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The Invisible Labour Force and the Foundation of the 
‘Productive Economy’: Recognising Women’s Unpaid Labour 

 

- Avanti Deshpande* 

“They say it is love. We say it is unwaged work.” 

- Silvia Federici1 

INTRODUCTION 

The unfair social organization of care distributes domestic and care giving responsibilities to 

women in a deeply skewed ratio, consequently leading to a huge burden of domestic and care 

work falling on women.2 This is a major obstacle to economic participation for women whose 

excessive burden of domestic responsibilities acts as the main barrier to their participation in 

the labour force.3 Despite great advancements in the last few decades, women’s labour force 

participation rate remains significantly lower than men’s, especially in developing and 

underdeveloped countries, with higher unemployment rates, over-representation in the 

unorganised sector, lower earnings than men.4 However, the importance of women’s work 

cannot be diminished as unpaid care work is directly related to the promotion of sustainable 

economic growth along with being a major contributor to the creation of economic value and 

thus plays a crucial role in sustaining the labour force.5 Despite this, society largely perceives 

housewives and homemakers as women who do no work, and they are often portrayed as 

superficial social parasites, consuming but never producing.6 Social activist Kamaladevi 

                                                           
*Undergraduate student of law, ILS Law College, Pune.  
1Silvia Federici, ‘Wages Against Housework’, (1975), Power of Women Collective And Falling Wall Press Ltd., 
[1], <https://caringlabor.files.wordpress.com/2010/11/federici-wages-against-housework.pdf> accessed 12 
October 2021. 
2Corina Rodríguez Enríquez, ‘Spotlight on Sustainable Development 2018, Exploring new policy pathways’, 
Report by the Civil Society Reflection Group on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, [92], 
<https://www.2030spotlight.org/sites/default/files/spot2018/Spotlight_2018_web.pdf> accessed 15 October 
2021. 
3Ibid 89. 
4Enríquez (n2) 89. 
5Enríquez (n2) 88. 
6Wally Seccombe, ‘The Housewife and Her Labour Under Capitalism’,(1974) 83 New Left Review. 
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Chattopadhyay accurately stated that the stereotypical image of Indian women was 

of “domestic and social parasites living on their husbands and contributing nothing.”7 

Recently, the High Court of Kenya held8 that being a housewife is a full-time job that ought 

to attract some form of compensation and that it was unfair to rule that housewives do not 

contribute anything to the financial progress of the family. Closer home, various Indian 

courts have dealt with valuing the work and services of housewives or homemakers in recent 

times. In 2021, the Supreme Court of India gave a landmark verdict where it discussed 

compensation for the labour provided by homemakers and acknowledged the gendered nature 

of such work.9 This paper will look at the important judicial decisions regarding the valuing 

of women’s unpaid labour and the historical devaluation of such work in the broader context 

of labour law and suggest possible solutions and policy recommendations. 

WITHIN SIGHT, YET, OUT OF MIND - THE INVISIBILITY OF 

WOMEN’S LABOUR 

The World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report 2020has ranked India at 112th 

position out of 153 countries10, which is four spots lower than in 2018 when India was at 

108th position11. India already has an abysmal rate of female labour force participation which 

has further worsened in recent times due to the Covid 19 pandemic.12 During the July-

September 2020 quarter, the female labour participation rate in India fell to 16.1%, which is 

the lowest among the major economies.13 Against this backdrop, it is necessary to understand 

how homemakers and their work is viewed at large. Unpaid care work and unpaid domestic 

labour performed by women is inextricably linked to the health and wellbeing of individuals, 

