representations One of the limitations of computational models is that their social entanglements are often disregarded. This is particularly clear when MFA and input-output modelling are used to produce graphic representations. In terms of global waste flows, mapping datasets in this way can obscure what lies behind their production. For example, some of the best efforts at representing waste flows have come from international organizations, such as the European Environment Agency (EEA), the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the Basel Convention. In each case, datasets are provided, in part, by the very institutions that fund and support analysis. In other words, a particular collectivity must first exist and mandate a certain degree of data collection among its members in order to make the conditions for material flow accounting possible.

In the second of two Vital Waste Graphics reports supported by the Basel Convention and UNEP, for example, this limitation is clearly stated (Bournay and UNEP/GRID-Arendal 2006). In an analysis of global waste trade routes, evidence showing that Germany is the greatest recipient of waste among OECD countries is not only limited owing to the absence of black market data, it is complicated further by differential capacity among member states to report on waste data and by the lack of an obligation on them to participate at all. In a recent report (EEA 2009) the European Environment Agency claims that waste transfers are rising globally. This may be true, again, but it is difficult to be certain because the apparent ‘rise’ is partly explained by the gradual improvement in reporting techniques and EU guidance to member states, of which the Vital Waste Graphics document is a part.

Similar problems arise over what is included in representations of material flows or economic relationships, not just how well these elements can be measured. If analyses consider only energy or carbon, for example, they erase the lives of people implicated in the movement of waste and polluted landscapes, and people who are free from such processes and environments. Just as methods are partial in all senses, so too are the data representations they produce. The problem with such waste data is not merely that there are not enough but that there will always be blind spots. MFA is one form of analysis among others, including ethnography and other more qualitative methods, which are, in turn, limited in scope. For this reason, the contributions in this volume should be seen as another set of partial representations. Only by taking them all together is it possible to glimpse a larger human economy, within which material flows, objects and their analysis are made meaningful for human life in a globally connected world (see Hart et al. 2010).

Economies of recycling

In the first half of this introduction we explored different approaches to what could be called ‘recycling’ that have re-emerged throughout history. Rag-pickers, environmentalists, artists and engineers, employing distinct yet complementary perspectives, all seem to agree that ‘recycling’ offers new ways of imagining and engaging with the world. With this book, it is our contention that thinking about recycling, together with the world economy, allows us to productively rethink both. To imagine ‘economies’ as more than linear processes of commodity extraction, exchange and destruction, as profoundly shaped by acts of remaking, helps us to understand ‘recycling’ as an economically productive enterprise no less lucrative and no less morally complex than other modes of material transaction.

In order to apply this strategy further, in the second half of this introduction we consider the challenges that contemporary forms of remaking, discussed in the chapters that follow, offer to familiar economic categories such as neoliberalism, labour, property and value. Just as approaches to recycling have differed historically, contributors to this volume explore moments of remaking that differ materially and geographically.

The variations between the chapters can partly be explained by the diverse methods and perspectives employed by the authors, but they also suggest additional ways of thinking about economy and remaking together, which are derived from the local perspectives of the social actors discussed. Converting objects into new forms and uses can be so morally contentious that some of the people introduced in this book would eschew the label ‘recycling’ altogether (e.g. Halvorson’s informants), to challenge the implication that the work they do involves the reuse of waste. Others might similarly contend that what they do is not ‘economic’ precisely because their labour is unpaid and generally devalued (e.g. those in Fredericks’s and Faulk’s chapters).

And yet, despite their heterogeneity, there are common threads that emerge throughout these chapters, which are discussed in terms of how they realign and refocus familiar economic concepts.

Environmentalism and economic policy As is clear from the first half of this introduction, the historiography of recycling focuses largely on the West, suggesting a need for wider global investigation of the sort offered here. But there is also good reason for a book with such aspirations to begin with European history. The period between the 1970s and the present, with which most of our chapters are concerned, is often characterized in terms of the reappearance of the eighteenth-century liberal emphasis on low central regulation, private commerce and individual rights, together with individual responsibility. The difference is that contemporary neoliberal governments have actively intervened to promote and deregulate private enterprise, while maintaining political control. In the aftermath of the Soviet Union’s collapse, this neoliberalism gained global supremacy. What filled the global vacuum of Cold War policy was a vision of capitalism as the natural movement of market forces, whose growth required the spread of private ownership and the selective repeal and reform of state regulations.

The rise of neoliberalism has been an important narrative for the analysis of global economic relationships. But what the chapters here reveal is how neoliberal or post-liberal policies have developed in productive tension with new environmental regulations during the post-Cold War period, creating new market opportunities in their wake. As the energy crisis in the early 1970s renewed concern with husbanding materials and resources, environmental lobbyists challenged the continual growth required by capitalist relations.10 The environmental movement began with social protest (usually against dumping toxic wastes) in capitalist (Bryant 1995; Gandy 1994), socialist (French 1990; Baumgartl 1993) and other rapidly urbanizing regimes (Broadbent 1998) alike. It should not be forgotten that many economists also responded to the challenge to rethink material economies at this crucial moment and resist the rise of neoclassical economics (Meadows et al. 1972; Daly 1973; Georgescu-Roegen 1971, 1979a; Dasgupta and Heal 1974, 1979; Socolow 1974, Stiglitz 1974).

By the 1980s, the resulting intensification of environmental regulation in wealthier countries made the cost of transport for offshore disposal cheaper than domestic options. This market outcome was crystallized in the infamous leaked memo signed by Lawrence Summers, then World Bank chief economist, in 1991, which stated: ‘I think the economic logic behind dumping a load of toxic waste in the lowest wage country is impeccable and we should face up to that.’ Despite the ‘impeccability’ of this market solution, in the late 1980s environmental justice movements grew to oppose the transboundary dumping of toxic waste in poorer countries, after several well-publicized incidents. This led to regional agreements such as the Bamako Convention (1991), which formally banned the practice in Africa, and was institutionalized on a global scale through the Basel Convention on transboundary wastes (1992), which forbade exporting toxic wastes to non-OECD countries.

But new global environmental policies did not simply block trades from happening, they enabled new markets to emerge. The limits of the Basel Convention11 are those exports deemed to have a ‘reuse’ and which are therefore not regarded as mere transboundary wastes by importing nations, but as a potential source of resources (Clapp 2001). In their chapter, Crang et al. illustrate how taking things apart can also open up new markets and economic possibilities. They follow end-of-life ships as they are sent for disassembly to Bangladesh, where environmental and labour regulation is more flexible. Partly because massive container ships are icons of globalization, their disposal offers a striking metaphor for the less visible works of disassembly and immobility upon which global economies also depend. As the ships are broken up, furthermore, they produce new-for-old objects for middleclass Bangladeshi households and the construction industry. At the same time, these practices of disassembly are shaped by the uncertain terrain of environmental regulation: whether or not countries might ban sending end-of-life ships to places like Bangladesh, creating work and secondary markets but despoiling the beaches and seas with pollution through appalling labour conditions.

What has shaped contemporary economies of recycling is not only the unequal relationship between rich and poor areas of the world, but the emergence of transactions that complicate such overly simplistic geopolitical separations. From the 1980s, neoliberal philosophy spread (often as part of the conditions attached to international loans) to postcolonial and post-socialist contexts. For those whom this benefited, this led to an increasing demand for materials for infrastructural expansion, energy and consumer goods. This is why, in addition to relatively lax environmental regulation, India and China are primary destinations for various recyclable waste streams.

Despite the view that the traffic in wastes continues unimpeded by state intervention, Tong and Wang (this volume) demonstrate the complex policy arrangements that allow the flow of e-waste to China’s coastal cities, but which simultaneously call into question the moral standing of the various electronics recyclers who profit from it. Like container ships, digital electronics goods are popular icons of global connection and their disposal reshapes China’s coastal industries just as ship-breaking does the outskirts of Chittagong. New forms of e-waste are also challenging for the toxicity involved in their disassembly and transformation into revalued things. Chinese recycling is shown to have an important role in rural industrialization and to have fraught relations with international environmental NGOs because of the contaminants involved in e-waste recycling. Further, with the rise of China’s ideology of the Circular Economy, the environmental credentials of various recyclers are under pressure and the e-recycling industry is forced to adapt its image and practice to overlapping regimes of legal, economic and media circulation.

There is money to be made in recycling economies but there are also new regulatory forms being developed at different levels from Basel, either self-imposed by companies wishing to promote images of producer responsibility or enforced by new national and sub-national protocols. Wastes continue to flow from wealthy to poor countries, not only in the absence of regulation, but also through regulatory channels. In his contribution, Garcier discusses how the moral promise of recycling in the nuclear energy industry, as its regulations are currently structured, succeeds by redistributing contamination risks from France to Russia. Concerns about environmental security and nuclear weapon development also shape the moral economy of spent nuclear fuel. While the French company is applauded for its moral and environmental care in re-enriching spent fuel, the place where this is performed ends up as a toxic sink. Thus, he demonstrates that following the rules for proper recycling does not preclude the destruction of places and may indeed act to block such pollution from view.

The destinations of recyclables are foregrounded in these three chapters. These places may not be the ultimate destination for the extracted materials, which may be resold in turn in a new product form. Rather, these are destinations because there is always something that lingers behind after processes of complex material disassembly. The moral conundrum of these global recycling economies is that they create work and follow existing regulations, yet may localize toxic pollution and hazardous working conditions in poorer countries on behalf of richer ones. There is a danger (as in Summers’s memo) that the geopolitical divisions upon which this trade is predicated will be naturalized as if they were merely the work of the market’s invisible hand distributing risks and wealth as it should. But it is also the work of regulations that have produced new economic enterprises and transactions, and continually realign global divisions of labour, in tension with these visions of natural, unfettered markets.

The lure of remaking The image of the downtrodden, Third World waste-picker regularly circulated through news media is a familiar one; it shows people living on the edge, attempting to survive in the midst of unspeakable tragedy (see Reno 2009: 32). Undignified and unproductive, merely scrounging off the scraps of others, the figure of the trash-picker (often a woman or a child) appears as the ideal counterpoint to the masculinized vision of industrial labour. Exploring recycling economies reveals the surprising significance of apparently small and undignified acts of collection and revaluation. Scavenging is, in fact, one of the most important sources of informal employment in the world (see Medina 2000).

The image of the waste-picker also exoticizes practices of remaking. But the labour of reusing materials to extend the life of an object or make another is familiar enough to most; literally so, that is, familial. Such labour was a central plank in household economies: worn sheets were restitched with French seams sides to the middle, clothes cut down for children, woollen garments unpicked for yarn; houses bore signs of neat patching from hoarded scraps (Pember-Reeves 2008 [1913]; Whiteley 2010; Strasser 2000). While such domestic crafts may often be tedious to perform, there is sometimes also pleasure to be found through the skilled labour involved. Re-creating can also be recreation; the positive affect of some acts of remaking should not be underestimated, as Alexander’s and Bear’s chapters show. Such skills of material attentiveness, prized in contexts of shortage, can lose their value where capitalism privileges productive and consumptive destruction over care and repair. Humans and their labour, as well as objects and landscapes, are discarded, cast off. As these chapters show, alongside narratives of material plenty and excess for some, there is also loss and decay in the midst of overwhelming transition, particularly of built environments and infrastructures.

But the relationship between labour and waste also opens up new possibilities for social protest and imagination in the wake of socioeconomic upheaval. Bear’s chapter examines the physical signs of deterioration in objects, landscapes and humans and the active processes of destruction wrought by capitalism along the Hooghly river, in West Bengal. For Bear, waste not only signifies loss but is a call to action as workers attempt to assert the creativity of human labour against the forces of decline associated with post-liberal structural reforms.

