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Unrecognised and undervalued
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performed behind the four walls of
their homes.According to Mr.
ShykhSeraj, a noted agriculture expert,
the entire process of rice production
requires 22 activities, from sowing of
seed to bringing paddy home as food.
Out of these 22 activities 17 are per-
formed by women. The world recog-
nises and creditsBangladesh having
attained self sufficiency in food produc-
tion. If 17 out of 22 activities are per-
formed by women, who should get the
major creditfor this miraculous feat?

Incidentally,the Banglaword kishani or
woman farmer is not in usage, farmer
or krishakis synonymous with
men.Women are considered helpers to
farmers, if at all.

Everything that a woman does at
home is considered as household
work.Ironically, what should be recog-
nised as productive work having eco-
nomic implications such as taking care
ofcattle, poultry, including agriculture
activities is also considered
householdor “shangsharerkaaj” or care
work. As she does not take her product
to the market, does not get paid for her
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labourshe remains,as economists will
explain, “out of the System of National
Accounts” (SNA). Remaining out of the
SNA means her contribution is eco-
nomically invisible and not counted in
the GDP.

A recent study conducted by Centre
for Policy Dialogue (CPD) for
ManusherJonno Foundation revealed
that on an average a female member of
a household undertakes 12.1non SNA
activities, the corresponding figure for a
male member is only 2.7. The study
goes on to summarise that the esti-
mated value of women's unpaid non
SNA (household)work if monetised
would be equivalent to 76.8 to 87.2%
of GDP (FY 2014-2014) . However, the
most stunning finding of the study is "if
women's unpaid work were to be mon-
etised it would amount to 2.5 or 2.9
times higher than the income of women
received from paid services. For exam-
ple, if a woman received remuneration
of Tk. 5000 per month for her work in
the garment factory the corresponding
amount for a woman's unpaid work if
monetised would be Tk. 15000!

The non-recognition of women's
work has led to their marginalisation as
a productive force although they are by
and largeresponsible for the food secu-
rity, health and well being of the family
and community.The invisibility of their
contribution has led to their devalua-
tion and not getting the honour and
respect they deserve at home and in
society. On the other hand, there are
approximately 20 million rural women
employed in forestry, fisheries and
agriculture labour. The situation is no
better for them. Their work is back-
breaking, remuneration is less than that
of men for the same amount of work
and yet when they go home they are
required to perform all the duties and
responsibilities that society as accorded
to them as wives, mothers and home
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makers. The meagre salary they earn is
spent for the well being of their family,
leaving them poor, disempowered and
in ill health.

The situation of the 4.5 million
women working in the garment indus-
try is slightly better because of the
relative independence and freedom
they enjoy. However, thousands are
stuck in unskilledlow paying jobs with
little option to graduate to higher level
of efficiency. Because a majority of
women are unskilled or semi-skilled
with low level of remunerationtheir
contribution to the GDP is meagre.

In order to change the situation of
women, socially, economically and
politically, radical policy support is
required side by side with campaigns
and awareness raising activities. The
mind-set and attitude of society
towards women must change to a more
positive one. Women's work has to be
appreciated and respected no matter
where they work, at home, in the field,
in factories or offices. It is a sad reality
that even in this age and time families
are unhappy at the birth of a girl child
and would rather prefer a male child.
However, there is every chance that it is
this girl child who will orOW up some-
day and bring pride to the family. She
will most probably take care of her
parents and against all odds stand by
them in times of crisis. Everyday we
hear and read stories of women's
strength and resilience in keeping the
family together, nurturing and looking
after every member. And what do they
get in return? abuse, violence, intimida-
tion and humiliation.

Another important aspect of recog-
nising women's contribution is to
change the way the present system of
national account is determined (SNA)
which needs to be revisited in order to
include all of women's work, both paid
and unpaid so that their contribution is
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included in the GDP. This will require
international as well as national lobby-
ing. The SNA is calculated by the
United Nations and follows a standard-
ised format for all countries. In the
present system of calculation women's
unpaid work cannot be counted result-
ing in the invisibility of a vast dimen-
sion of women's work which is unpaid.
The issue of women's unpaid work and
its invisibility is now being debated
worldwide. Many countries are coming
up with systems to give it monetary
value. However, results are inconclusive
and economist have yet to come up
with a formula to include their work in
the GDP.

Society needs to understand that
women play several roles. One is repro-
ductive—ranging from giving birth to
all the care work she performs at home.
The other is productive—also per-
formed at home but with huge eco-
nomic implications. Both these rolesare
equally important to society and the
family and have to be recognised. The
invisibility of women's work in all its
dimension has led to their lower status
and disrespect. Appreciation of
women's work has to start at home by
family members. It is in her home that
she needs to be respected and hon-
oured for her contribution. This will
result in raising her status not only in
the family but in society as well, and
thus reduce discrimination and vio-
lence against them. On the other hand,
economists will have to come up with a
formula to monetise women's unpaid
work and recalculate the System of
National Accounts to include it in the
GDP. This will increase the size of the
GDP and our growth rate figures and
women will get recognition for their
multifaceted contribution.

The writer is Executive Director, Manusherlonno
Foundation
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