                                                           
7Prerna Dhoop and Vandana Dhoop, ‘Why India’s Homemakers Should Receive A ‘Notional Income’ ’, (The 
Quint, 15 January 2021), <https://www.thequint.com/voices/opinion/gender-pay-gap-women-homemakers-
unpaid-labour-unequal-distribution-notional-income-grant-supreme-court#read-more> accessed 10 October 
2021. 
8MW v AN, Matrimonial Cause No. 20 of 2016, High Court of Kenya at Nakuru, 
<http://kenyalaw.org/caselaw/cases/view/218614/> last accessed 15 October 2021. 
9Kirti & Anr. Etc. v Oriental Insurance Company Ltd., (2021) 2 SCC 166. 
10World Economic Forum, ‘Global Gender Gap Report 2020’, (2020) 
<https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2020.pdf> accessed 9 October 2021. 
11Neetu Chandra Sharma, ‘India slips four ranks on World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Index 2020’, 
Live Mint, (New Delhi, 17 December 2019) <https://www.livemint.com/news/india/india-slips-four-ranks-on-
world-economic-forum-s-global-gender-gap-index-2020-11576574974188.html> accessed 8 October 2021. 
12Bansari Kamdar, ‘Women Left Behind: India’s Falling Female Labor Participation’, The Diplomat, (31 July 
2020), <https://thediplomat.com/2020/07/women-left-behind-indias-falling-female-labor-participation/> 
accessed 11 October 21. 
13Manoj Kumar, ‘India’s Female Labour Participation Rate Falls to 16.1% As Pandemic Hits Job Sector’, The 
Wire, (New Delhi, 3 August 2021), <https://thewire.in/labour/indias-female-labour-participation-rate-falls-to-
16-1-as-pandemic-hits-job-sector> accessed 12 October 2021. 
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households i.e., families and by extension, societies. Yet, despite such work being the 

foundation on which so-called productive economic activity is built, it has been consistently 

disregarded and devalued. 

Unpaid work encompasses all productive activities outside the official labour market done by 

individuals for their households or others.14 Without exception, all over the world, 

disproportionately bear the burden of unpaid care work and, as compared to men, typically 

spend more time on it.16 In the Indian context, this is evidenced by the recent report by the 

Union Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation named ‘Time Use in India – 

2019’ which found that on average, women spent 299 minutes per day on unpaid domestic 

services for household members and a further 134 minutes on unpaid care giving services for 

household members.17 Comparatively, on average, men spent only 97 minutes each day on 

unpaid domestic services for household members and 76 minutes on unpaid care giving 

services for household members.18  

Under this report, unpaid domestic services for household members included preparation and 

management of food and meals, cleaning and maintaining of own dwelling and surroundings, 

do-it-yourself decoration, maintenance and repair, care and maintenance of textiles and 

footwear, household management for own final use, pet care, shopping for own household 

members, travelling, moving, transporting or accompanying goods or persons related to 

unpaid domestic services for household members and other unpaid domestic services for 

household members.19 Further, unpaid care giving services for household members included 

childcare and instruction, care for dependent adults, help to non-dependent adult household 

members, other activities related to unpaid care giving services for household members, 

travelling and accompanying goods or persons related to unpaid care giving services for 

household members and all care activities.20 

The Supreme Court has even noted with dismay that, in the Census of 2001, persons 

undertaking household duties and looking after children, fetching water etc., had been 
                                                           
14Joke Swiebel, ‘Unpaid Work and Policy-Making Towards a Broader Perspective of Work and Employment, 
(1999), UN Doc ST/ESA/1999/DP.4 <https://www.un.org/esa/desa/papers/1999/esa99dp4.pdf> accessed 12 
October 2021. 
16Ibid 1 
17National Statistical Office, Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation, Government of India, 
Time Use in India-2019, Time Use Survey (TUS) (January – December 2019), 55 (Sept. 2020), 
http://mospi.nic.in/sites/default/files/publication_reports/Report_TUS_2019_0.pdf?download=1. 
18ibid 55 
19ibid44. 
20ibid45. 
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categorized as non-workers and essentially equated with beggars, prostitutes*21 and prisoners 

who are not engaged in economically productive work and further noted the strong gender 

bias in the entire exercise.22 

Due to deep-rooted patriarchal familial structures, the bulk of domestic chores and care 

giving responsibilities fall on women – the cooking, cleaning and caring for children and 

family members is not only their “job” but also what is considered to be their primary 

responsibility and a natural extension of their lives and personalities. Patriarchal structures 

thrive on this conditioning that motherhood and care giving are the primary roles that women 

are expected to occupy and fulfil which often leave them with little time or energy to access 

and pursue other undertakings such as education or vocational training and may even limit 

access to essential services like healthcare23.  

It is important to note that the so-called “productive” i.e., paid labour that is undertaken rests 

squarely on the shoulders of the invisible, unpaid labour being done every day, by women. 