The retraction of state services accompanying the availability of new markets and goods has led to crises of waste disposal throughout the developing world, where municipal services cannot keep pace with rising rates of urbanization. In the absence of public collection services, some NGOs attempt to make individual citizens and communities responsible for their own waste collection. Fredericks and Faulk discuss the destruction of place and community through neoliberal reforms, and subsequent attempts to restore place and humanity through labour. Fredericks investigates attempts by international NGOs to convert Dakar’s municipal garbage services into the responsibility of communities, especially women, who are to be converted into Senegalese entrepreneurs in place of a provisioned social infrastructure of waste removal. These projects rehearse the familiar alignment of low-status waste work with social divides in terms of class, gender, race and place. Despite the best intentions of these NGOs, ridding communities of waste is not easily recycled into an entrepreneurial and empowering form of community work. Rather, in the context of Dakar, it becomes devalued and unpaid labour, not the source of new values and collective expression.

Elsewhere, private industry replaces public services, which creates new problems for those who wish to reuse materials. With the rise of a global scrap market, for example, waste becomes prime fodder for privatization, an unregulated commons to which informal recyclers and larger firms struggle for access. Faulk recounts how the wasted landscape of Buenos Aires is recovered by its denizens, having been abandoned by the rollback of public welfare. The workers’ movements she discusses seek to regain legitimacy through the recuperative power of their labour as they attempt to restore a hotel to live in together, as both a sign of their human worth and a way of resisting marginalization. In her account, hotels remade into habitable homes through community-led projects, and things reconstituted for sale, confront and resist the wasting of people, places and things, of which the state is accused (see also Bauman 2003).

Norris’s evocative description of the environment in which migrant women dismantle garments for recycling in Panipat conveys the strident contradictions of these run-down, polluting factories. Surrounded by gloriously vivid mounds of colour, children suffer from dust-related respiratory conditions; their mothers labour long hours for little money, dependent on a ‘jobber’, or middleman, for work security. Most striking perhaps is how the skilled work of deconstructing complex clothing is carried out with kitchen tools and devalued to the point that the women are infantilized with presents of sweets in return for handing over valuables to their jobber.

Even devalued, however, labour with wastes in the most marginal of places can be interpreted as a meeting place between global markets and local concerns. In Millar’s discussion of Jardin Gramacho, Rio de Janeiro’s primary garbage dump (the largest in Latin America), marginal lives are still significant. Focusing on the tales of three catadores, or waste-pickers, Millar shows how lives on the urban and global margins are closely connected to centres of power and calculation that shape global prices of recovered materials. Millar avoids the easy narrative that overstates the power or nobility of those who sort and collect waste at dumps, but, by tracking their activities and transactions, she shows how the catadores reach beyond immediate survival to shape the lives of others, including Rio de Janeiro’s citizens, who both provide the catadores with growing amounts of their refuse and marginalize them from mainstream society.

The places where recycling and waste work occur are typically marginal. Andrea Palladio, the celebrated sixteenth-century architect, compared the layout of a house to that of the human body, noting that the ‘ignoble but essential parts are hidden’ (Ackerman 1966: 57). The analogy can be extended to cities, countries and regions. Margins, in this sense, operate at a number of different levels, each servicing the more beautiful and exposed parts of society: markets, waste dumps, cemeteries and carnival were all traditionally linked to urban edges – socially subversive, troubling and essential. The rubbish dumps of Dakar and Rio de Janeiro are located on the edges of the cities that provide them with wastes. Broader global geographies link Chittagong to other ports; textile reprocessing factories first to the outskirts of Panipat and then to a wealthy Europe and Scandinavia; the Siberian city of Seversk accepts the depleted fuel of French electricity generation; and China’s coastal areas and rural hinterlands take up the electronic detritus of Europe and America.

Considering the relationship between power centres and margins reveals dependencies that reach both ways. Commodity futures prices for raw and recovered materials affect scrap and recycling activities, which, in turn, feed economies with revalued materials and objects. In such tightly knit relationships, it is hard to distinguish completely who is dependent upon whom. What is clear, however, is that there is little recompense for those who directly labour to extract potentially valuable elements from used-up industrial or consumer goods; it is the brokers and dealers, quite different kinds of marginal figures, who get the most monetary return. And yet, the possibility of remaking something never fails to attract willing hands and imaginations.

Property rights and obligations Recent forays into questions of property have begun to explore the mutability and ephemerality of property objects. The idea of assemblages, particular configurations of the sociotechnical, material, regulative and so on, is a useful way of querying the extent to which we can limit and so define the object to which rights are sought – or denied; this is key. While most of the debates on property rights have concerned themselves with rights over things, shifting the focus to waste and recycling reveals an underbelly of problematic and unanswered questions, often concerning obligations. From biblical injunctions (Psalms 128:2) through Locke (1960) and onwards, the emphasis on property in the Western tradition has been on rights to production, to the fruits of bodily labour: ownership tempered by compassion for the dispossessed – a compassion that was steadily regulated out from the eighteenth century on (Linebaugh 2003). There has been less attention paid to the obligations of property, to the wastes, pollution and by-products that are also produced by labour.

Faulk re-engages with familiar ideas of rights through bodily labour. Here, however, the object under question (an abandoned hotel that is being renovated) is being reclaimed through labour. Legal assertions of ownership are thus trumped by labour, which also demonstrates that the labourers have fulfilled obligations to the property object that the state has not. Having reasserted creative control over the forgotten waste of the hotel and their own lives, Faulk’s informants show an alternative sense of ownership, tied to responsibility for both persons and things.

As the discussion above and Alexander’s chapter also suggest, an emphasis on the daily engagements of care and maintenance suggests that the familiar subject–object relation of property ownership can itself be challenged by a relation of equality between subjects. Following objects beyond the point of manufacture, purchase or gift also shows that traces of former property relations remain. As medical supplies move from the point of donation to reception (Halvorson, this volume), the ritualized attempts to sever previous relations and recast the objects and exchange relations anew indicate the labour needed to exorcize previous lives of things. It is not, contra Appadurai (1986), simply a matter of objects moving between gift and commodity exchange relations. Things hang in limbo, are stored in warehouses, are dismantled, bear vestiges of earlier incarnations.

Traces of former lives are not easily eradicated, as Norris’s chapter demonstrates well. While dismantling the clothes donated to charity shops in the global North, workers in Panipat factories muse on the clothes’ origins, their owners, how and why they came to be ripped apart while still functional. Coat pockets shower down material stubs of previous owners’ lives, but the workers also project imaginary routes through which the textiles in their hands have passed. As domestic things are fashioned from scraps and endlessly recontrived in contexts of material shortage (Alexander, this volume), clothes, domestic objects and indeed the urban landscape are palimpsests of former, present and potential things, momentarily coalesced into a form to which property rights may be asserted.

Macpherson (1964) famously outlined and condemned the principle of possessive individualism in classical liberal thought; the idea that an individual is the sole proprietor of his or her skills, which arises from the older sense that a free individual’s body belongs to them. Possession, Reno suggests, of the products of one’s body is not clear cut, particularly when those products can be used as part of the forensic repertoire to reconstruct a former life and person. Traces become an instrument to link present liability to past acts. Reno’s discussion of contested rights over human waste plays with the notion that rights to the body end at its outer margins: the extent to which rights continue over detached parts of the body is increasingly the subject of legal debate. His focus is the narcotics trade in the contemporary USA, and the legal and scientific experts who try to make claims about drug practices by reusing waste as prime evidentiary material. While waste forensics offers trace glimpses into the movement of drugs through bodies and urban infrastructure, however, it is complicated by the sense of an enduring connection between people and their wastes and the rights of ownership that arise from this. At another level this can be seen in attempts to enforce producer responsibility. In this line of thinking, a manufacturer of cars or yogurt pots, for example, retains the obligation to deal appropriately with the used-up item, whatever exchanges the things has passed through.

While the drive to recover energy and materials from used goods is climbing political agendas (a high-end British retailer remarked to the editors of this volume that it ‘made a good story’), it has also given rise to a massive global economy in recyclates and scrap that can provide an element of greenwashing. Recovering valuable materials can be dirty and dangerous work, often polluting lands, waterways and the air. While recycling ships, textiles or depleted uranium gains high marks in the moral economy of care for the environment, loosely understood, these processes often generate intensive, localized pollution in other places. As Garcier states, along with accepting depleted uranium for re-enrichment, the reprocessing factory takes on all associated property rights and obligations, including that of toxic contamination produced locally. Objects typically require clear limits before property rights can be asserted in them. Seeping, leaking, dispersible pollution in water, soil and air is a significant challenge to any effective property regime, as is control over objects that decay, change or are taken apart. Examining the rapidly shifting property obligations over recyclables reveals complex moral economies of global displacement and disregard.

Value added and multiplied Creation, recovery and the re-creation of value are at the heart of recycling. This much is relatively, but not entirely, uncontentious. However, there are several different forms of value that are unmade and remade in the course of moving stuff to where it can be recycled (typically marginalized places) dismantling it, reimbuing it with usefulness and reinserting it into mainstream material flows. In one sense, this is about the value-added of material transformation, in common with any productive activity. What a focus on recycling affords is an appreciation of the multiple, mutable values of a thing at any one moment in time: the nature of the thing itself, liable to transformation – its monetary price, whether trifling or huge, affected by market demands; the calorific value used and produced by different recycling or recovery technologies; the many positively freighted moral values of saving resources, providing labour, gifting items for reuse, which in turn need to be set against the unvalued people and places typically involved in the restoration of value to worn-out things.

The distinctions between the material, moral and monetary transformations of production and recycling are worth highlighting. We have seen how structural elisions commonly appear between marginalized labour, people and places, and how such elisions may be contested. The skills required for keeping things going, or crafting new objects from old, are not universally valued. This is particularly apparent in Alexander’s chapter, where the once lauded and moralized ability to conjure a family meal from scraps or a garden hoe from oddments has become as outmoded and unregarded as the practitioners who find themselves beached, unable to turn with the tide. Moving from a domestic to an industrial setting, Bear and Faulk again show dissonances between how the practices of care towards things are conceptualized and valorized.

Halvorson’s contribution investigates how the medical discards created by insurance regulations in American biomedicine attain new life in faith-based medical humanitarianism. Focusing on two American Lutheran aid agencies that supply an array of discarded and recovered medical materials to Madagascar, she documents the negotiation of moral, religious and historical values in working with used medical materials. At the same time, each actor at these various stages of circulation remains aware of the prior origin of the medical object as a used item, its former identity as another’s waste product, and they act accordingly. This is evident from the ways that medical institutions negotiate the legal transfer of their waste to aid organizations and the ways that religious volunteers resist the description of their activity as a form of recycling. Arguably, those who manage the cast-offs of others could be said to possess the ability to transact between economic and environmental, moral and material values.

The global moral economy of recycling is frequently tendentious. The moral charge of saving the planet’s resources accrues to shipping companies selling on end-of-life vessels for scrap; nuclear energy operators sending depleted uranium away for re-enrichment; e-waste collectors and brokers, donors of textiles to charity shops or hospitals redirecting unwanted medical supplies to needy countries. To the brokers of these flows and recycling processes, there is often considerable monetary and moral currency to be gained. But, all too often, in the places where materials are reinvested with value, employment is precarious and dangerous and unrecyclable wastes accumulate. The chimera of a global closed material system doesn’t hold: flows do not keep going for ever, stuff wears out, fibres break, dust and wastes settle, as Norris’s chapter demonstrates with such finality. Global flows of scraps and unwanted materials sharply juxtapose the action of recharging materials with monetary value with the places where these processes occur. Global margins are increasingly used either to dispose of wastes that have become too expensive to deal with, or to reprocess them.

