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Tribute to a Quiet Warrior

On International Women's Day, we remember a brilliant academic, Simeen Mahmud, who devoted her life
to researching women's work and labour force participation in Bangladesh

Lopita Huqg

Warriors for women's rights come in all shapes and sizes—some take to the streets, some write
poetry, some fight court cases. Another kind of warrior gleans evidence and strives to uncover
women's contribution to society and economy. Of them, Simeen Mahmud was one of a kind for
the passion and insight with which she researched women's empowerment, and in particular,
women's work and labour force participation in Bangladesh.

In Bangladesh, much of what women do is not valued or not counted as work. Simeen Mahmud
meticulously studied the nature, importance and value of women's work. She tried to uncover
factors that impede women's labour force participation and inform policies that can enable
women's work and empowerment. She was a prolific writer with innumerable journal
publications and book chapters on diverse gender-focused development issues. Here | focus on
her research on women's work and labour force participation.

Trained initially in statistics at Dhaka University and then in medical demography at the London
School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, Simeen Mahmud began her work in 1974 at the
Bangladesh Institute of Development Studies (BIDS) on demographic estimation and transition
under poverty. Even in her earliest days, the intersection between women's status, work and
fertility was central to her work. In one of her first international journal publications, she refuted
the prevalent hypothesis that high fertility rate in Bangladesh stems from the preference of poor
households for larger families because of increasing social and economic returns to scale to
family size. Using data from a 1977 survey, she showed that in Bangladesh the relationship is
inverse; she identified extreme poverty and exploitation of women in Bangladesh as possible
reasons. Her further research demonstrated that a latent desire for smaller families existed among
poor families even before contraceptives were widely available. She identified declining fertility
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as a crucial enabler of women's increased labour force participation, which has the potential to
improve gender equality and women's agency.

Over the decades, when fertility rates plummeted with steady but incremental growth in women's
labour force participation, Simeen Mahmud focused on the nature of women's economic activity
in Bangladesh: what do women do and why do they do those kinds of work? She identified that a
combination of strong cultural norms defines women's work and economic activities and argued,
with evidence, that the religious strictures of purdah exclude women from important sources of
wage employment. She asserted that women's long hours of work and substantial contribution to
household income are not recognised because it is indistinguishable from their domestic duties.
She revealed women's vital role as agricultural workers which had so far been masked as
domestic chores.

However, she questioned the tendency to blame purdah alone for the low participation of women
in the labour market. She realised that using purdah as the sole explanatory factor diverts
attention from the other determinants of household decisions regarding labour and resource
use—economic and social institutions within which gender-based discrimination is deeply
embedded. Discrimination in roles and access to resources based on gender means that without
investments in women's education and skills, they are destined to be relegated to low-skilled,
low-paying jobs or no jobs. Women's education and skill development, thus, should be a priority

policy.

Simeen Mahmud was concerned about the undervaluation of women's work. She believed that
non-recognition of women's work not only leads to discounting their economic activities but also
contributes to women's lower status in society. Through extensive fieldwork, she observed all the
work women do throughout the day—income generation, unpaid work towards family income,
expenditure saving, household chores, and care work. Yet, women are not considered to do any
work. She wanted to challenge this invisibility of women's endless work. She did so by showing
that female labour force participation rate changes with expansion in the definition of “work™ in
official statistics. She demonstrated that women's labour force participation rate of 4-16 percent
in eight districts of Bangladesh increases by three- to 16-fold if women's home-based economic
activities are added to the definition and would be 55-82 percent if women's expenditure-saving
activities are accounted for. She argued that a widely-held perception of what constitutes “work”
by both men and women contributes to the underreporting of women's economic activities and
the perpetuation of women's low status in society.



When the garments sector propelled the influx of women as factory workers, her research found
new dimensions. It clearly indicated that while the garment industry exploited young women and
took a toll on their health, it provided the first-ever opportunity to vastly expand the realm of
women's engagement in the formal sector. She showed that their remittance acted as an income
redistribution mechanism from the city to rural areas where poverty is concentrated. Her research
revealed that due to the garments sector, the number of women who perceive themselves as self-
reliant beings with economic agency and visible contribution to their household increased at an
unprecedented scale, as opposed to their historically defined identity as economic dependents.

But she also raised important questions about how to mobilise garment workers around labour
rights issues, and their working and living conditions; she even produced a documentary on the
real lives of three sisters working as garment workers, to raise awareness about this issue to a
wider audience. She always maintained that garment workers cleared the path for the rest of the
women in our society to walk the streets.

Her research on the pathways to women's empowerment led her to conclude that while work in
various forms empowers women and enhances their well-being to varying degrees, it is formal
work that is truly transformative—giving women agency and autonomy. But then, why is their
participation rate in the formal sector so small and, in fact, declining, whereas their participation
in unpaid family work is increasing? Why are they persistently concentrated in a few low-skilled,
low-paying jobs? Why does research show that women with some education (e.g. HSC) are least
likely to be employed compared to women with no education and women with higher education?

Simeen Mahmud identified two systemic changes that would enable women to thrive in the
formal sector but not become overburdened with dual responsibilities at work and at home.

First, gender segregation of occupations should change. She could see that Bangladesh cannot
take advantage of the “demographic dividend”, if we cannot make use of the skills of our female
labour force for productive purposes; their full participation in the formal labour market will help
us grow and reduce poverty at a faster rate. But she believed that the gender-segregated labour
market had not shifted sufficiently to create acceptable and reasonably rewarding employment
for women.

Second, along with shifts in the labour market, household division of labour must change. In
other words, women's role as primary caregiver must change. Her research using time-use data to
record men's and women's activities throughout the day clearly revealed that even where



productive work is more evenly distributed between men and women, care work is primarily
women's responsibility, resulting in a greater workload for women compared to men. If this
norm persists, women will remain stuck with limited low-skilled, low-paying, often part-time job
opportunities; she was concerned that this would also compromise care work which is
indispensable for well-being, particularly at a time when care deficit is growing.

She started delving deeper into the norms that shape the choices and constraints affecting
women's labour force participation, but unfortunately, the work remained undone. Simeen
Mahmud passed away on March 19, 2018. At the time of her death, she was lead researcher and
coordinator of the Centre for Gender and Social Transformation which she co-founded at the
BRAC Institute of Governance and Development, BRAC University.

Research was her passion. And recognising, understanding and valuing Bangladeshi women and
their work was more than her vocation; it was her labour of love. Her work cannot be contained
as the work of a statistician or a demographer. Her research spanned across the disciplines of
economics, anthropology and sociology with ramifications in the discourse of development,
empowerment, governance and public policy. She worked only in two Bangladeshi institutions—
BIDS and BIGD. But her work influenced academics, researchers and students across the globe.
In recognition of her outstanding contribution, a number of universities and research
organisations worldwide officially paid tribute to her on her passing, an honour rare for any
academic researcher in the world.