Women’s invisible labour is the foundation on which productive paid work is built and 

thrives. Take away the factor of all the work done by homemakers, and the hollow notion of 

productive work would collapse. This has been argued by Italian scholar and activist Silvia 

Federici, who asserts that male “economic” production would be impossible without 

women’s uncompensated “non-economic” labour24. In her path-breaking work, Wages 

Against Housework she posits that “to have a wage means to be part of a social contract, and 

there is no doubt concerning its meaning: you work, not because you like it, or because it 

comes naturally to you, but because it is the only condition under which you are allowed to 

live.”26 

However, in the instance of housework, the situation is radically different as not only has 

housework been imposed on women, but it has been transformed into an inherent natural 

characteristic that women embody.27 Characterising such work as an extension of women’s 

lives and personalities, rather than recognizing it as part of the social contract reinforces the 
                                                           
21 * Note: The author disagrees with the usage of the term ‘prostitutes’ and believes that the official terminology 
ought to be changed to ‘sex workers. The author also disagrees with the belief and assumption in the Census and 
would like to bring to note that sex work ought to be recognised as work. 
22Arun Kumar Agrawal v National Insurance Co. Ltd. (2010) 9 SCC 218. 
23Akanksha A. Marphatia and Rachel Moussie, ‘A question of gender justice: Exploring the linkages between 
women’s unpaid care work, education, and gender equality, [33] International Journal of Educational 
Development, 585, 586-586, (2013). 
24Federici (n1) 2-3. 
26Federici (n1) 2. 
27Federici (n1) 2. 
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persistent devaluation of housework as work and in turn convinces and conditions women 

into believing that housework is a natural, unavoidable and even fulfilling activity that they 

need not be paid for.28 The unwaged condition of housework has been the most powerful 

weapon in reinforcing the common assumption that housework is not worked.29 

In the wake of the Covid 19 pandemic and the heightened focus on the invisible, 

unremunerated labour rendered by women, the time has come for the long-overdue 

acknowledgement that being a housewife or homemaker is not merely a role that women are 

performing, but that their labour forms the backbone of the “productive” economy.30 

THE LAW, THE COURTS AND HOMEMAKERS 

THE SUPREME COURT 

In India, there is a surprisingly robust body of jurisprudence regarding the issue of valuing 

women’s unpaid labour, where Courts on numerous occasions have deliberated upon the 

value to be attached to such work. This has most often been done in motor accident cases 

which have led to the death of a homemaker giving rise to the issue of compensation for 

dependents and surviving family members.  

This issue was most recently dealt with by the Supreme Court in January 2021in the case of 

Kirti & Anr. Etc. v. Oriental Insurance Company Ltd31 (“Kirti judgement”) where the Court 

heard an appeal for a motor accident compensation case filed by three dependents of the 

deceased persons where one of the deceased individuals was a homemaker. The Court made 

observations on the notional income of non-earning victims, in particular housewives or 

homemakers.32 The Court noted that despite undertaking numerous activities such as cooking 

food for the entire family, managing the procurement of groceries and other household 

shopping needs, cleaning and managing the house and its surroundings, undertaking 

decoration, repairs and maintenance work, looking after the needs of children and aged 

members of the household, managing budgets etc., and further, in rural areas assisting in 

sowing, harvesting and transplanting activities in the field and tending to cattle, the notion 

                                                           
28Federici (n1) 2. 
29Federici (n1) 3. 
30Manisha Ganguly, ‘The Struggle Keeps You Going: Selma James’, The Wire, (21 January 2017), 
<https://thewire.in/gender/selma-james-interview> accessed 12 October 2021. 
31Kirti (n3). 
32Kirti (n3) [9]. 
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that homemakers, don’t “work” has persisted and is deeply problematic.33While deliberating 

on the issue of fixing a notional income for homemakers, the present Chief Justice of India, 

Justice N.V. Ramana opined, “It is a recognition of the multitude of women who are engaged 

in this activity, whether by choice or as a result of social/cultural norms. It signals to society 

at large that the law and the Courts of the land believe in the value of the labour, services 

and sacrifices of homemakers. It is an acceptance of the idea that these activities contribute 

in a very real way to the economic condition of the family, and the economy of the nation, 

even though they may have been traditionally excluded from economic analyses. It is a 

reflection of changing attitudes and mindsets and of our international law obligations. And, 

most importantly, it is a step towards the constitutional vision of social equality and ensuring 

the dignity of life to all individuals.”34 Further, the Court also recognized the gendered nature 

of housework and noted that the fixing of the national income of a homemaker was especially 

significant because an overwhelming percentage of women as compared to men were 

homemakers.35 

Previously, in its 2001 landmark judgement of Late Lata Wadhwa & Ors v. State of Bihar 

&Ors, the Supreme Court had fixed the monthly notional income of homemakers at Rs. 