As Gille (2007) argues, the toxicity of some wastes has a tendency to ‘bite back’, as they resist the frameworks (what she calls the waste regimes) that are used to process and control them. This is so because environmental processes and non-human agencies assert themselves through waste production and processing. Recycling technologies do stretch used materials. We do not suggest that they serve no purpose, only point out that there are limits to any such process and the hope of closed loops. This may mean that materials have a toxicity that cannot be dispelled, or that what ‘resists’ reuse and repurposing is a trace of an object’s origin, a material quality that speaks of the former uses to which it was put. The forms of ‘recycling’ that Reno examines in his chapter seek to make waste into legal and scientific evidence by relying on the inertia of waste flows, their lasting connection to the relations, persons and bodies where they originated. Alexander discusses a similar material ‘resistance’ in her account of Soviet-era ideologies of material culture, where reuse is meant to affirm an object’s identity as a comrade in the ongoing revolution performed at the scale of everyday life.

If the rag-picker standing aloft on a huge, stinking pile of urban detritus has become something of an icon for the dispossessed of the modern world, then the recycling cooperatives of Latin America seem to represent a different beacon, one of hope. This time, workers flung aside by the processes of neoliberalism have recovered and re-formed themselves into labour cooperatives. Organized catadores reject the title of waste people, reclaiming dignity and selves. Once again, however, a more nuanced ethnographic engagement with such organizations reveals additional layers of ambivalence, showing that the story is not straightforward. Fredericks’s account of an NGO-inspired female waste cooperative has a strong flavour of the rehabilitative mission to re-form souls as well as things. Faulk’s and Millar’s chapters show the micro-politics of recovering value through such organizations, but also highlight the frailty of these cooperatives. Their viability relies on global commodity prices set elsewhere in the world, as much as that of any other organization subject to the vagaries of market demand.

One thing emerged unexpectedly as we started to write the chapters that follow; the language of recycling for materials and labourers alike is often tinged with connotations of Protestant redemption. Although this is clearest in Halvorson’s chapter, it appears in other chapters too. Materials are salvaged, saved, recovered; sorting through trash is a common rehabilitative exercise for prisoners, intended to restore them to being social citizens. Conversion applies equally to the materials we have described here and to saved souls. Restoration is not merely extending the useful life of objects but, in a Christian eschatology, returns a corrupt world to a prelapsarian Eden. In this spirit, we end with a reminder of the secular apocalypse that shadows these pathways to material and moral salvation. There are limits to the eternal transformations suggested by much of the recycling rhetoric. And beyond those limits there are only hurt bodies, polluted lands and a handful of dust.


SECTION ONE

Global waste flows


1 | Shoddy rags and relief blankets: perceptions of textile recycling in north India

LUCY NORRIS
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Introduction

Following humanitarian disasters around the world, bundles of grey emergency relief blankets are often distributed to those in need by aid agencies. Affording warmth and protection by literally wrapping abject bodies in gifts, these rough blankets materialize wider networks of care and support, while making visible the recipients’ liminal status and framing their apparent lack of agency.1 But the freely distributed grey aid blanket is just one of the unexpected end products of a very different global flow of gifts and commodities that reconfigure categories of value: that of second-hand clothing discarded and donated to charities in developed economies. For these gritty, smelly, coarse and scratchy grey blankets are produced from second-hand Western clothing, shredded and recycled in north Indian factories. They are woven from regenerated yarn (hereafter referred to as ‘shoddy’), and are usually designed to last for just one season, during which they fall apart.

Tracing these material connections reveals the transformations that occur across multiple economic, political and cultural registers as donations of unwanted old clothes are commodified, destroyed, regenerated and donated in a new form to those in need. The ephemerality of clothing and the refashionability of its constituent fabrics and fibres is key to both its use in liminal, transformational contexts, and its agency in creating movement and change. However, the chapter argues that although the production chain is bracketed by the apparent moral value of the gift, the process of creative destruction at its capitalist heart involves investing minimal value in social and environmental manufacturing conditions, a self-defeating strategy ultimately revealed in the disintegrating blanket.

The political economy of second-hand clothing

The value of the global trade in second-hand garments doubled from $1.26 billion in 2001 to $2.5 billion in 2009.2 Most have been bought from charities in the developed world, which cannot sell all the mountains of donations they receive themselves. In the UK, for example, charities sell only 20 per cent of their donations directly, the rest being sold to commercial dealers who export them for reuse (a further 60 per cent), sell them on to recyclers (15 per cent), and throw the remaining 5 per cent away (Morley et al. 2009).3 Global markets for reuse have developed rapidly, and there is an increasing amount of research into their development and impact (Hansen 2000, 2004a, 2004b, Norris forthcoming-a). Eastern Europe has become the primary destination for high-quality brands of all-season clothing, the African market buys good-quality, fashionable summer clothing, while Pakistan is the destination for the lowest-quality grades.

However, as developing economies are largely situated in warmer climates, the global market lacks the capacity to absorb high volumes of winter clothing, such as thicker wool, acrylic and mixed-fibre suits, trousers, jackets, jumpers and soft furnishings sold as bales of ‘jazz’. Lacking any other avenues to avoid their wastage, these clothes form a low-value, residual category of ‘recycling grades’. Yet, as remainders, they destabilize the homogeneity of that category since some are perfectly wearable garments in good condition. The consumption of second-hand clothing has become an integral part of many developing economies in the global South, but these obsolete leftovers of global capitalism remain largely unnoticed, and are sold for shredding to the machine wiping industry, the flocking industry and the Indian shoddy industry.

The pivotal place in this particular sequence of creative destruction is the industrial town of Panipat, north of Delhi. Drawing on ethnographic research in the town and its factories,4 this chapter focuses upon the local perceptions of those working in the industry concerning where the clothing comes from (and why) and where it goes to, contextualizing these constructed imaginaries with a description of the embodied engagement of workers with used clothing. Thus it provokes comparison with Halvorson’s work on donor imaginaries concerning charitable chains of medical discards from the USA to Madagascar (this volume); her work addresses the complexities of how waste is recategorized as a resource in redemptive economies, carefully avoiding the moral pitfalls of certain destructive practices. This chapter takes as its starting point materials that have already been transformed from discard to gift to commodity, and are precisely located at that point in the production chain where the means through which they are destroyed is not necessarily productive of successful recuperation.

What emerges from this ethnography are the moral tensions inherent in these processes of conversion, which are symbolized by the decomposing aid blanket. Framed by the moral value of the charitable gift, this recycling industry produces waste and pollution, processes rags in unregulated factories using unorganized labour, and creates disintegrating end products that may even fail to deliver the care expected of them (Norris forthcoming-b). Textiles cannot be infinitely recycled, but this industry cuts to the quick, rapidly downcycling materials into rock-bottom products; the shock is the sheer waste of the wealth of social, moral and labour value(s) that have been previously added in order to create marginal returns. The deregulated neoliberal Indian economy described by Bear (this volume) underpins the recycling industry dependent upon the exploitation of subcontracted labour, but here the landscape of waste materials comprises the alienated discards of Western over-consumption; they have been imported to be reconceptualized and regenerated.

The global recycling trade often processes materials in liminal spaces, before they are reintroduced back into the market, a key theme in this volume. Industrial textile recycling is demonstrably downcycling, where value is constantly falling, and I argue that the processes and products revealed here show how value systems fail to fully reintegrate and revalue these materials and the people with whom they are entangled. Instead they remain waste products in the shadowy margins of global capitalism, reproducing social and economic inequality and conjoining people and things as waste.

Panipat industry

India imports 220,000 tons of worn clothing a year, some of which is sorted for reuse and re-exported via the special economic zones around Kandla, Gujarat. Approximately 15 per cent of these garments legally enter India as wearable clothing under a strict quota system, but the rest consists of ‘mutilated hosiery’, clothing destined for commercial recycling that has to be slashed to allow it through customs. Panipat, north of Delhi, imports roughly 100,000 tons of worn jumpers, coats and suits annually,5 to be shredded and recycled into ‘regenerated yarn’ in over three hundred mills and hundreds of smaller units; it constitutes the world’s largest remaining shoddy processing industry,6 and comprises between a third and a half of the total output of the Indian wool industry.

Panipat is an old hand-weaving town north of Delhi, and was a colonial wool centre. Industrial spinning and weaving was developed after Partition (1947). Because of the expense and shortage of imported long-staple wool, and the coarseness of black Indian wool, the shoddy industry was established as a cheaper alternative, importing used woollen rags from Europe and the USA, and second-hand, rag-tearing machinery from Italy and Poland.7 By the 1980s, cheap rags were being imported in large volumes to be processed by growing numbers of migrant labourers. There have always been crossovers between the wool and shoddy industries depending on the market (Jenkins and Malin 1990; Malin 1979), with larger factories running shoddy mills alongside other manufactures, and new entrants finding it a low-capital start-up business.

The local industry body estimates that of the yarn, fabric and blankets manufactured, about 10–15 per cent is exported, the rest is for the domestic market. Yarn is exported to Africa, or woven locally into lohi, men’s shawls, and fabric by the metre for jackets and school uniforms. Up to 100,000 blankets are made every day, mostly thin, grey, one-season blankets for the domestic market and the global aid market. More expensive, thicker, dull-coloured shoddy wool blankets, intended to last three to four years, provision institutions such as prisons, hospitals, railways and the military across the world, while higher-quality, brightly coloured, checked versions used to be popular with the Indian middle classes. By the mid-1990s, the industry had begun to import acrylic jumpers to make acrylic shoddy yarn, opening up a whole new market for bright fluffy blankets featuring animals, cartoon characters and flowers. The most lucrative export market comprises the international aid agencies’ emergency wool blankets, of which over 90 per cent come from Panipat. These are delivered to regional depots in Africa and Asia for stockpiling in case of emergency, or transported directly to disaster zones.

Industrial organization Most of the factory labour comes from less developed states in the north-east and eastern part of the country, such as Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Orissa and West Bengal, with up to half of these migrants permanently settled in the town. Now, approximately 85 per cent of the town is involved in the textile industry, of which 40,000 are in the shoddy industry. The more modern, integrated mills, with international contracts, are on the outskirts of town, while the smaller spinning, weaving and finishing units are in the old part, with unmetalled roads lined with filthy brick buildings covered in lint, and fertile green slime oozing down the outside walls into channels of coloured waste water and sewage. Foreigners rarely visit, though many of these firms are unofficially subcontracted to the larger companies.

The industry operates in the informal, unorganized labour sector (Parry et al. 1999). This even applies to some large mills with up to one hundred workers, which initially appear to be one factory but are in fact broken down internally into smaller units owned or managed by family members and partners (see Breman 1999b). An ILO report estimates the Indian informal sector to be 92.9 per cent and the formal 7.1 per cent (Jha 2006), but it stresses that there are no rigid lines of demarcation and much crossover (see also Breman 2003). Jha argues that the informal economy is neither innovative nor full of opportunities, but is a ‘shock absorber’ for competitiveness in an increasingly globalized capitalist system (see Harriss 2005; Harriss-White 2003). As Hart (2000) comments, the decline of the formal economy in India is directly linked to the deregulation of Indian capitalism, supported by the World Bank and development agencies, with, quite literally in this case, the periphery mopping up the waste of the centre.

Many mill owners invest very little capital in the equipment, buildings and raw materials, and directly employ only a few management staff and technicians to protect their interests. The resultant labour force is completely subcontracted via the thekedar (jobbing) system and is highly fragmented. As one mill owner explained, this avoided the constant ‘problems’ they had formerly had with unionized workers, who were ‘going slow’ and sabotaging machines, a common narrative among owners disparaging the ‘commitment’ of their workers (Breman 1999a; De Neve 2003). It also shifts the blame for low productivity away from their own low-capital investment on to the workforce (Breman 1999a). Another owner disparagingly remarked, ‘you don’t need brains to run the factory because someone else is doing it for you, you just have to pay by the kilo … the clever people are the thekedari’. The jobbers are driven by production targets (i.e. piece rates) to make their profits, and have to extract as much labour as possible from the workers. Spinners claim that this leads to workers having to fix moving machinery, with inevitable accidents such as losing fingers, hands and lower arms.

