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A NOD TO RECOGNISING THE VALUE OF HOUSEWORK 
This is an agenda all political parties, and not just the Makkal Needhi Maiam, 

could incorporate in their manifestos 
 

 In the context of the forthcoming State Assembly election in Tamil Nadu, the Makkal Needhi Maiam 
(MNM), led by veteran actor Kamal Haasan, has made an eye catching election promise that is evidently 
targeted at a large constituency of voters — women who are fulltime homemakers. The party has promised to 
recognise housework as a salaried profession by paying homemakers ‘hitherto unrecognized and unmonetized’ 
for their work at home. A recent political entrant in the electoral fray, the MNM’s promise to directly pay 
women a monthly amount may be viewed as a strategy to grab attention in an overcrowded, highly 
competitive electoral landscape. Nonetheless, the promise bears close examination as it flags off_• an 
important issue and one that has had an interesting, if chequered significance in the history of women’s 
movements.  
 
Origins of the demand 
 The demand for ‘wages for housework’ arose in the context of struggle and consciousness raising 
associated with the Second Wave of the women’s movement in North America and Europe. Alongside other 
demands for social and political equality, women’s rights campaigners made visible and also politicised 
women’s everyday experience of housework and child care in the ‘private’ realm of the household. In doing 
this, they challenged the assumption that a ‘natural’ affinity for housework was rooted in the essential nature 
of women who were performing a ‘labour of love’. For leading women’s rights activists of the 1960s and 1970s, 
it was important to bust the myth that women’s work at home was a personal service with no links to capitalist 
production. In a concrete sense, this meant linking the exploitation of the worker in the factory to women’s 
work at home. 
 As Mariarosa Dalla Costa and Selma James wrote in their seminal piece in 1972 the woman working at 
home produced ‘the living human being — the labourer himself.’ From the nine month period of gestation in 
the womb, women’s daily chores of cooking, cleaning, washing, ironing clothes, preparing lunch boxes and so 
on produced the labour power that was daily consumed in the shop floor or the assembly line and had to be 
reproduced afresh every day. By providing free services in the home, women made possible the survival of 
working class households at subsistence level wages, with obvious benefits for industry and capital. 
 Despite the links between the ‘housewife’ and the factory worker, the unwaged status of the former 
accounted for crucial differences between them. As feminist scholar and writer Silvia Federici wrote (in 1975), 
in “Wages against housework”, it was possible for wage earners to bargain around the terms of their paid work 
and the quantity of the wage. ‘But exploited as you might be, you are not that work’, she pointed out. 
Housework, on the other hand, had come to define the very nature of a woman. This disallowed women from 
seeing it as ‘real work’ or as a social contract. And, therefore, the women who sought to negotiate housework 
with their partners were seen as ‘nagging b******’ and not as workers in struggle’. For the advocates of 
‘wages for housework’, the wage that the state ought to pay women would make them autonomous of the 
men on whom they were dependent. More fundamentally, the very demand for a wage was a repudiation of 
housework as an expression of women’s nature. It was a revolt against the assigned social role of women. 
Therein lay the radical nature of the demand for wages, not in the money itself. 
 
An unresolved issue 
 There was disagreement among the women ideologues of the Second Wave on what payment of a 
wage would actually mean for women. The sociologist, Ann Oakley, who studied the history of housework in 
her path breaking books published in the 1970s, was among those who believed that ‘wages for housework’ 
would only imprison women further within the household, increase their social isolation and dissuade men 
from sharing housework. Others too argued that the goal of the women’s movement must be, to not ask for 
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wages, but to free women from the daily drudgery of routine domestic chores and enable them to participate 
fully in all spheres of social life, including paid employment outside the household. The debate around 
monetary remuneration for housework remained unresolved within the women’s movement, even as the tools 
to measure the value that women’s unpaid work adds to national economies have grown more sophisticated. 
However, the underlying issue, which is the disproportionate share of women’s responsibility for the work that 
sustains human life and reproduces labour power, remains as pressing as ever. A report published by the 
International Labour Organization in 2018 shows that, globally, women perform 76.2% of total hours of unpaid 
care work, more than three times as much as men. In Asia and the Pacific, this figure rises to 80%.  
 