3,000/- and Rs. 36,000/- per year. This was done in the absence of any data (at the time) and 

an attempt was made to estimate the compensation based on household services rendered to 

the house by the deceased housewives and was applied to housewives who were active in life 

and between the ages of 34-59.37 

In the 2010 case of Arun Kumar Agarwal v. National Insurance Co. Ltd.,38 (“Arun Kumar 

Agarwal case”) where the Court recognised the services provided by homemakers and held 

that the term ‘services’ is required to be given a broad meaning and must be construed by 

taking into account the loss of personal care and attention given by the deceased to her 

children as a mother and her husband as a wife. The Court stated that, they are entitled to 

adequate compensation instead of the loss of gratuitous services rendered by the deceased 

and that the amount payable to the dependants could not be diminished on the ground that 

                                                           
33Kirti (n3) [7]. 
34Kirti (n3) [10]. 
35Kirti (n3) [17]. 
37ibid10. 
38Arun Kumar (n22) [237]. 
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some close relation like a grandmother may volunteer to render some of the services to the 

family which the deceased was giving earlier.39 

The Court further added that it believed the time had come for the Parliament to rethink and 

properly assess the value of homemakers’ and householders’ work and suitably amend the 

provisions of the Motor Vehicles Act, 198840 and other related laws for granting 

compensation when the victim is a woman and a homemaker.41 

HIGH COURTS 

Along with the Supreme Court, various High Courts across the country have also at 

numerous times, recognised the value of homemakers’ work. One of the earliest cases where 

the Court appreciated the value of homemakers’ unpaid labour was pronounced by Justice 

Prabha Sridevan of the Madras High Court in the acclaimed judgement of National Insurance 

Co. Ltd. v. Minor Deepika42 in 2009. In this case, a child, Deepika, lost both her parents in an 

accident. Justice Sridevi was one of the first to recognise that the claim for the death of the 

mother even if she did not have a salaried income, must be dealt with individually by stating, 

“Each claim has to be dealt with independently and on its own merits.”43, thus implicitly 

acknowledging that even women’s unremunerated work has value, which ought to be dealt 

with individually. 

In 2020, the Nagpur bench of the Bombay High Court, while hearing a claim for 

compensation filed by the husband and two sons of a housewife who had died when the jeep 

she was travelling in violently dashed against a tree held that44, “When we talk about a 

‘family’, the role of a woman as a ‘housewife’ (also known as ‘homemaker’) in the family is 

the most challenging and important role which role though deserves much appreciation but 

least appreciated.” The Court further criticised the Motor Accident Claims Tribunal, 

Achalpur for denying compensation to the petitioners on the ground that the deceased person 

was a housewife and stated that it was contrary to well-settled law.45 

                                                           
39Arun Kumar  (n22) [237]. 
40Motor Vehicles Act, 1988, No. 59, Acts of Parliament, 1988 (India). 
41Arun Kumar (n22) [247]. 
42National Insurance Co. Ltd. v. Minor Deepika, (2009) 6 Mad LJ 1005. 
43ibid 224. 
44Rambhau S/O Awadut Gawai and 2 Others v Shivlal S/O Shalikram Belsare (Dead) Through Lrs. Ratu Shivlal 
Belsare and Others, (2020) 5 AIR Bom R 737. 
45Ibid 16. 
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The Madras High Court in 2020 while deciding a case where an accident rendered a 

homemaker permanently disabled, stated that homemakers stand on a higher pedestal than an 

earning member of a family and that if the homemaker died, then the impact on the family 

would be unmeasurable and the family would be scattered and subsequently enhanced the 

compensation for the accident from Rs 8.4 lakh to Rs 14 lakh.46 The Court also noted that it 

was not possible to compare a homemaker to an ordinary employee, as a homemaker’s job is 

a tough one and one without any time limits.47 

In 2018, the Karnataka High Court, while hearing a divorce matter wherein the husband 

declined to pay the flight expenses of his wife to attend hearings on the ground that she was a 

housewife and consequently had a lot of free time to travel by train instead of flights stated 

that, “a housewife is as busy as a professional person” as, after all, she is responsible for 

looking after the members of the family, and for running the house.48 The Court lamented the 

lack of gender justice and also noted that, looking after the members of the family, 

and running the house was not an easy task and that saying that a housewife is “free” is a 

misnomer which a large number of people continue to believe.49 

CONSTITUTIONAL RECOGNITION OF WOMEN’S UNPAID DOMESTIC WORK 

Women’s unpaid labour has found constitutional recognition in a few countries. Article 88 of 

the Constitution of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela recognizes that work done at home 

is an economic activity that adds value and further entitles housewives to social security.  