The subcontracted workforce has no job security or rights of association, is unlikely to receive the state minimum wage, and has no medical benefits or subsidized travel home. As migrants they are politically marginalized; labour laws applying to subcontracted migrant labour are unenforced. Strategies to exercise control over their labour depend instead upon their ability to manipulate relationships with jobbers, often restricted by community ties and loans paid to families back in the village (see Breman 2003; Gopalakrishnan and Sreenivasa 2009). Although a local union representative stated that there is no ‘bonded’ labour in Panipat, workers do get ‘stuck’ because of indebtedness to jobbers, a situation described by De Neve (1999) as ‘unfree’ labour. Locally, jobbers are also known as lathis (sticks) and goondas (thugs), referring to the potential for violence underlying their relationships.

Processing rags to make shoddy yarn Used clothing for recycling that arrives in Panipat will have already been manually sorted in the back of a Western charity shop (Gregson et al. 2000), re-sorted along the rag merchant’s conveyor belts (Botticelli forthcoming; Hawley 2006), sold on to a specialist trader at the bottom of the market (Oakdene Hollins Ltd et al. 2006), exported to India and often re-sorted once more in the special economic zone at the port of Kandla, Gujarat. Western rag merchants claim to hardly recover the costs of these garments,8 yet even more labour must be invested in them to extract an alternative sequence of values from the heterogeneous contents of the bales. In stark contrast to the moral value accorded to charitable donations fuelling the beginning of this global production chain in Western countries, and that accorded to the aid blankets that are produced at the end, the following descriptive narrative of a shoddy recycling factory reveals the typically poor labour and environmental conditions in which this double conversion is enacted. This is contextualized by the widespread belief of mill owners that the whole industry is unproductive, in decline and facing a dead end.

Clothing has to be manually prepared for feeding into a shredding machine; each garment passes through another four or five hands before reaching the shredder. Workers in a shoddy factory inhabit a soft, undulating landscape of worn garments, whose contours are always in flux; a man standing atop a shrinking mountain of sweaters flings different-coloured garments with a practised swing into the ring of smaller piles growing around him; a circle of women sit in a valley carved out between a pile of stuff waiting to be stripped and the pile they have completed. A mound of grey coats slowly disappears, as a dozen women retrieve a head-load at a time, take them outside to be chopped up into several more piles, and carried off to the shredder, dropping threads, fluff and dust in their wake. As stockpiles grow, heat builds up inside them, and rats scuttle around the edges of the warehouse floor. Working on worn clothing involves engaging their whole bodies, smelling its overwhelming odours released into the dusty warmth, scanning its colours and patterns to assess its value, feeling the prickly wool and plasticky acrylic, slippery linings and ridges of seams between practised hands. To transform a mountain of clothing into a pile of rags involves a profound sensory intimacy with each and every garment, a perceptual encounter with its invasive materiality.

METAL DETECTING One of the owner’s managers, Anil the ‘sorting master’, supervises the unloading of bales of clothing arriving at the factory, which are stood on their sides with the clothing layered in vertical bands. First the outer plastic wrapper is cut off, and then the metal bands cinching the bale are snipped off with cutters, pinging open as the tension is released. Cardboard sheets at each end are peeled off, and the compressed bale begins to expand and fall apart like leaves of filo pastry. The first value to be extracted is from this protective skin around the garments; plastic sheeting is sold into the local market for reuse, while a scrap dealer on a bicycle buys up the metal wire and cardboard by the kilogram. Anil gets a commission from the owner for arranging the sale.

As the bale collapses, the men start throwing garments into a pile near to four or five women sitting in a circle. Squatting on the floor and using traditional metal vegetable cutters, their job is to slice off all the metal fasteners, leaving the worthless plastic to the next stage; zips, buttons, coins and chains are worth money in the market, and can damage machinery.

A buyer can remake zips, shortening them and making them ‘fresh’ if they are damaged by the cutters – Anil jokingly said, ‘It’s a specialized job’, an ‘Indian version of job creation’ … they are ‘always making work for more people by dividing up the tasks, and there is always another penny to be extracted from the waste if you have the time to work on it’, echoing the strategy of deconstructing clothing into its constitutive elements in order to release its value. Again, he takes a cut in return for arranging the sale of metal and exchanging foreign coins with specialist dealers.
 
The pockets of jackets, coats and trousers also need checking for ‘goodies’ or dangerous items. These women skilfully work their hands into pockets to retrieve the deposits that another hand slipped in, many months or years earlier, an intimate, invisible contact with another life that inhabited the garment and lived in it in another world. Business cards with fax numbers and email addresses from around the world litter the shed floor. Dirty hankies, plastic snakes, sweet wrappers and till receipts are the leftovers from busy mothers’ daily rounds of shopping, receiving and pocketing rubbish from small children and looking after toys abandoned for a new game. A Rastafarian hat with fake dreads, a special cap with hair on the front for people with receding hairlines, a plastic sou’wester: all become things of curiosity and play, tried on and left hanging on a nail on the factory wall.
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1.1 Opening the bales of clothing (photo: Lucy Norris)

The women like the decorative designs added to garments, so they also slice off small trimmings that they take a fancy to, for use at home on clothing, for children or for decorating the house. This may be a fur collar, a piece of rickrack or embroidery, beaded designs, shiny sequins, stars and gold or silver metal thread embroidery, quietly slipped under the piles they sit on. The women say the work is a small business, daily bread, but it is better paid than that of those women farther along the process, who simply sit cutting clothes in the yard; these women get Rs120 ($2.5) for an eight-hour day, while the cutters earn less than Rs80 ($1.5) a day. The women don’t get a commission or a bonus on what they find, but if something really valuable shows up they’ll get some ladoos and rasgullas (sweets) as a treat from their supervisor.

This team of the three men who unload and unpack the bales and the women who sit in a circle rummaging and slicing has its own male jobber, and they move around various factories together as required. But one of the women is also a sub-jobber, recruiting and paying the other women. To be a good jobber, she said, she has to ‘manage a lot of responsibility, control advances and listen to people’s troubles’. The women said they found it easier to discuss problems with female jobbers, and they agreed that being a jobber was not easy; the main requirement was trust between the jobber and her workers as sometimes a jobber will walk away at the end of a contract and pocket the money for him- or herself.

COLOUR SORTING The mill owner considered Anil’s skill in feeling the fibre content of garments and finely sorting them by colour to be his greatest asset; he trusted Anil to put just enough wool in the blend and create only as pure a colour as is required for each order, and no more. Owners keep warehouses full of stocks, in order to be able to buy at a good price in the market, and offer a wider variety of yarns through blending wool content and separating colours. Rags are mostly purchased as (1) commercial all wool (CAW) hosiery, about 90 per cent wool knits, soft and easy to tear open; (2) original woollen rag (OWR), about 50–70 per cent wool such as worsteds and suiting that are much harder to ‘open’; and (3) acrylic hosiery, processed in separate factories but using the same technologies. First, they are sorted for colour. Bright shades are at a premium, with sludgy grey mixes at the bottom of the scale: a red blanket might sell for over twice the price of an equivalent grey one, as red clothing is scarcer given the increasing Western preference for dull clothing, and a high percentage of wool is similarly more expensive.

The men sort into about twelve first-colour families, then a second sorting into roughly sixty subcategories. The colours have delicious, evocative names in a mixture of Hindi and English, recalling ripe fruits and favourite foods such as jamuni (a fruit), lemon, beighani (aubergine) and chocolate, animals and birds such as mouse, camel, parrot and peacock, plants such as henna, precious metals and gemstones, as well as mythological characters and royal princesses. Each one can be further qualified as bright, light and dark, referring to depth of colour, shininess and purity of shade. ‘Uni’ (i.e. plain) clothes are the most expensive, ‘fancy’ (i.e. checks and stripes) are the cheapest, but one can make several types of fancy: ‘10 fancy’ (fancy with ten colours in it), or red fancy, violet fancy, blue fancy. The poetic everyday naming of colours and grading of clothing by shade serves to place its subjective past as used clothing farther in the distance, and highlights its more valuable, abstract qualities.
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1.2 Mountains of clothing are sorted into ‘colour families’ prior to being cut up (photo: Tim Mitchell)

THE CUTTING YARD A separate team of women cutters carry heavy head-loads of sorted garments back to their spot outside, sitting in and among the piles to get comfortable, rigging up a piece of cloth to provide extra shade as the sun moves round. Those nursing babies and young children lie them down to sleep on the piles of clothing next to them, placing a cloth over their faces to keep away the flies. Sitting chatting, useful things are filched surreptitiously: a cotton lining thrown across to another woman, who promptly sits on it, and soft bits of cotton to be used as babies’ nappies, secured with string. Younger kids play with bits of fabric in the yard, stringing buttons on threads, running around barefoot in tatty clothing. It is thought to be a very safe environment so long as children keep out of the machine sheds; they can safely climb up the piles and slide down. They don’t think the factory is particularly dirty, simply dusty from all the clothing and fluff, but many children have skin sores, coughs and runny noses. Some managers used to give the women sweets to take the cotton dust down into the throat, but many workers are concerned about the risks of contracting TB from the dust.

These women have their own jobber, who also reports to Anil; living in nearby colonies, they are usually very poor agricultural migrants from Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, Orissa, Bengal and Andhra. Poverty forces young mothers and old women to work outside the house and bring their preschool children with them. Many of the women had moved to Panipat at or after marriage or had joined male family members there; some mentioned family difficulties back in the village, lack of jobs and loans to repay. They received about Rs2,000 ($43) a month for a daily eight-hour shift; after deductions for days off it was even less and they were heavily dependent on advances from their jobber. But several women considered the work to be fairly comfortable compared with working in the fields, while a couple of older women said that they liked the work, there was no ‘worst job’ in the factory, and they were not pressured to work too hard. They took regular tea and tiffin breaks among the piles, bringing in home-made rotis and dahl in tins. As we were chatting one morning, the break ended and they washed out their tins, swilling the dirty water on to the ground then wiping it round with an old jumper picked off the floor.

This matter-of-fact entanglement with the material they worked on stretched from sitting among old clothes and working on it with their hands to using it for tasks at hand for its absorbency or comfort rather than its fashionability. One man cheerfully sported an orange pashmina shawl, wrapped around his head as a turban, with a ‘Made in China’ label just visible. Most of the women were dressed in very old clothing, often too small, worn or mismatching, and they admitted that a certain number of ‘spoils’, such as warm hats, jumpers and shawls, are smuggled home.

It is when women deconstruct tailored garments that their embodied skills become most apparent. They keep the cutters really sharp, and all around the factory can be heard the sound of metal blades being sharpened on whetstones. Seeta, who had been working in the woollens factory for twelve years, could reduce a tailored coat to a series of piles in three to four minutes.
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1.3 A woman cuts up a tailored coat, removing plastic buttons, linings and interlining, thick seams and padding. The strips of ‘cleaned’ cloth can then be fed into the ‘teasing’ machine to be shredded (photo: Lucy Norris)

Reaching into the mound next to her, she pulled out a black woollen coat, a stylish double-breasted garment with a complicated structure of yokes, panels, collar and cuffs, assembled with thick overlapping French seams. It appeared to be in very good condition, with no obvious stains or signs of wear. First, she cut out the lining and put it to one side. She always started the coat itself at the centre back seam at the lower hem. Where possible, she sliced open the bottom stitches and ripped the rest of the seam apart with her hands. But with a thick seam that would jam the shredding machines, she had to cut away the cloth on each side and throw the tubular seam itself on to a separate pile along with plastic fasteners discarded as rubbish. Working through each section of the coat, she cut out as much as possible of the stiff interfacing that is stitched into structural pieces of the coat, such as collars, epaulettes and cuffs, throwing it away, and separated out the cloth pieces with thick fused grey interfacing that she cannot remove into another pile. Then she used her thumb and forefinger to prise apart the softer fusible white interfacing from the cloth and discarded that, and finally cut the larger pieces of black wool into smaller rags.