Defining this constituency 
 To return to the MNM’s election promise, would the payment of a wage by the state to homemakers 
redress the situation? This raises the tricky question of how this constituency is to be defined. Is it to be only 
women who are fulltime homemakers? Many women earning a wage outside the home also perform the bulk 
of household work. On what ground are they to be excluded? What about women workers who earn an 
income from home by stitching clothes, selling cooked meals or are engaged in petty trade? They often self-
identify as ‘housewives’ given the meagre and variable wages they earn and periods of seasonal 
unemployment. These are issues that cannot be easily resolved. It would be better to strengthen the demand 
for a universal basic income for income poor households and make sure that the cash transfer to the family 
reaches women directly, whether or not they combine household work with paid work. 
 
Struggle for legislation 
 However, the demand that the state recognise housework is significant and its radical core must not 
be missed, as the historical experience of the women’s movement shows us. In this context, it is worth 
mentioning that an important campaign on the question of household labour has been taking place in India. 
This is the ongoing struggle for national legislation for domestic workers. These are predominantly women 
who perform ‘women’s work’ but in other people’s homes. They are, therefore, uniquely positioned to make 
this work visible and demand that its conditions be regulated, minimum wages guaranteed, and the workers’ 
status and rights protected. The question of how to measure and account for the value of housework has been 
seriously addressed by women domestic workers and their trade unions in Tamil Nadu and elsewhere. Their 
demands include an hourly minimum wage, a weekly dayoff, an annual bonus and the protection of their 
bodily autonomy in the workspace. This is an agenda that all parties, and not just the MNM, could incorporate 
in their election manifestos, should they take seriously the mandate of ‘recognizing and monetizing’ 
housework. If domestic workers emerge as a strong force that succeeds in asserting the dignity of housework 
and making it a visible and valued form of labour, this can only be a good thing for all women performing 
housework in the long run. 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 nod (noun) – indication, signal, sign (of approval). 

 housework (noun) – routine housekeeping 

(cooking, cleaning, & etc.) work. 

 manifesto (noun) – a publication issued by a 

political party before a General Election. It 

contains the set of policies that the party stands 

for and would wish to implement if elected to 

govern; (policy) statement, declaration, 

pronouncement. 

 eye-catching (noun) – striking, noticeable, 

distinctive, unusual/rare. 

 veteran (noun) – (long-serving) expert, seasoned, 

mature, established/experienced (person in an 

area of activity). 

 evidently (adverb) – obviously, palpably, 

seemingly, apparently. 

 constituency (noun) – a body of voters. 

 hitherto (adverb) – previously, earlier, so far/thus 

far, until now. 

 entrant (noun) – new member, newcomer. 

 strategy (noun) – master plan, game plan, plan of 

action. 
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 fray (noun) – competition, contest. 

 grab (verb) – obtain, get, gain (something) quickly. 

 over-crowded (adjective) – congested, thronged,  

overpopulated. 

 landscape (noun) – the distinctive features of a 

field of activity. 

 nonetheless (adverb) – notwithstanding, 

nevertheless, in spite of that/however. 

 bear (verb) – undergo, go through, take. 

 flag off (phrasal verb) – signal, give a sign to, 

indicate. 

 chequered (adjective) – varied, mixed,  eventful, 

up and down. 

 movement (noun) – campaign, crusade, 

drive/push. 

 context (noun) – circumstances, conditions, 

situation. 

 consciousness (noun) – awareness, knowledge, 

realization, recognition. 

 Second Wave (noun) – it refers to the women’s 

liberation movement (at its height in the 1960s 

and 1970s) for equal legal and social rights. 

 alongside (preposition) – together with. 

 equality (noun) – equal rights, equal 

opportunities, non-discrimination. 

 campaigner (noun) – battler, fighter, 

champion/reformer. 

 politicise (verb) – to make something into a 

political issue. 

 realm (noun) – area, field, domain (of activity). 

 household (noun) – family, house. 

 assumption (noun) – belief, supposition, 

expectation, speculation. 

 affinity (noun) – harmony; relationship, bond, 

connection. 

 (be) rooted in (verb) – embed, fix, firmly establish, 

implant. 

 labour of love (noun) – work done for 

pleasure/enjoyment and not for money/award. 

 activist (noun) – a person who supports a political 

or societal change/cause. 

 bust (verb) – shatter, smash, break. 

 capitalist (adjective) – relating to the people with 

the idea of personal profit and success. 

 concrete (adjective) – definite, specific, definitive; 

factual, actual/real. 

 exploitation (noun) – taking advantage, utilization, 

misuse, unfair treatment, capitalization. 

 seminal (adjective) – influential, groundbreaking, 

pioneering, major, important. 

 gestation (period) (noun) – pregnancy; 

development, formation (period). 