Article 8850 reads as, 

“The State guarantees the equality and equitable treatment of men and women in the 

exercise of the right to work. The state recognizes work at home as an economic 

activity that creates added value and produces social welfare and wealth. Housewives 

are entitled to Social Security by law.” 

Another example is the Constitution of Cambodia which explicitly recognises the work of 

housewives under Article 3651 which reads as, 

                                                           
46Bhuvaneswari v Mani, 2020 SCC OnLine Mad 2163. 
47ibid 16. 
48Sri Gaurav Raj Jain v Smt. Shweta Jain, 2018 SCC OnLine Kar 639. 
49Ibid  5. 
50Constitution of the Bolivarian Republic Of Venezuela, Art. 88, (in English translation from the original legal 
text), http://hrlibrary.umn.edu/research/venezuela-constitution.html. 
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“The work by housewives in the home shall have the same value as what they can 

receive when working outside the home.” 

The Irish Constitution also recognizes the work of homemakers under Article 41.252 which 

states that, 

“In particular, the State recognises that by her life within the home, woman gives to 

the State a support without which the common good cannot be achieved.” 

[Note: Article 41 has also been severely criticised for propagating gender stereotypes, but has 

also been appreciated by scholars for acknowledging the work that is done by women in the 

home as mothers.53] 

In the Indian context, remunerating women for the invisible household and care services that 

they provide has deep constitutional significance as well. Justice Ramana in the Kirti 

judgement discussed earlier, opined that fixing a notional income for homemakers would be a 

step toward the constitutional vision of social equality and ensuring dignity for all 

individuals.54 Some scholars have also argued that along with fixing wages for domestic and 

care services, such income should not fall below the standard of the minimum wage as then it 

stands to reason that it can be classified as forced labour as enumerated under Article 23 of 

the Indian Constitution.55 

POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Covid 19 pandemic has laid bare many inequalities and injustices. The magnitude of 

women’s unpaid labour and the extent to which it was relied on by individuals members of 

households and families, and in turn society and the state was exposed because of the 

pandemic as people were forced to remain at home due to lockdowns and quarantines.56 As 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
51Constitution of The Kingdom of Cambodia, Art. 36, 
https://cambodia.ohchr.org/~cambodiaohchr/sites/default/files/Constitution_ENG.pdf. 
52Bunreacht Na hÉireann = Constitution of Ireland. Dublin: Oifig an tSoláthair, Art. 41.2, (1945). 
53Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission, ‘Article 41.2 of the Constitution of Ireland’, (2018), 
<https://www.ihrec.ie/app/uploads/2018/07/IHREC-policy-statement-on-Article-41.2-of-the-Constitution-of-
Ireland-1.pdf> accessed 12 October 2021. 
54Kirti (n3) [15]. 
55Prabha Kotiswaran, ‘For gender equity, India needs a care manifesto’,  Hindustan Times, (2 April 2021), 
<https://www.hindustantimes.com/opinion/for-gender-equity-india-needs-a-care-manifesto-
101617281458135.html> accessed 12 October 2021. 
56UN Women, ‘Whose time to care: Unpaid care and domestic work during COVID-19’, (25 November 2020) 
<https://data.unwomen.org/publications/whose-time-care-unpaid-care-and-domestic-work-during-covid-19> 
accessed 15 October 2021. 
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we move ahead, the lessons that the pandemic taught and the realisations that it brought 

forward in the mainstream consciousness cannot be allowed to be forgotten or brushed aside. 

Women’s unpaid labour needs to be counted because what is not even counted, can never be 

valued57. 

RECOGNIZING OWN-USE PRODUCTION WORK IN GDP CALCULATIONS 

Unpaid domestic and care work has historically been excluded from economic analyses and 

national income accounting and placed outside the general production boundary. An 

important change required to fully acknowledge and give recognition to unpaid domestic 

labour is changing and expanding the definition of work to include work outside the confines 

of the market economy as legitimate labour. As a preliminary step towards this, states need to 

recognize women’s labour, acknowledge and approve the legitimacy of own-use production 

work and must include it in national income i.e., GDP calculations.  