Seeta described the process as ‘cleaning’ the cloth, aiming to extract as many pure black rags as possible; the more complex the garment, the more piles are created from its decomposition. The black coat rapidly augmented the five heaps in a semicircle around her. First there were three grades of usable cloth destined for the shredder: A, the best-quality pure black cloth; B, junior quality that had grey interfacing attached; and C, the lowest-quality lumpy collars and cuffs, flecked with white interfacing. The rubbish pile contained plastic buttons and zips, foam shoulder pads, elastic waistbands, thick seams, interlining and labels, all of which was burnt in the boiler used for dyeing. Lastly, the synthetic linings, later sorted into dozens of shades of brown, grey and black and sold on to another factory for shredding, to be used to strengthen acrylic shoddy yarn made from synthetic jumpers.

Pure wool, which is now a premium niche fibre, is valued for its warmth, insulation and its natural flame retardancy; the wool percentage of aid blankets is usually specified at approximately 50 per cent, and a wide range of qualities are made for the domestic market. Depending on the percentage of wool required in the yarn, a batch of wool rag may be supplemented by more expensive wool hosiery. This blending of garments brings better-quality, perfectly usable jumpers on to the factory floor. One day I watched while a tractor tipped a load of multicoloured pure wool jumpers with classic Scandinavian designs on to the concrete next to Seeta. One had a label boasting ‘Danish pesticide-free pure wool’; a particularly ironic end was in store for such an apparently high-value, sustainably produced fibre.

Every now and then, a foul-smelling smoke drifts across the concrete yards. Acrylic rags are often over-dyed to produce a uniform bright shade, as is the yarn added for strengthening wool. Vats are heated directly underneath by fires fed with plastic waste from the in-house cutting process, and assorted leftovers from local factories such as foam offcuts from flip-flops, rubber, dust from fibre processing, wooden pallets and old window frames. Treading on buttons, shoulder pads and zips scattered across the floor, barefoot workers stoke the fires, pumping air into the hearth with makeshift hoses and breathing in acrid fumes. After dyeing, the fibres are not fixed or rinsed, but laid out to dry in the sun, while the waste water gushes into local open drains or floods neighbouring wasteland.

SHREDDING WITH THE ‘TEASER’ Rag-pulling machines (known as ‘teasers’) shred the pieces of fabric in order to ‘open’ the fibres. In order to ease their processing and reduce static, rags need pre-soaking in ‘batching oil’ for several hours. This oil is unfiltered, unrefined, used transformer oil from the local power plant, to which have been added various other chemicals: the waste oil from nearby ghee factories, carbolic acid, MEG (methyl ethyl glycols) and caustic soda. The emulsifying properties of the batching oil are tested by pouring it into a typical chai (tea) glass with a kitchen ladle, and swirling it in the light: it is ready once the consistency of buffalo’s milk is achieved. Workers complain that the batching oil smells awful, and they suffer from headaches, dizziness and coughing.

Teasers generate enormous quantities of dust and fluff, and are usually placed in a contained, dark room with few openings. Rudimentary set-ups rely on workers to manually gather up the stinking rags to feed the teaser, bag the fibres at the other end and load them into the hopper for the card machine. Emerging for a tea break with hair, eyebrows and shoulders coated with fluff, one woman working on the machine said it ‘makes your eyes hurt, it’s noisy and your arms and legs ache’; this was from picking up piles of oil-soaked rags from the floor and pushing them into the machine on long twelve-hour shifts. One manager had rigged the small teasers up on tripods and chains to try to stop them falling over during use, while the whole process is a high-risk fire hazard owing to the batching oil and the combustibility of the cotton content of rags. While the pay is higher for a woman than cutting, it is dangerous work; one described how the end of her sari had got caught in the machine, and she was lucky a co-worker near by quickly hit the stop button.

Spinning and jobbing Men working on the card machines and spinning frames work in teams run by jobbers, who are paid according to output, so both they and the workers want to work in a reliable, well-run factory. The slogan ‘Kaam hii puja hai’ (work is prayer) was painted on the side of a card machine, ‘Life is Work’ on another, while sheds had shrines to Vishwakame, the god of machines and craftsmen who made the chariot for Bima in the Baghavad Gita. Everyday a puja (act of worship) was performed before the machines started up. As Sanjay, a young migrant jobber in charge of two spinning units, explained, to maintain output he has to negotiate with the owners, who frequently cut back the percentage of strengthening material added to the fibres, and fail either to maintain machinery or to provide good generators. His work, mediating between the workers and managers, fills him with tension. The work can be hard, lifting heavy sacks of yarn, and the dust causes respiratory problems. He has to entice new recruits, he says, tongue in cheek, with ‘a lot of lies and a little truth!’ He promises that the wages are generous, the machines are good, the thread is strong, there is a reliable electricity supply, they can have advances when they want, and it is comfortable work. He recruits workers he knows from other factories, or people’s brothers and relatives.

The smaller jobbers in units talk about having the right attitude and social skills for upward mobility rather than education or training, and put themselves forward as apprentices. A dye master, who initially began as a sorter and had worked in Kandla, explained that ‘if you think high and want to get ahead you will achieve it, you need to go step by step: it is easy to be what you want to be if you have confidence and gain experience. Even if you are a labourer you can move up if you have the mindset.’ From his perspective, low-paid work goes with people who don’t think about it, so they stay low paid.

Producing blankets Simple grey blankets are woven on old power looms in windowless sheds, the weak yarn reinforced with synthetic warps every few inches just to hold the short fibres together. Once checked for defects, the rolls of shoddy wool cloth ought to be ‘finished’, i.e. ‘fulled’ to felt the fibres properly, then ‘raised’ to bring up the nap, but these are further stages where corners can be cut. Finishing units are usually at the back of integrated mills, or in the older ramshackle part of town, where open waste-water drains spill over into the rutted roads outside. Inside the brick-walled, dust-coated enclosures, boilers spew out plumes of filthy black smoke, fired by offcuts of wood, plastic factory waste and local rubbish. During fulling, starch in the form of maida (chapatti flour) or namak (salt) is often added to the water to increase the weight by up to half as much again.

The cloth is then stretched out over tenters on the roof to dry before being passed through the raising machine. This has spiked rollers to bring the pills and loose fibres up to the surface to be suctioned off before steaming; fibrous waste can then be sold back to the spinning mill to be mixed back into low-quality shoddy yarn until it is too short to be bound in (a local joke runs that the sign of a cheap blanket is that if you take it out and refold it, it loses half of its weight in the process; if you attempt to wash it, it could disintegrate entirely). The remaining grey dust is piled up at the back of the factory. Unlike Mr Boffin’s dust heaps, combed and sifted for their potential value in Dickens’s Our Mutual Friend, the finely ground remains of old clothes are utterly exhausted, and are eventually taken away for fly-tipping.

Imagined lives Two younger women, sitting cutting up a pile of mixed ‘fancy’ in an acrylic factory, came across a multicoloured bikini top; they sat shyly giggling as they surreptitiously stretched the fabric between their fingers and studied the clasp. A sorter held up a backless sequined evening dress and laughed in amazement. When women work with mixed bales of clothing, they come across swimsuits, glamorous garments, short skirts and underwear in mixed bales, sometimes familiar from TV programmes, but rarely from personal experience. Women working in factories are expected to dress modestly, and appropriately to their status and community background. Women often laughed about the clothes and played with them, trying them on when there was no one but us as an audience. Comments were made about the size of clothing, and the fact that people abroad must be ‘tension free’ and ‘mind free’ to be able to eat so much that two or three Indian people such as themselves could fit into them.

But in constructing the imaginary worlds in which this clothing is worn, the styles and designs of women’s clothing bring out contrasting views among the factory workers. For some, they represent a sexual freedom they are curious about. Several women spoke about their desire to travel, to see these countries the clothing came from, and how people live there. In contrast, an elderly woman chatting to a couple of friends laughed about a pair of scanty women’s knickers, but later referred to the women who wear them as ‘poor helpless things’, in this instance an allusion to their imagined occupation as sex workers. A truck driver delivering worn clothing from Kandla to Panipat believed that the clothing represented a critical lack of control over women’s sexuality, typified by the tourists he had seen kissing in public and behaving inappropriately. He linked wearing revealing clothing and eating meat to tourists’ excess ‘heat’, a reference to Hindu beliefs about behavioural tendencies (guna), whereby interaction with material qualities can have moral consequences and vice versa, and which should therefore be appropriately regulated (see Bayly 1986).

Everyone agreed that working with second-hand clothing is clearly dirty, dusty work, and all unskilled, manual work has low status (see Parry 2005: 142), but when they compare their jobs to those of casual labourers working in the petrochemical factories and oil refineries or manual rubbish collectors, they feel the work is relatively easy and not so unpleasant. The clothes are not considered ‘old’; poor workers described how they themselves use up cloth either through wear or as cleaning rags, throwing it out only when it is totally threadbare. The imported clothes are believed to be rich people’s unwanted things that still have some use in them; just a little dirty from having been worn once or twice, and lying around the warehouse. These clothes are pukka (in this sense whole, complete) when first discarded. The mechanical slashing of clothing is understood by the factory workers as necessary in order to stop those people working at the port from ‘stealing’ their raw materials and depriving the shoddy workers of work and poor Indians of affordable blankets. The shoddy workers’ livelihoods depend not upon the manufacture of new garments for the export trade, as is more familiar in the literature on global commodity chains, but in contrast on their total destruction (Crang et al. 2012).

Demonstrating the relativity of waste and value depending literally on where one sits in the processing chain, one woman stripping metal zips explained: ‘The clothes come to make thread [yarn] for poor people … it’s not really waste, … for my master, it’s gold … but for me, it [the cloth] is waste; it’s the zips that are money.’ The cutters’ job was to then turn the mutilated clothing into kachcha, raw materials. They also had to ‘clean’ the cloth of extraneous material to provide the purest coloured rags, and so for them it was the buttons, seams and interfacing, etc., that became the rubbish by-products. The spinners, in turn, conceived of their job as revitalizing the raw materials; dyeing and spinning fibres recuperated them, and transformed them into pukka yarn.

Conversations about how and why the clothing reached India revealed startling beliefs. Few of the workers in half a dozen Panipat factories had any idea that the clothing had been freely donated to charities in developed countries, except for the brokers, rag importers and one or two well-travelled owners of larger mills. Indian clothing is typically handed on until it is used up or bartered away, and households sell off old newspaper, cardboard, plastic bottles, glass and metal tins to itinerant traders. It was therefore assumed that foreigners also thriftily sold their clothing to traders, but a curious story emerged as to why they got rid of such apparently wearable clothing on such a scale. It was widely believed to be due to an extreme water shortage in the countries the clothing came from. One supervisor who had worked with clothing importers at the special economic zone in Kandla suggested that water cost the same as cloth, and foreign governments imposed a penalty tax on people who didn’t use up a certain amount of clothing in a given time frame. All believed that it is so expensive to wash clothing abroad, it is cheaper to sell it off to traders and buy new. It was the truck drivers coming from the port at Kandla who were identified as the source of the information that had spread across Panipat, but women sorters in the special economic zone also expressed the same belief, arguing that with washing machines available, it couldn’t be the labour that was the problem. To back this up, a semi-literate supervisor interpreted the English garment labels’ advice to ‘dry clean only’ as proof that there was no water.

Women workers did not consider that the speeding up of the fashion cycle, over-consumption or changes in a person’s life played a significant role in riddance; it was thought that when people had so much money and no water, they could just go out and buy the same things again. The corollary to this belief was that it could never happen in India, a very poor country, as there is always enough groundwater to wash clothes; in any case, women would rarely put almost new clothing on the market, there being better ways to use up its value (Norris 2010). But in the context of a scarcity of water, the disposal route is understood as an economically sensible solution for foreigners.

