WOMEN'S RIGHT TO EQUALITY: THE PROMISE OF CEDAW

through informal subsistence work invisible. Such work is not included in the National Accounting Systems
and remains unmeasured, meaning that women'’s economic contributions remain unrecognized and not
seen as worthy of technical support through development assistance, including education and training
that is given to men. Women's unpaid work in the home or community is categorised as “unproductive’,
and women are labelled as “unoccupied, and economically inactive.”*

The endorsement of the public/private distinction in international economic measurement excludes
women from many aid programs because they are not considered workers or at best, only secondary
workers. Industrialisation patterns motivated by global competition encourage job segregation with
women in low skilled, low paid jobs.

As Noreen Burrows succinctly puts it, “for most women, what it is to be human is to work long hours in
agriculture or in the home, to receive little or no remuneration and to be faced with legal and political
processes which ignore their contribution to society and accord no recognition of their needs.”*

Culture as an impediment to equality

A closely related issue is cultural and societal value systems that operate to limit the human rights of
women, especially in the private sphere of the family. The fact that article 16 providing for equality in
marriage and in the family is one of the CEDAW articles on which States make the most reservations on
the basis of culture and religion testifies to this.

Some of these contested rights within family relations include the right to economic resources such as the
right to equal inheritance. This area of rights contested on the basis of culture or religion prescribes what
is seen as socially-appropriate economic entitlements to women and men, and perpetuates stereotypical
roles for women and men in the family. It denies women the capacity for autonomy and control over their
lives which would enable them to access economic opportunities, facilitate social inclusion, have rights
over their children and raise their value as equal citizens. In reality, it is the balancing of power between
women and men that is contested in the name of culture and religion. Discrimination against women is
seen as necessary for the well-being of the family and society.” Such social inequality, often inherited
from the past, is defended by States and maintained as markers of cultural and religious identity and
seen as essential for preserving social integrity. Thus social change is practically prohibited or at least the
time has not come for change. Under these circumstances, women are conditioned into giving up their
individual rights in the interests of preserving the social and cultural and even at times the perceived
economic cohesion of the community or society.

But the interests of groups with a community vary and culture is not static either. Culture and social
value systems constantly undergo changes and various forms of culture are also contested within the
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