Own-use production work refers to activities performed to produce goods or provide services 

intended for final use by the producer, their household and/or family.58 This definition 

encompasses a wide range of household services spanning from cooking, cleaning to 

childcare or caring for elderly family members.59 The meaning of ‘own final use’ covers 

activities where household members, or family members living in other households, consume 

the produced services.60 

Placing fixed monetary values on unpaid household activities is a complex task, especially as 

several unpaid care giving activities are also intangible, such as providing emotional support 

to young children or elderly members of a household. However, there are several pitfalls of 

ignoring unpaid labour from national income.61 Taking cognizance of this issue, the United 

Nations Economic Commission for Europe established a task force in 2014 which published 

                                                           
57Mary Chinery, All women are working women, International Labour Organization, (1 October 2020), 
<https://iloblog.org/2020/10/01/all-women-are-working-women/> accessed 10 October 2021. 
58International Labour Organization (ILO), ‘Forms of work and labor force statistics conceptual frameworks, 
<https://ilostat.ilo.org/resources/concepts-and-definitions/forms-of-
work/#:~:text=Own%2Duse%20production%20work%20refers,their%20household%20and%2For%20family.>
accessed 11 October 2021. 
59 United Nations Economic Commission for Europe, ‘Guide on Valuing Unpaid Household Service Work’, 
(2017), U.N. Doc. ECE/CES/STAT/2017/3, 
<https://unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/stats/publications/2018/ECECESSTAT20173> accessed 12 October 2021. 
60ibid. 
61Joseph E. Stiglitz, Amartya Sen, and Jean-Paul Fitoussi, ‘Mismeasuring Our Lives: Why GDP Doesn’t Add 
Up, The Report by the Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress’, (2010) 
The New Press, [23]. 
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a guide whose objective was to provide methodological guidance on valuing unpaid 

household service work.62 

In 1991, instead of the increasing discussion around and focusing on women’s unpaid 

domestic labour, the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of 

Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in its tenth session, adopted General 

Recommendation No. 17, ‘Measurement and quantification of the unremunerated domestic 

activities of women and their recognition in the gross national product’ that affirmed that the 

measurement and quantification of the unremunerated domestic activities of women, which 

contribute to development in each country, would assist in revealing the de facto economic 

role of women.63 

LEGISLATIVE INTERVENTIONS: INTRODUCING A ‘CARE INCOME’ 

Monetising Domestic and Care Work 

Now that the issue of remunerating homemakers has been raised in mainstream society, it is 

important to ensure that it is not sidelined or recast as a women’s issue and must be framed 

for what it is, a labour issue, and not only as a women’s issue. The numerous cases analysed 

by the Indian judiciary, as discussed previously clearly indicate that, courts have on multiple 

occasions taken cognisance of women’s unpaid domestic and care work and granted 

compensation, albeit at times paltry amounts, to the deceased woman’s dependents and 

surviving family. As has been pointed out by scholars, this begs the question, if the work and 

services of homemakers and housewives can be compensated or remunerated posthumously, 

why can’t the same be done when these homemakers are alive?64 

Mr Kamal Hassan’s political party recently proposed the idea of providing salaries to 

housewives as part of its electoral campaign in the state of Tamil Nadu.65 The proposal was 

also enthusiastically welcomed by Member of Parliament, Mr Shashi Tharoor who stated that 

paying a monthly wage to homemakers will recognise and monetise the services of women 

                                                           
62Guide on Valuing Unpaid Household Service Work (n59). 
63 UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, ‘General Recommendations No. 17’, 
(1991), Adopted at the Tenth Session, UN Doc A/46/38. 
64Prabha Kotiswaran, ‘Opening the black box of marriage’, Hindustan Times, 12 January 2021, 
<https://www.hindustantimes.com/opinion/opening-the-black-box-of-marriage-101610461697323.html> 
accessed 11 October 2021. 
65Anuradha Nagaraj, ‘Wages for housewives: party's manifesto pledge stirs debate in India’, Reuters, (January 7 
2021), <https://www.reuters.com/article/us-india-women-politics-idUSKBN29C1TQ> accessed 12 October 
2021.  
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homemakers in society, enhance their power and autonomy and create near-universal basic 