In decline: mill owners’ perspectives At a meeting of the shoddy mill owners’ representative body in 2009, it was agreed that the industry was in terminal decline, ‘providing only for the poor and downtrodden’. As a lobbying group, they frequently complained that labour costs in Haryana were too expensive, as were government taxes, the erratic supply of electricity and transportation. To make it worse, there was a declining global market for pure wool, which was directly linked to the falling quality of rags for shoddy; the proportion of mixed fibres in clothing has risen steadily. They all agreed that ten years ago they were making more profit, but now the industry was just about sustaining itself; some mills were in crisis, many had shut or were close to shutting down.

Another problem was a declining local blanket market. One manager claimed the winter season was getting shorter and milder owing to climate change. A four-month winter in north India was now just a two-month cold season, and sales at Diwali, the festival of lights, were down. But another privately remarked that ‘it is a small industry, in a small town. The local [Indian] psychology is that recycling is a cheap thing; a gift must be new … recycled blankets could be dirty, full of germs; no one knows what it actually is.’ The growing middle classes were also switching to synthetics for clothing, carpets and bedding; ‘everyone now wants the mink blanket’, a thick, light, fluffy synthetic blanket imported from China, with attractive, digitally printed designs of lush tropical landscapes and exotic animals, and sold in smart, zipped bags of transparent plastic.

A leading manufacturer admitted candidly that the industry’s survival depends upon international disasters, and could not last more than a couple of years without an earthquake, flood or civil war: the international relief sector buys one billion blankets annually. But, in the opinion of a successful mill owner in Amritsar, ‘Panipat mills don’t see themselves as making anything else, they have a fixed idea about what they can do.’ A Panipat businessman went farther: ‘it’s part of the Indian mentality to stay on the same track that they are on … why improve things? They [the mill owners] are not broad-minded.’

But the belief that there was no future in the industry was more profound; they were technically at the very end of the line that had spanned two centuries. The industry had ‘developed to the maximum in Italy, and we are the last to hold it’, as one elderly mill owner explained. No small entrepreneurs were coming into the industry, and even the big family firms were only upgrading step by step, investing as little as possible in second-hand Italian machinery to keep going, and lacking the skilled technicians to maintain more complex equipment.

The town has now successfully developed as an export hub for cotton home furnishings, and as a growing petrochemical centre, including a fertilizer factory and a large oil refinery; family firms have diversified into more profitable areas. Middle-class mill manufacturers who run an assortment of interlinked factories maintain houses in Delhi, schooling their children for degrees in foreign universities. The leading industrialists who are globally exporting home furnishings may hide a dingy shoddy factory behind their well-lit, airy workshops at the front. Shoddy mills are kept as a back-up for as long as they are viable, with owners taking out as much profit as they can and reinvesting as little as possible.

Shoddy mills offer a dead-end career for the sons of established family firms; Dileep, a young manager, admitted that he had not wanted to run his father’s factory and had been offered a place in the USA to study IT, but his elder brother had already left and it fell to him. Dileep was trying to make direct contracts with international NGOs. When I asked about emerging markets for sustainable goods, he explained how difficult it would be to upgrade. ‘Giving the industry a corporate shape’, streamlining businesses, provide a good working environment with appropriate labour conditions, and making ‘germ-free products’ would cost so much, he said, that he would have to ‘charge $6 for a $2 blanket’; the industry survives on a 4–5 per cent profit margin on large volumes, and only if they could make 20 per cent profit could they afford to sell a blanket as a recycled product.

Moral frameworks

It is difficult to frame this Indian recycling industry as either socially or environmentally beneficial in its current state, and many local mill owners also believe it is unlikely to remain economically sustainable. The extraction of profit through low capital investment and the exploitation of unorganized labour conflicts with the (Western) moral framework in which charities broadly operate, and which brackets each end of the trade, thus potentially undermining those same moral value systems in the longer term (Crompton 2010). In classic anthropological terms, this complex example highlights the ever-present danger of the conflict between short-term individual gain and longer-term social and cosmological regeneration (Bloch and Parry 1989; Hann and Hart 2011), and the difficulty of maintaining an appropriate balance between the two. The moral problems associated with the commoditization of the charitable gift resonate with Titmuss’s (1970) work on blood donation in the UK, and his thesis that far from rationalizing the system and maximizing returns, such commoditization processes reduce the quality of supply, increase inefficiency and threaten concepts of mutuality and social cohesion.

Old clothing moves in and out of limbo, caught up in temporal cycles of transformation and stasis; vacuum-packed, unwrapped and rewrapped, stacked in bonded warehouses and piled high in overflowing sheds, it is a classic instance of Hetherington’s absent presence (2004), waiting for eventual destruction and transformation. The entanglement of the moral and economic value bound up within it is extraordinarily materialized through the final object itself, eventually condensed in the form of the aid blanket. This object, the final reconfiguration of recycled fibres and recomposition of social relations bound up into its weave, is itself inherently unstable; it quickly turns threadbare, unravels and disintegrates, unable to perform as a durable materialization of common values beyond the initial act of giving.

Used, often still wearable, clothing is reduced to a desperately poor-quality commodity through the destruction of almost all of its material and contextual value, yielding little profit for all but the biggest commercial middlemen dealing in the largest volumes. Yet those shoddy workers performing the labour of transformation at the margins of the second-hand clothing trade depend upon this violent destruction to earn their wages; the absolute loss of value highlights the profound separation between the imagined lives of former owners of the clothing and their own economic and social restrictions. As Hansen documents for Zambia (2004b), buying good-quality imported second-hand clothing has afforded many local consumers in developing African economies the chance to engage with modernity and fashion the self through careful selection. Here the reverse holds true; the shoddy factory workers remain alienated from the materials as clothing, yet barely earn a living through their skills as sorters, cutters and shredders; their repetitive bodily engagement with fabrics as ‘stuff’ to be deconstructed is inversely related to the imaginary former contexts which they have mentally assembled. The challenge for those charitable entities involved at either end of the global used clothing trade working towards broader humanitarian, social and environmental goals is to establish an overarching set of common values and an economic model that can incorporate the shoddy recycling industry, and work to bridge the economic and social distance between the consumers of fashion and those that must labour to destroy their discards.
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The ship as Pandora’s box: death and destruction on the beach

Ships are both the glue and the grease of the global economy. The merchant vessel of the late twentieth century and early twenty-first century, combined with the technology of the big-box container, is how most commodities move around the world – although the central role of merchant ships and maritime spaces is all too often overlooked (Levinson 2006; Sekula 2001). But ships themselves are also commodities and they too change value and move through value regimes. In the case of their commercial life, which is likely to be twenty-five to thirty-two years, including periodic refits, ships progressively downgrade in terms of profitability and value. This chapter charts the passage of such vessels. We look at how these enduring and mobile objects, which, in life, link topographically distant ports into trading networks carrying commodities, cross into different networks of disposal and reuse, at their death. At this moment, they are linked to different locations, not in a trading network, but in a global destruction network, whose nodes are places such as breaking yards and re-rolling mills, where they are disassembled and become mutable. These breaking locations enable them to be reborn as new commodities in different networks of value. As in Thompson’s (1979) formulation, the category of waste is a fulcrum point, where one form of value dies, yet another can be born. Here, we show how disparate networks are linked through processes of material destruction and transformation, enabling the rebirth of value.

Let us start with the story of a nondescript, fairly typical merchant ship – one of the 26,000 that at any one time keep the global economy moving – the Liquid Petroleum Gas carrier Hoegh Galleon, built in 1974 in Stavanger and 249 metres in length. For years, its capacity to deliver 87,600 cubic metres (cbm) of gas helped service ever-growing Western demand, on behalf of a string of owners, plying the seas variously as the Mystic Lady, the Asake Maru, the Pollenger and LNG Challenger. By the winter of 2008, the carrier was an elderly vessel named The Lady Margaret Hill and owned by US-based company LNG Partners, which acquired and then registered the vessel in the Republic of the Marshall Islands in the Pacific Ocean through a new shipowning arm, Maverick LNG, having paid a reported $45 million, although the ship’s beneficial owner was its mortgage provider, Fortress Credit Corp. The latter, in late 2008, began to arrange a sale to scrap the vessel as its maintenance costs escalated and gas demand fell with the global recession. However, as it sailed towards its probable demolition in November 2008, it moored in Southampton in the UK, placing it under UK jurisdiction. NGOs contacted the UK’s Environment Agency, which detained the ship on the grounds that, under European law, since it contained hazardous wastes, it was subject to the Basel Convention on trading toxic wastes, and thus could not be sold to a country outside the European Union for demolition. As an Environment Agency spokesman put it, ‘because it was sitting in Southampton when they were looking to sell it as waste, it became our problem’. And so there it sat, immobilized and without value as either ship or scrap. In August, Fortress and the ship’s new owner, Waller Marine, a shipping broker, gave assurances that it was going to be taken to Dubai for conversion into a floating gas storage platform, although ship trade agencies reported that it was to be sold by ‘V Ships UK’, its technical managers, to Indian breakers.

After three months of talks it sailed from the UK at the end of 2009. The vessel, after literally disappearing off the ship-tracking radar system, with a last report in Port Said (Egypt) on Christmas Day 2009, arrived in Dubai in February 2010, was renamed SS Chill, and re-registered to the Comoros islands, off the eastern coast of Africa. As the UK Environment Agency dolefully acknowledged, ‘We know that she has been re-registered. What we do not know is where she is going.’ Although they lobbied Fortress Credit ‘to do the right thing’, the agency was powerless to act as soon as the vessel had left UK waters. Meanwhile, Waller Marine’s associated company, Polar Energy, had become the ship’s owner. Reports from Dubai indicate that a locally based cash buyer (Argo Systems) purchased the vessel on behalf of ship-breakers in Alang, India. It was reportedly sold as a 23,400 light displacement tonnes1 vessel for the then strong price of $359 per tonne, equating to around $8.4 million, on account of its 3,100 tonnes of high-quality nickel-steel. After all the controversy, the ship was reported as arriving variously at breaking yards in either China or Alang in the summer of 2010.2

This chapter looks at how some 800–1,000 ships make a similar final journey each year. As they do so they pass from a value regime that sees them as capital goods to one where they are seen in terms of material components – and where value is realized from the potential for reusing and reprocessing their constituent materials rather than their capacities as vessels to transport things. The chapter draws on ethnographic fieldwork between 2007 and 2011 conducted in and around Chittagong, Bangladesh, and is also based on following brokers and traders operating in the global trade in end-of-life ships.

It works from a multi-sited team ethnography that traced connections beyond a single site to ‘examine the circulation of cultural meanings, objects and identities in diffuse time-space’ (Marcus 1995: 96). Unlike many products moving across value regimes, ships going to be broken are not passed intact along a series of sites; nor do they even attract symbolic layering and meanings on their way to becoming a final commodity. Rather, they are being unmade; stripped of symbolic associations (their names, their histories) as they are scattered into smaller parts. The work is destructive. It is about the labour of breaking things up, not putting them together (Gregson et al. 2010). And the process is dirty, dangerous and difficult. So, by the 1980s, in the USA and Europe, ‘ship-breaking had become a nearly impossible business, for the simple reason that the cost of scrapping a ship correctly (i.e. with the necessary environmental controls) was higher than the value of its steel’ (Langewiesche 2000: 35). In 2009, the vast majority of ships went to South Asia, with around a third sailing to Chittagong (Bangladesh), another third going to Alang (India) and a tenth to Gaddani (Pakistan). Another 15 per cent went to China, with 5 per cent going to Turkey and the remainder scattered across the globe. Each ship that went to South and East Asia was sailing into the grey area of whether or not the sale of such end-of-life vessels is legal, entailing as it does the movement of toxic materials across international borders. Each one traverses different regimes of value and makes a journey to where it is disassembled and reassembled into other things. Traders persistently exploit the ambiguities of maritime space and regulation. In the course of their day-to-day work, ships regularly cross international jurisdictions. They are flagged, and thus purportedly regulated as seafaring vessels by states such as Tuvalu, the Marshall Islands and even landlocked Mongolia. But it is only when they are travelling to be scrapped that they become subject to regulations on trans-boundary waste disposal. Ships, as waste products, are regulated by the last port from which they sail, hence the UK Environment Agency finding itself policing a Norwegian-built, US-owned, offshore-flagged vessel like The Lady Margaret Hill, until it left British waters, when it was beyond their control (Puthucherril 2010). The difficulty is that, almost until the hull grounds, it may not be legally provable that the ship is going for scrap, even if, as with The Lady Margaret Hill, everyone is certain that it is.