 womb (noun) – uterus; the organ of a woman in 

which fetus (unborn child) develops before birth. 

 chore (noun) – a routine task/job. 

 consume (verb) – use up, utilize, expend. 

 shop floor (noun) – workshop, plant, business 

unit. 

 assembly line (noun) – boring routine, routine job, 

daily grind; An assembly line is generally a 

manufacturing process in which interchangeable 

parts are added to a product in a sequential 

manner to create an end product. 

 afresh (adverb) – anew, over again, once more. 

 subsistence (modifier) – living, livelihood, 

existence, survival. 

 account for (phrasal verb) – constitute, comprise, 

represent. 

 feminist (adjective) – relating to a person who 

supports feminism (fights for the equality of all 

people). 

 scholar (noun) – academic, intellectual, 

expert/pundit, learned person. 

 exploit (verb) – take advantage of, make use of, 

utilize. 

 point out (phrasal verb) – identify, mention, 

indicate, draw attention to. 

 disallowed (adjective) – rejected, refused, 

dismissed. 

 social contract (noun) – it comprises people 

agreeing to live as one under common laws and in 

 enforcing those common laws justly/fairly. 

 seek (verb) – ask for, try, request. 

 negotiate (verb) – deal with, cope with; get over. 
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 nagging (adjective) – persistent, continuous, 

lingering; worrying, distressing, painful. 

 advocate (noun) – champion, upholder, supporter, 

backer. 

 ought to (modal verb) – must, should. 

 autonomous (noun) – self-governing, 

independent, self-determining. 

 repudiation (noun) – denial/refusal, 

disavowal/disclaimer, contradiction/rejection. 

 revolt (noun) – revolution, protest. 

 therein (adverb) – in that place/respect. 

 lie (verb) – be present, exist. 

 radical (adjective) – revolutionary, progressive, 

reforming. 

 ideologue (noun) – an uncompromising 

follower/supporter/advocate of an ideology. 

 sociologist (noun) – a person who does the 

scientific study of society, including patterns of 

social relationships, social interaction, and culture. 

 path-breaking (adjective) – innovative, pioneering, 

ingenious. 

 imprison (verb) – incarcerate, put in prison, send 

to prison, jail. 

 isolation (noun) – separation, segregation, setting 

apart. 

 dissuade (verb) – discourage, deter, prevent. 

 ask for (verb) – request, demand, appeal to, urge. 

 drudgery (noun) – hard work, toiling, hard labour, 

tedious task. 

 enable (verb) – permit, allow, facilitate. 

 sphere (noun) – an area of activity; a field of 

activity; domain, realm. 

 remuneration (noun) – payment, earnings, wages. 

 sophisticated (adjective) – highly developed. 

 underlying (adjective) – fundamental, basic, 

primary. 

 disproportionate (adjective) – inordinate, 

unreasonable, excessive; out of proportion, 

relatively too large. 

 sustain (verb) – keep up, keep alive, preserve; 

support, give strength to. 

 pressing (adjective) – urgent, critical, crucial, 

important. 

 International Labour Organization (ILO) (noun) – 

Since founded  in 1919, the International Labor 

Organization (ILO) is devoted to promoting social 

justice and internationally recognized human and 

labour rights, pursuing its founding mission that 

labour peace is essential to prosperity. It brings 

together governments, employers and workers of 

all member States, to set labour standards, 

develop policies and devise programmes 

promoting decent work for all women and men. 

 as much as (phrase) – almost, nearly the same as. 

 redress (verb) – rectify, correct, put right, set 

right, compensate. 

 ground (noun) – reason, factor, basis, rationale, 

premise. 

 petty (adjective) – small/trivial, unimportant, 

insignificant. 

 given (preposition) – considering, taking into 

account, bearing in mind. 

 meagre (adjective) – small, little, paltry, 

inadequate/deficient. 

 legislation (noun) – body of laws, rules, 

regulations, statutes. 

 predominantly (adverb) – mainly, mostly, 

commonly. 

 regulate (verb) – control, oversee, administer 

something (by using rules and regulations). 

 address (verb) – tackle, deal with, attend to, try to 

sort out. 

 bodily (adjective) – physical, sensual. 

 bodily autonomy (noun) – the right to governance 

over our own bodies. 

 monetize (verb) – earn money, generate revenue. 

 assert (verb) – declare, announce, pronounce, 

state. 

 dignity (noun) – It means being valued and 

respected for what you are, what you believe in, 

and how you live your live. 

 in the long run (phrase) – eventually, in the end, 

ultimately. 

 