income.66 In 2010, the National Housewives Association made an application seeking to be 

recognised as a trade union but was unfortunately turned down by the deputy registrar of 

trade unions because housework is neither trade nor an industry.67 

The proposal of introducing a care income fundamentally means recognizing the unpaid care 

work that is mainly handed down to women as a necessary and ineliminable social function 

that has been made invisible and has unfortunately been consistently ignored.68 However, the 

idea of granting a state-sponsored income to homemakers can neither be pegged as radical, 

nor outlandish. A similar scheme has been operational in the state of Goa for the past eight 

years, inaugurated no less by a chief minister belonging to the same political party as the 

incumbent Central Government, the late former Union Defence Minister and former Chief 

Minister of Goa, Mr Manohar Parrikar.69 The government of Goa had as far back as 2012, 

launched the Griha Aadhar Scheme whose stated objective was to address the problem of 

spiralling prices and to provide support to the housewives/homemakers from the middle, 

lower-middle and poor sections of the society, to help them to maintain a reasonable standard 

of living for their families.70 Under the scheme, a disbursement of one thousand and five 

hundred rupees (Rs. 1500/-) would be provided every month directly in the hands of 

housewives/homemakers.71 

Further, this is not the first time that the idea of remunerating homemakers has been floated. 

In fact, in 2012, the then Women and Child Development (WCD) minister Krishna Tirath 

stated that the government was considering a proposal that would make it mandatory for men 

to share a certain percentage of their income with their wives who stay back and do 

                                                           
66ANI, ‘Shashi Tharoor Welcomes Kamal Haasan's Idea of Paying Wages To Homemakers’, Business World, 
(January 5 2021), <https://www.businessworld.in/article/Shashi-Tharoor-welcomes-Kamal-Haasan-s-idea-of-
paying-wages-to-homemakers/05-01-2021-361677/> accessed 10 October 2021. 
67Arpan Tulsyan, ‘A salary to women for domestic work institutionalizes idea of men as ‘providers’’, The 
Indian Express, (January 9, 2021), <https://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/housewives-income-
moeny-patriarchy-arpan-tulsyan-7138881/> accessed 10 October 2021. 
68Stefania Barca,‘Within and beyond the pandemic: Demanding a Care Income and a feminist Green New Deal 
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household chores.72 She preferred to call it an honorarium rather than a salary and said that it 

would act as reimbursement for housework done by homemakers and further acknowledged 

that working in homes was an economic activity and if recognised, would give a truer 

reflection of the GDP and the real unemployment rate of the country.73 Unfortunately, the 

government did not carry forward the proposal and since the regime changed in 2014, the 

idea has not been put forward again. 

More recently, the state of Assam in October 2020 inaugurated the ‘Orunodoi’ or Arunodoi 

Scheme, which provides financial assistance of Rs. 830/- for health and food expenses of the 

family to around seventeen lakh families in the state through direct benefit transfer (DBT), 

with women being the main beneficiaries as they are the primary caretakers of the family.74 

Furthermore, in April 2020, during the Covid 19 pandemic, under the Pradhan Mantri Garib 

Kalyan Yojana (PMGKP), the Union Government initiated a scheme thatgranted Rs. 500/- to 

women beneficiaries who were bank account holders under Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana 

(PMJDY) for three months.75 Through this scheme, around 20 crore women from low-income 

families received state support to help them tide over difficulties faced due to the pandemic.76 

Such initiatives and schemes by both state and central governments’ clearly illustrate that the 

State does possess an understanding of the economic function of housework and the 

important role that women play while undertaking unpaid domestic and care work. This must 

be channelised to introduce a care income to safeguard women’s interests and recognise 

unpaid work. 

ADDRESSING THE CRITICISM FOR REMUNERATION FOR UNPAID 

DOMESTIC AND CARE WORK 
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Admittedly, introducing an income for homemakers has its pitfalls and many economists 

have criticised the idea, with the most prominent criticism being that it would serve to 

solidify gender stereotypes, further anchor women within the house and entrench the 

heteronormative male breadwinner model and thereby erase the hard-fought progress made 

over the last few decades.77 While acknowledging this criticism, the author disagrees with it 

and argues that monetising unpaid labour in the first place is a subversion of the male 

breadwinner model and in itself breaks stereotypes. It also has several added benefits. 