Ships may be sold several times in their lives, but the last sale is for scrap value: to recover the values of their constituent materials. As ships like The Lady Margaret Hill move from the second-hand ‘sale and purchase’ market to the ‘demolition’ market, the metric of their value is transformed from dead weight tonnes (dwt), or the amount they can carry, to light displacement tonnes (ldt) – that is, the weight of metal that composes their hulls. In this change of metric, we see them cross value regimes. In its life, the dwt of a ship is intimately tied to cargo capacities and charter freight rates. As it is scrapped, the ldt of a ship highlights the value of materials that may be recovered. The Lady Margaret Hill, valued for its gas storage capacity, ceases to be, and becomes the SS Chill, valued for the 23,600 tonnes of metal that is the fabric of the vessel. While still an object, a thing and a commodity, it is valued not for its current configuration but for what it will (or might) become – that is, for its potential as materials. The price depends on the evaluation of the complex heterogeneous conjuncture of materials that are more or less easy to extract through breaking and are then open to re-realization and revaluation.

The breakers look at a ship not for what it can carry but for how it will come apart. They are looking at the potential to take plates of metal from the ship, cut them into strips, and heat and roll those in a furnace to produce steel rods of various gauges. Irregular shapes or very thick elements have to be sent at greater expense to a plant with the capacity to melt the materials fully. So vessels like car carriers, ferries or liners, which have more internal structures, will both need to be sold to melting plants and increase the time taken to break them up. Not only does this delay realizing their value, it also accrues greater interest payments, and so is more expensive for the breaker. The result, for Bangladesh, is a preference by yard owners for the most hazardous vessels: tankers whose oily residues and inflammable gases pose a major fire hazard (Sawyer 2001/02: 548–9), but whose simple structures make them quick to disassemble. These ships may be anywhere on the globe when they are sold for demolition. Crews are quite often simply told to deliver their current cargo and then sail to a designated breaking yard. How a ship relates to the configuration of a given breaking yard is as important as its material composition. The ‘yards’ in Chittagong are actually just stretches of foreshore about one ship in width with varying gradients of beach, each suited to differing sizes of vessels. Having arrived on the foreshore at Chittagong, however, the ship enters a complex site of demolition, materials separation and segregation, reuse and secondary manufacturing.
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2.1 Ship becoming steel: an end-of-life vessel being dismantled on the foreshore of Chittagong (source: the authors)

While the massive hulls being broken on the foreshore make an awesome scene, it is also an awful one (Crang 2010). The ship-breaking beaches of South Asia have become poster children for the downsides of globalization. The conditions in which the vehicles sustaining our commodity culture are destroyed have attracted considerable attention, ever since the Baltimore Sun ran a Pulitzer prize-winning exposé in 1997, which depicted the breaking yards of Alang as ‘mostly a place of death. It was not entirely wrong. Soon after [the journalists] left Alang, sparks from a cutting torch ignited the residual gases in a tanker’s hold and caused an explosion that killed fifteen workers … or fifty. Alang was the kind of place where “people hardly bothered to count”’ (Langewiesche 2000: 37). The regular reports of deaths in the breaking yards of Chittagong produce contested numbers – whether one worker dies per month or per week – but incontrovertibly depressing reading. Meanwhile, scarcely recorded are the likely long-term effects from exposure to toxic chemicals from burning the paint of the ships, or revealing such materials as asbestos. A survey of workers in Chittagong yards found 50 per cent reported cutting of muscles, 25 per cent the breaking and fracturing of limbs, 6 per cent burning by gas flame, and 4 per cent loss of limbs, with very low awareness of possible chronic health problems from exposure to toxic substances such as PCBs (Polychlorinated Biphenyl), metals, asbestos, lead, waste oil and TBT (Tributylin) from antifouling paints (Hossain et al. 2008) (see Figure 2.1).

In terms of environmental contamination, the open beaching inevitably means that the paints on the exterior of the hull, full of toxic antifouling chemicals, are ground into the sands, while oily wastes and numerous other heavy metals and persistent organic toxins are released through the cutting. The result is that, after around twenty years of being used for ship-breaking, the environment has similar levels of contamination to heavy industrial sites used for 200 years in Europe (Srinivasa Reddy et al. 2004; Tewari et al. 2001). Studies of the Alang breaking yards’ foreshore suggest around 96.71 tonnes per day of wastes (Srinivasa Reddy et al. 2003: 1613), including heavy metals contaminating the soils (Srinivasa Reddy et al. 2004) and plastic micro-fragments that persist for long periods in the marine ecosystem (Srinivasa Reddy et al. 2006). And yet this place is also a hive of activity. More than two hundred vessels like The Lady Margaret Hill are beached on the foreshore at Chittagong each year. As the photographer Sebastiao Salgado described it, labourers

run these ships onto the beach at high speed; then they attack them from all sides, blow torches cut through its steelskin, giant hammers break up its iron and wood structure … Everything from that giant animal lying on the beach has its use. Iron and steel will be melted down and given new roles as utensils. The entire ship will be turned into what it once carried: machines, knives and forks, hoes, shovels, screws, things, bits, pieces … The huge bronze propellers will provide the most elegant of items – bracelets, earrings, necklaces, and rings which will one day adorn the bodies of working women, as well as pots from which men will pour tea. (Salgado 2005: 14)

This work is carried out by an estimated thirty thousand migrant labourers, hired by gangmasters from distant parts of Bangladesh, using blowtorches, winches and chisels. Thence the materials are trucked off the seashore and move through a complex of recycling firms in many directions (Gregson et al. 2012). From the foreshore, ferrous scrap is trucked to proximate re-rolling mills, of which over seventy are active in the greater Chittagong area. The mills roll sheet steel to form up to 80 per cent of the concrete reinforcing rods for the new houses and apartments springing up in Bangladeshi cities. Ship chandlery is resold to equip the coastal fleet. Electric motors and components are reconditioned and sold to land-based industries with, for instance, ships’ boilers and compressors being used in the dyeing of fabrics and in generators to power the factories producing garments for the apparel sector. Indeed, the proud boast of the industry is that 99 per cent of an end-of-life ship is recycled. The examples we have chosen here focus on the furniture shops of Bhatiary, the transformations they effect, and the appropriation of ship-breaking furniture by the Bangladeshi middle classes.

Thus the demise of end-of-life ships is marked by their morphing through interconnected sites of translation, which work with the arts of transience (Hawkins 2006) to transform and revalorize objects and differentiated streams of material, through a plethora of secondary manufacturing, craft and retail activities. The resultant products are then distributed through Bangladesh’s major cities, homes and workplaces. This focus on merchant ships challenges much work that looks at the valorization and revalorization of commodities in two ways. First, studies tend to focus on stable objects and identifiable artefacts. Here, though, the objects are destroyed and materially reconfigured. Secondly, these objects do not start as consumer goods or artefacts invested with great amounts of personal love and care. Like The Lady Margaret Hill, they are functional and intermediary things that are consumed in production and circulation, which become subsumed within, maybe obscured by, final commodities.

Phoenix from the cutting torch flames: sites of transformation and revalorization

In this section we take the domestic realm as our focus, showing how furniture derived from ship-breaking is revalorized through secondary manufacturing, craft and retail activities. As you drive along the Dhaka–Chittagong highway, the main trunk road in Bangladesh, both sides, from Chittagong City Gate through the district of Bhatiary to Sitakunda, some nine kilometres north, are full of shops selling literally anything, from lifeboats to kitchen sinks and cooking equipment, from Western toilets to gym equipment and generators. The whole supply chain of these businesses depends upon the ship-breaking industry on the beach.

Originally, these shops were a means of simply disposing of the sundry, unvalued soft goods from the ships. Pioneer sellers tell stories from the early 1980s of ‘poor people collecting leftover materials from the yards and selling them by the roadside’; of ‘local people scavenging and making fences out of boards salvaged from broken ships or of using them as firewood’; and of ship-breakers chucking boards on the tidal foreshore as they broke up their ships. Scavenging and wasting are central to the narratives of the early pioneers in the business. Indeed, these pioneers portray themselves as originally taking unwanted materials off the ship-breakers’ hands. In such narratives, ship-breakers saw no value in furniture, fixtures and fittings. ‘Please release me from this burden’ is a phrase commonly attributed by early furniture makers to the ship-breakers: ‘at that time this stuff was nothing but trouble for them, they just wanted to get rid of it’. In their self-narrative, the furniture makers identify themselves as having seen the scope for entrepreneurial activities but without having the capital to enter the breaking business itself. Nowadays, ship-breakers hold auctions and the major furniture businesses, far from scavenging, send agents aboard the ships and then sell on up to a third of the materials to smaller operators.

To transform the board and fittings from rubbish into another valuable commodity required more than carpentry skills. It required a market of consumers. Initially, local understandings of ship-breaking furniture, based on its use as fencing and its abandonment by the roadside, dumped on the beach or in drains, emphasized its seeming poor quality and lack of durability. Added to this were local myths about the waterproof nature of ship furniture, leading to misuse, and also design anomalies that came from items being originally incorporated into the structure and fabric of the ship itself. Transferred to land, such furniture lacks many of the design features (such as backs) that are taken for granted in domestic furniture. Add to this their used condition, compounded by a lack of care devoted to the furniture’s removal, and such items were never going to be easy to sell to the Bangladeshi middle classes for use in their homes. Indeed, to sell them at all required the nascent furniture businesses to develop repair and refurbishment facilities.

While initially retailers would sell goods ‘as is’ – that is, in the condition in which they came from the ships – the furniture sector has grown though moving into repair, renovation, reconditioning and refabrication work. In 2008 there were seventy-two furniture units clustered around the breaking beaches, and almost all have a refurbishment facility attached to the shop. Their work may vary from simple repairs, such as providing backs for cupboards no longer bolted to ship bulkheads, through to taking the boards as raw materials to produce almost entirely new products. The arts of transience here have far exceeded simple scavenging and reclamation, but have become institutionalized, embedded and elaborated. Indeed, the larger enterprises employ between thirty and forty people each, across the full range of carpentry and furniture-making skills: cutting board, constructing frames, doing joinery, gluing, upholstering, fixing surface materials (notably Formica), patterning and polishing. Most of these workers are migrants from Chandpur and Noakhali districts and are typically recruited through kinship networks. Their jobs, indeed the livelihoods of all those working in the furniture sector (estimated at ten thousand in 2008), are dependent upon a steady supply of materials from the ship-breaking yards, and therefore a constant flow of ships being broken. Neither can be assumed. Attempts by NGOs to stop the trade have moved from largely unsuccessful attempts to prevent ships like The Lady Margaret Hill in the developed world moving elsewhere, to legal moves within Bangladesh. The latter led to the High Court banning the importation of ships to break for periods of 2010/11.

