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W h e n the f e m i n i s t rev iva l b e g a n , m o r e t h a n 
f i f teen years a g o , the i r r a t i o n a l i t y a n d i n j u s t i c e 
o f the c u l t u r a l pat terns that have m a d e house
w o r k ' w o m e n ' s w o r k ' became a centra l issue for 
f e m i n i s t a n a l y s i s . T h e e x p l o i t a t i o n of w o m e n ' s 
l a b o u r i n the areas of l i f e that p a t r i a r c h a l society 
l a b e l l e d ' the p r i v a t e sphere ' was one of the m a i n 
themes of K a t e M i l l e t t ' s Sexual Politics (1969). 
A n d m a n y readers of this ar t i c le w i l l r e m e m b e r 
P a t M a i n a r d i ' s w i t t y a n d i n c i s i v e p a p e r " T h e 
P o l i t i c s of H o u s e w o r k " w h i c h a p p e a r e d i n the 
p a t h b r e a k i n g a n t h o l o g y Sisterhood is Powerful 
(1970). M a i n a r d i ' s p o i n t was that at the core of 
m a l e o p p o s i t i o n to w o m e n ' s l i b e r a t i o n was a 
s t r o n g d e t e r m i n a t i o n to h o l d o n to m a l e p r i v i 
lege i n the a l l o c a t i o n of w o r k : m e n ' s re fusa l to 
share the w o r k o f m a i n t a i n i n g h o m e a n d f a m i l y , 
M a i n a r d i p o i n t e d out , l i m i t e d w o m e n ' s o p p o r 
t u n i t i e s to p u r s u e creative w o r k of their o w n . 
A n d m e n ' s re fusal to take h o u s e w o r k ser ious ly 
m e a n t that as w o r k , it r e m a i n e d u n a c k n o w l 
edged a n d u n d e r v a l u e d . 

O v e r the past f i f teen years, f e m i n i s t s have 
d o n e a lo t of t h i n k i n g about h o u s e w o r k . F e m i 
nis t theorists , s o c i o l o g i s t s a n d e c o n o m i s t s have 
f o r m u l a t e d a n d p r o p o s e d answers to a variety of 
q u e s t i o n s , i n c l u d i n g h o w h o u s e w o r k s h o u l d be 

d e f i n e d i n r e l a t i o n s h i p to other k i n d s of w o r k ; 
h o w h o u s e w o r k ' s re la t ive ly l o w status can be 
e x p l a i n e d ; a n d w h a t the c o n n e c t i o n is between 
the l o w status of h o u s e w o r k a n d the l o w status 
a n d pay that the m a j o r i t y of w o m e n receive i n 
the l a b o u r force. 

D u r i n g the years that f e m i n i s t analys is has 
been concerned w i t h h o u s e w o r k , there have been 
s o m e s i g n i f i c a n t changes i n N o r t h A m e r i c a n 
e c o n o m i c a n d soc ia l patterns a f fec t ing the issue. 
T h e most i m p o r t a n t o f these is the great increase 
i n the l a b o u r force p a r t i c i p a t i o n of m a r r i e d , 
separated, a n d d i v o r c e d w o m e n w i t h c h i l d r e n . 
T w o decades ago , o n l y 20 per cent of m a r r i e d 
w o m e n i n C a n a d a were e m p l o y e d i n the p a i d 
l a b o u r force. T o d a y the p a r t i c i p a t i o n rate o f 
C a n a d i a n m a r r i e d w o m e n is over 50 per cent. 
W h i l e this c h a n g e i n l a b o u r force p a r t i c i p a t i o n 
has not , as yet, been a c c o m p a n i e d by corres
p o n d i n g changes i n the k i n d of w o r k w o m e n d o 
(they are s t i l l , for the m o s t par t , w o r k i n g as 
service workers) o r i n female rates of pay , relat ive 
to those of m a l e w o r k e r s ( w o m e n s t i l l earn , o n 
average, o n l y 60 per cent of w h a t m a l e workers 
earn) , n o r has it been a c c o m p a n i e d by a r e v o l u 
t i o n i n patterns w i t h i n h o u s e h o l d s (avai lable 
studies i n d i c a t e that, w h e n m e n a n d w o m e n l i v e 