Introducing a care income to homemakers would increase their economic bargaining power 

within the family unit in India, which is traditionally deeply patriarchal and would further 

assist in changing the power dynamics within the family. Access to such funds, even if they 

aren’t as high as their salaried partner, would further enable women to challenge domestic 

abuse, and stand up against economic abuse (which is recognised in the law on domestic 

violence in India78). This is not to say that women currently don’t stand up against domestic 

abuse, but having access to capital can significantly increase women’s leverage, especially in 

patriarchal structures where their access to financial resources, assets and valuables is limited 

and often strictly monitored. 

Redistributing Unpaid Work 

Redistribution of unpaid work is a solution and serves the twofold purpose of reducing the 

burden of caregiving responsibility on women which in turn will help in boosting female 

labour force participation. The redistribution of unpaid domestic and care work ought to be 

borne by three principal stakeholders, the State, employers and men. Effective laws and 

policies for redistribution can ensure the visibility of unpaid domestic and care work and 

herald us into a more gender-equitable world.  

An example where the State has effectively intervened and ensured redistribution of care 

work via legal and policy intervention is Uruguay which has pioneered labour policies that 

have not only recognised but also reconceptualised care work by bringing it outside the 

private family sphere and recasting it as a collective, societal issue.79 In November 2015, the 
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Parliament of Uruguay adopted the Care Act80, a flagship policy that recognizes the right of 

caregivers to perform their work in decent working conditions and was introduced to change 

the prevalent gendered division of labour.81 This law introduced an Integrated National Care 

System based on time use surveys conducted in the country in 2007 and 2013 which proved 

that women spent two-thirds of their week doing unpaid work, and only one-third on paid 

work.82 

Civil society organisations first put forward the agenda for such a policy which together with 

social demand for the transformation of care and political will led to the inception of a set of 

integrated policies in 2015 to build a consistent care system.83Its design includes three core 

dimensions: 

(a) care provision for children under three years old, which includes: daycare 

provision (in public institutions, workplaces, community spaces), and 

implementation of parental leave; 

(b) care services for elderly people, and people with disabilities, which includes: 

personal assistance, daycare and long-term residential institutions; 

(c) professionalisation of paid care work, through training activities.84 

The success of such an integrated approach shows that we not only need to adopt better care 

policies but also that such policies should be specifically geared toward reducing the burden 

of care work.85 To make progress, it is essential that governments fully commit to this major 

issue by earmarking the required budgetary allocation for the implementation of these 

policies.86 

Concerning employers, increased employer responsibility can take the form of a greater 

emphasis on child care leave and more importantly, granting child care leave to both parents, 

especially fathers, rather than merely accommodating maternity benefits. Introducing and 

encouraging paternity leaves will serve the twofold purpose of reducing women’s burden and 

increasing men’s role in caretaking and childcare responsibilities. The birth of children often 
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paves the way for the temporary or sometimes even permanent exit of women from 

workplaces and also prevents women from joining the workforce at all.87 The State’s role 

must be to provide legislative backing to paternity leave, as was attempted, albeit 

unsuccessfully, under the Paternity Benefit Bill, 2017.88 However, the State must be careful 

and ensure that the laws and policies being implemented are well thought out and 

comprehensive and not just seemingly progressive, as was seen by the recently introduced 

government policy of granting child care leave to ‘single male employees who are unmarried, 

widowers or divorcees.89 As is evident, the glaring exception to the class of beneficiaries of 

this policy are married men, who by implication do not require such leave as they 

conveniently have wives who are staying home and looking after the children.90 The State 

ought to be careful before implementing such ill-thought-out and half-baked exclusionary 

policies that serve to do more harm than good by retrenching the very stereotypes they 

supposedly wish to overcome.91 

Lastly, men must step forward and contribute more to household and care work. Policies such 

as paternity leaves will provide men the time to support their spouses and reduce women’s 

burden of domestic and caregiving responsibilities. 

CONCLUSION 

Undisputedly, women bear the burden of unpaid labour which becomes the foundation on 

which economically productive work is carried on. The Indian judiciary has paved the way 

by recognising the importance of unpaid care work and also laying down various methods for 

the calculation of income for homemakers. It is imperative that this work being done by 

women be recognised as work, monetised and provided as an income to homemakers and 

redistributed by the introduction of supportive labour policies. Parliament ought to enact the 

required legislative and policy changes that will recognise women’s unpaid work and 

empower millions of homemakers across the country. 
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