The production of ‘ship-break furniture’, as it is known, offered new possibilities and patterns of value for the growing Bangladeshi lower middle classes. Previously, furniture in Bangladesh was made from teak. Expensive, extremely durable and handed down through the generations, it was, in Thompson’s (1979) terms, a durable good, acquiring patina and value through use. Increasing scarcity and extremely high prices, however, provided an opening in the market for a different type of furniture. It was this gap which the nascent furniture businesses spotted and exploited. Selling their initial goods through a ‘try it and see how you get on with it’ narrative, they found that consumers began to value their newly acquired furniture precisely because of how it stood in opposition to teak. Thus, as we show in the next section, ship-breaking furniture came to be valued because it was cheap (compared to teak), and because, while it was hard wearing, it could also (unlike teak) be discarded, precisely because it was cheap and of less value. Ship-breaking furniture therefore could be given away to relatives, left behind if one moved, and thrown away if it broke. Its value, then, was in its transience as well as its price, and in the way it fitted in with the lives of an increasingly mobile Bangladeshi middle class.
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2.2 Chock-chocky furnishings: ship-breaking materials refurbished and covered in Formica (source: the authors)

Sun Furniture House illustrates the way adding Formica finishing re-enhances the products. The owner of the business, Mr Abdul Alim, tells the story of how his company’s use of Formica enabled Sun Furniture to cover over the blemishes and marks of wear on ship-breaking furniture, to present it as shiny and new: in local parlance, chock-chocky (see Figure 2.2). Given that Formica can be produced in either a matt or a glossy finish, and with myriad patterns, Sun Furniture now fulfils bespoke orders from Chittagong’s lower middle class, who desire, yet cannot afford, branded furnishings. Indeed, while Sun Furniture’s chock-chocky may have started as an affordable alternative, it has now grown into a new ship-breaking furniture brand with its own cachet; its products are widely distributed throughout Bangladesh via wholesalers, retailing in Feni, Sylhet, Rajshahi and Noakhali. From the late 1990s, the market moved into a new phase, responding to a more modern, more self-consciously designed aesthetic, refracted through a spatial imaginary of ‘international’ styles whose putative globality both reflected and restated widening Bangladeshi middle-class horizons. Furnishings here are infused with a complex mix of national and global signifiers – or better, nationally understood signifiers of globality (Reimer and Leslie 2008).

The furniture shops and allied refurbishment workshops of Bhatiary show clearly how discarded goods, valued as rubbish by ship-breakers, were captured, transformed and revalorized. They show too how this revalorization is dependent upon creating markets for new products. That the furniture businesses of Bhatiary have been so successful in this regard is largely because they fabricate and recommodify goods whose value lies in their difference from other valued goods, particularly teak.

Domestic reincorporation and appropriation: shipshape and Bengali fashion

Having discussed how the Bhatiary furniture businesses revalorize the wastes of the ship-breaking businesses, we turn, in this section, to consider how these items are appropriated by Bangladeshi middle-class consumers. We draw here on thirty-nine detailed interviews with thirty-two households, conducted in Bengali, spread across the lower, middle and upper echelons of the middle classes, utilizing two households as exemplar cases. Both live in Chittagong City and were recruited through social networks and snowballing methods.

Mrs S is a widow in her mid-fifties living with one of her elder daughters, her husband and child in a small one-storey, rented house in the Noia Bazar area on the outskirts of Chittagong City. The house comprises two rooms alongside a kitchen and bathroom. The front room acts as a living room/bedroom with the other being the main bedroom. Space is at a premium in this home, yet it is crammed full of furniture – to the extent that it is almost impossible to move. In the bedroom, aside from a teak bed, which was her daughter’s wedding gift, there is an upholstered sofa, a steel clothes rack and a wooden chair. In the main room is a second matching upholstered sofa, a bed-cum-sitting area, a small table and a cupboard/chest, on which stands a TV. All this furniture, with the exception of the teak bed, is ship-breaking furniture purchased in Bhatiary. Much of it was purchased relatively recently. Mrs S bought the second bed two years ago, partly on the advice of her neighbour, who stressed the competitive prices to be found in Bhatiary; she bought the rest subsequently. Mrs S talks about this furniture in a manner that emphasizes the multiple ways she values these items: in terms of affordability, as a worthy substitute for the unobtainable (teak), fashionable, varied in design and well made. She says:

It is very good and cherished by us [… it] is within the range of our ability and affordability. We can’t buy teak furniture so it is very beautiful and attractive to us. People like us are basically the lower income group and the only option is ship-breaking furniture, both for design and by necessity.

Nevertheless, she emphasizes:

there is a big difference between today’s products and previously. Shipbreaking furniture used to look second hand but the way it is made nowadays in Bhatiary with Formica and other materials is far better. Last year when I went to Bhatiary to purchase this sofa set I was really impressed to see all the different designs and that many of these items are chock-chocky.

Mrs K is in her mid-thirties and a schoolteacher. She has one child and her husband works for a private company. They live in a two-bedroom flat in Agrabad, a middle-class residential neighbourhood close to the financial and business quarter in Chittagong City. The flat has a living room, a dining room, a master bedroom, a children’s bedroom and two toilets. Mrs K is from Dhaka originally and the couple moved to Chittagong shortly after their marriage, nine years ago. They started their married lives in a small one-bedroom flat, similar to that in the previous case study. Initially, they had no furniture for the flat. A friend told them about Bhatiary, where the furniture was ready made, ready to take away and reasonably priced. Mrs K explains:

When we went there for the first time we were so surprised to see that the whole of Bhatiary area is full of ship-breaking furniture and the price was so reasonable. It was really helpful for us to start a new life as a newly married couple with only my husband earning. First, we bought one bed and one wardrobe, which were essential items and desperately needed by us. Afterwards we also bought a dining table and sofa set – I really liked the furniture.

Today Mrs K’s home has a mix of ship-breaking furniture and new international-style furniture and some teak. The main living room includes a large sofa in blue, gold and pink cloth, an ornamental table and an emergency bed for guest use. The master bedroom includes a teak bed, a chest of drawers from Bhatiary and two pieces of branded furniture: a wardrobe and a dressing table with mirror. The dining room, however, still contains the same oval table and set of chairs purchased ‘as is’ in Bhatiary when they were first married.

It is instructive to compare how Mrs K talks about ship-breaking furniture now compared to earlier on in her life. Acknowledging the impossibility of purchasing any other type of furniture as ‘newly-weds’, she now sees this furniture as ‘cost effective but not fashionable’. Indeed, whereas for Mrs S chock-chocky connotes a stylish aesthetic, for Mrs K it does not. For her, using Formica has lowered the quality of the product and has had a negative impact on its appearance. She says: ‘The glossiness of the Formica or the covering fabric of the sofas is very bright which I feel is less sophisticated.’ The changing consumption of ship-breaking furniture within Mrs K’s home over the years illuminates the ambiguities of ship-breaking furniture’s entanglements with the taste registers of the Bangladeshi middle classes. For Mrs K, furniture is understood to convey social status. Ship-breaking furniture is problematically, even negatively, positioned in relation to social status. Thus, chock-chocky is too brash, or too loud (to use an English translation). It is a marker of a lack of sophistication. In another sense, ship-breaking furniture is understood here as second hand, in its negative sense. As a consequence, in Mrs K’s current home certain items of ship-breaking furniture have been relegated to the private areas of the house where taste matters less – notably a child’s bedroom – and replaced with objects that accord with different taste aesthetics, assumed to be more modern. Paradoxically confirming this class aesthetic, however, other items of ship-breaking furniture – the ‘as is’ dining-room table and chairs – are proudly displayed in another public room. It is unadulterated and high-quality original furniture. The confines of Mrs K’s flat therefore contain a conjuncture and collision of taste registers in which ship-breaking furniture is multiply positioned and thoroughly entangled.

By contrast, the upper-middle-class households that we interviewed had further relegated ship-breaking furniture and invested in teak. Here, in the upper echelons of this social class, where authenticity is affordable, it materializes through the historically traditional form of teak or in branded designs. Some associated ship-breaking furniture nostalgically with straitened times when they were establishing households. Some passed it on again to relatives in the home village – whence it passes into another decommodified value regime centred on the rural economy and rural livelihoods – or gave it to servants, or simply dumped it to be scavenged and reused for its materials once more.

The broad contours of how distinction and taste work themselves out in the context of the Bangladeshi middle class will be familiar enough to those conversant with consumption debates. Running alongside this is a value grounded in disposability. That ship-breaking furniture can be discarded, and that it is disposed of through intra-familial gifting and the hand-me-down/hand-around social economy is a measure of its social worth. To be able to gift furniture in a country where 40 per cent of the population are without furniture, and to be able to place this furniture with poor relations living in rural areas, is both open to notions of care and responsibility towards family (or known others) and simultaneously a means of registering, in a highly material way, the social mobility of family members. Read thus, ship-breaking furniture begins to emerge as a type of furniture whose value lies in that it can be whatever the consumer wants it to be: a beautiful substitute for the unattainable (teak), offering comfort and convenience, fashionable, a nostalgic memory, disposable, conferring generosity and care. Such mutability in meaning is, we suggest, intimately linked to the conditions of the furniture’s production and the seemingly infinite variety of its form. Ship-breaking furniture is not often second-hand furniture. The vast bulk of this furniture is fabricated from materials left over from the process of object destruction and steel scrap recovery on the beaches. Built on wastes and materials rather than objects, the furniture businesses are an instance of secondary manufacturing and founded on imagining and fabricating these materials into objects and commodities that resonate with the aesthetic tastes of the Bangladeshi middle classes. Epitomizing the arts of transience, these furniture businesses show that rubbish dumped on a beach can be reclaimed, revalued and re-enhanced, that the arts of transience can be a commercial success, and that waste can indeed be turned into value.

Conclusions – the dangers of revalorization

This chapter shows clearly Thompson’s point: that rubbish is not an end point but a fulcrum, and that even with objects as seemingly global and durable as ships, the humble arts of transience are critical to rekindling value. In our story, we have followed the devaluation and revalorization of end-of-life ships as they decompose into new materials, and are both given new value and lead new lives. We have suggested that the crossing of value regimes with used products can involve global movements, from a place where materials are classified as problematic and toxic to places where, rather problematically, they are welcomed as resources. Rekindling thus binds global movement to places where the recategorization of materials allows their reuse. But that is not enough to explain the rekindling of value. There also has to be creation of new markets and the revaluing of refashioned products. Thus the story departs from much research on second-hand exchange and consumption, as well as from cultural work on salvage (Soderan and Carter 2008), which focuses on a stable object of devaluation and revalorization. The dismembered objects on Chittagong beach testify to rubbish value’s connection to the material, its properties and capacities. Here material triumphs over things and value depends on the ability of materials to multiply and mutate. The ships cease to be vessels but revert to being thousands of tons of scrap steel and more. To stop seeing them as objects and to see them as conjunctures of materials requires a gestalt shift. The social sciences customarily focus upon objects, whether in material culture studies, museum studies or consumption research. A focus on end-of-life objects, however, insists on seeing that things are assemblages, ontological conjunctures of stuff, materials brought together and held together, but also coming apart and wrenched asunder.

Seen thus, things are inherently unstable, materially as well as in their meanings – hence the importance of repair and maintenance activities (Graham and Thrift 2007; Gregson et al. 2009). But repair and maintenance are unable to keep holding things together. Objects, even those as enduring and sizeable as The Lady Margaret Hill, eventually start to come apart, economically and physically, symbolically and socially. As such, the object is but a temporary moment in an endless process of assembling materials, a partial stabilization and a fragile holding together that is always inexorably becoming something else, somewhere else. To say this is not to celebrate it. The apparent virtue of recycling 99 per cent of the ship returns to haunt the discussion. With no distinction between materials, the furniture businesses and their agents strip out and rework their furniture from a range of boards: some benign, some made of toxic asbestos. The latter kind of boards are also sold extensively within the construction industry and therefore have been distributed widely across Bangladesh, notably in new-build apartments. The copper of the salvaged electrical cabling may be benign but the PVC sheathing is another matter: when it is stripped off and burnt in brick kilns it releases its energy content and PCBs in equal measure. Correspondingly, while the arts of transience suggest the phoenix of rekindled value, they show that the domestic construction boom of Bangladesh has let loose the demons of Pandora’s box far beyond the beaches. We end the chapter, therefore, by sounding a note of caution regarding the arts of transience. While most materials have the potential to keep being assembled, there are some materials which would surely be better off corralled as ‘wastes’ and stabilized as wastes – even if thus sequestering them requires much by way of maintenance work.
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