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and Domestic Work in ASEAN\ 

Side event to the 4th ASEAN Ministerial Meeting on 
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Talking points – Priyanthi Fernando 

 

Good afternoon everyone, my name is Priyanthi Fernando and I am the Executive Director of the 

International Women’s Rights Action Watch Asia Pacific, an international feminist, women’s human 

rights organisations based in Kuala Lumpur.  

 Let me start by expressing my appreciation to the organisers for their invitation to say a few words 

on the launch of this UN ESCAP report on the Addressing Unpaid Care and Domestic Work in ASEAN.   

I want to thank you for producing this report and for recognising that there exists a very old, and a 

very unjust practice that has placed the responsibility of care on women, and which has over 

generations served to deepen gender inequality and feminise poverty.  The women’s movement has 

been shouting about this ‘double burden’ for decades- and it is really sad that it took a global 

pandemic to make policy makers listen and pay attention to the injustices that Unpaid Care and 

Domestic Work have placed on women in particular, and  our societies in general.   

But now that we can celebrate having this very comprehensive report on Unpaid Care and Domestic 

Work for the ASEAN region, let me see if I can make some additional comments that will deepen our 

understanding of the issues, and maybe help us expand on the recommendations for action. 

As I said before, women’s rights activists have tried to draw attention to the unpaid care burden of 

women for a long time in very different ways.  Dr Ipek Ilkkaracan, who I see referenced several times 

in the report, is a Turkish women’s rights activist, a feminist economist and member of our 

organisation’s Advisory Committee. She tried to draw attention to the care economy by coining the  

phrase the “purple economy” hoping that like the “green economy”  which is now extensively used 

in relation to the environment, the “purple economy” would capture the imagination of economists, 

and enter the global economic lexicon.      

The ‘purple economy/care economy’ refers to the reproduction of people on a daily basis as well as 

the reproduction of future generations through caring labour.  Caring labour is largely women’s 

unpaid labour cooking, washing, cleaning, shopping, taking care of babies/ill/disabled/elderly as well 

as taking care of healthy adults, including self-care. This is work that we take so much for granted, 

but it actually consists of millions of work hours -  42% (almost half) of total global work hours  

according to global time-use statistics and  three quarters of this is women’s unpaid labour. 

I don’t think we really needed global statistics to tell us all this.  We all know that human labour is an 

important input of production, and that people must be cared for and future generations must be 
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reproduced over time if our societies are to survive.  So  WHY has caring labour not featured in our 

economic and development policy making?.   Mainstream economic thinking has falsely bifurcated 

human activity into production and reproduction, and focused ‘production’ only on activity that is 

related to the market economy. But there are many things that are necessary for a market economy 

to function – care of human beings and care of the planet being two of them. But neither of these 

are considered as economic production, neither are they included in  GDP, and neither are they seen 

as long term macro economic investments in the next generation and in the long-term productivity 

of our economies.    

The report says that there is regrettably no data on the purple economy in the region.  No time use 

data that could quantify the quantum of care work that goes on in the  ASEAN community.   Not 

having data on the purple economy is not an unfortunate accident.  Knowledge production is a 

political act.  Not having data is a consequence of the fact that care is devalued and made invisible.  

And so one of the first steps to address the issues surrounding unpaid care work is to make the 

invisible visible  – to recognise the centrality of care, to invest in data collection,  to find ways to 

impute value to care work,  to ensure that care work is  counted and included in those economic 

indices that we use and to take a long term intergenerational view of the economy.  

I welcome that the report takes an intersectional approach and recognises that women are not a 

homogenous category, that their circumstances differ according to race, class, ethnicity, migrant 

status, geographic location, etc etc – their different, intersecting gender, economic, social and 

political identities. But what the report misses out is the global positioning of unpaid care and 

domestic work, and how paid and unpaid care work interact with each other in our current 

extractivist global economy.   We know that  many women from our region work within the region 

and beyond as paid domestic workers and that this is often precarious work that doesn’t always 

translate into decent jobs.  Nevertheless it is work that makes a significant contribution to our 

national economies through remittances.  Yet, it is work that intensifies the unpaid care burden on 

other family members in the sending countries. So addressing Unpaid care work and domestic work 

in ASEAN cannot happen separately from acknowledging the global exploitation of women’s caring 

labour, paid and unpaid. 

It may seem to you that these concepts around the purple economy  and maybe even some of the 

principles and recommendations in  the final chapter of the report are somewhat conceptual.  How 

do we practically work on effecting change ?   Environmentalists talk about ‘greening’ the economy 

and corporates have jumped on to that bandwagon with very negative  consequences for women 

seeking environmental justice.  So I am not sure that we can just allow the market to address the 

issues of the purple economy.  The care-sensitive policy strategies: care infrastructure, care-related 

social protection transfers and benefits, care services and employment-related care policies must be 

implemented alongside  state regulation and social and corporate norms change if they are to 

address gender equality.   States must exercise due diligence to address acts of omission by social 

actors and corporations. We must have  effective laws, effective regulators, effective deterents and 

incentives,  effective National Human Rights Institutions, effective complaints and redress 

mechanisms, and effective women’s machineries in government to make these care strategies work 

and ensure gender equality.    

I would like to end by saying that  Addressing Unpaid Care work and domestic work, as important as 

it is, cannot be seen as an end in itself.  It must be seen as a first step to reordering our societies to 
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be more equitable and just.  Care sensitive policies are necessary but not sufficient.  The 

responsibility for care has fallen on women for so long because of a history of substantive 

inequalities and discriminations that they have endured in what are very patriarchal societies. It is 

not enough for us to recognise, reduce and redistribute care so that women can be “empowered” to 

work in a labour market that continues to be inherently exploitative and discriminatory.  What we 

need is a labour market where decent work is the norm, where women are not pigeonholed into a 

care and domestic work sector, but where caring labour is valued;  where human wellbeing  and 

sustainability are prioritised over the relentless pursuit of profit and economic growth; and where 

states take seriously their obligations to protect and fulfil the human rights of ALL their citizens.  

 

Thank you   

 

 

 