together, h o u s e w o r k is s t i l l " w o m e n ' s w o r k , " 
even w h e n the w o m a n is e m p l o y e d for pay f u l l -
t ime) . S t i l l , it does const i tute a r e v o l u t i o n i n 
f a m i l y patterns . T h e w o m a n w h o devotes herself 
to the m a i n t a i n a n c e of a h o m e a n d the care of 
c h i l d r e n as a n exc lus ive o c c u p a t i o n is n o w i n a 
m i n o r i t y , a n d , if trends c o n t i n u e , the o c c u p a t i o n 
of f u l l - t i m e h o m e m a k e r w i l l become o n e that is 
rarely p u r s u e d . 

A s f e m i n i s t ana lys i s has adapted to e x a m i n e 
these changes , s i g n i f i c a n t c o n t r i b u t i o n s to a n 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g of those processes that have trans
f o r m e d h o u s e w o r k , a n d w o m e n ' s r e l a t i o n s h i p to 
it , have c o m e f r o m h i s t o r i a n s , w h o , i n recent 
years, have j o i n e d f e m i n i s t scholars f r o m other 
d i s c i p l i n e s i n e x a m i n i n g h o u s e w o r k . O f this 
recent h i s t o r i c a l w o r k , this art ic le w i l l focus o n 
three b o o k s w h i c h , i n m y v i e w , are espec ia l ly 
w o r t h y of d i s c u s s i o n , not o n l y because they offer 
e x p l a n a t i o n s of the t r a n s f o r m a t i o n that has 
o c c u r r e d i n w o m e n ' s w o r k , but because they 
offer p r o v o c a t i v e a n d h e l p f u l analyses of the 
c o n t e m p o r a r y d i l e m m a s that c o n f r o n t us as a 
consequence of that t r a n s f o r m a t i o n . 

T h e three b o o k s are The Grand Domestic 
Revolution: A History of Feminist Designs for 
American Homes, Neighborhoods and Cities. 
D o l o r e s H a y d e n . (Cambridge, Mass.: The M.I. T. 
Press, 1981); Never Done: A History of American 
Housework. S u s a n Strasser. (New York: Pan
theon Books, 1982); a n d More Work for Mother: 
The Ironies of Household Technology from the 
Open Hearth to the Microwave. R u t h S c h w a r t z 
C o w a n . (New York: Basic Books. 1983). 

A l l three books focus o n the t r a n s f o r m a t i o n i n 
the n a t u r e a n d i n the d e f i n i t i o n of h o u s e w o r k 
that has taken p lace over the last t w o centuries , 
as a result of the g r o w t h of a n u r b a n i n d u s t r i a l 
society. W i t h i n this general f r a m e w o r k , each 
a u t h o r has separate concerns , a l t h o u g h each 
e m p l o y s o v e r l a p p i n g evidence. 

Strasser's m o s t i m p o r t a n t c o n t r i b u t i o n is to 
p r o v i d e a t h o r o u g h l y d o c u m e n t e d a c c o u n t of 
the w a y i n w h i c h t e c h n o l o g y t r a n s f o r m e d the 
types of w o r k i n c l u d e d u n d e r the h e a d i n g 'house
w o r k . ' T h e f irst n i n e chapters o f Never Done 
discuss i n de ta i l changes i n the w o r k processes 
i n v o l v e d i n f o o d p r o d u c t i o n a n d p r e p a r a t i o n ; i n 
h o m e h e a t i n g ; i n l a u n d r y w o r k ; a n d i n the m a k 
i n g of c l o t h i n g . A reader w h o wishes to k n o w , 
for e x a m p l e , w h e n c a n n e d f o o d was i n t r o d u c e d , 
or w h e n the cast i r o n stove c a m e i n t o w i d e s p r e a d 
use, or w h e n c o m m e r c i a l l y - m a d e soap rep laced 
the h o m e - m a d e variety , w i l l t u r n to this b o o k 
a n d f i n d a n answer . A n d the r i chness of the 
descr ip t ive d e t a i l has a n effect that goes b e y o n d 
the p r o v i d i n g of i n f o r m a t i o n : this ser ious, sober, 
w e l l - d o c u m e n t e d a c c o u n t does m u c h , i n a n d of 
itself, to g ive to h o u s e w o r k the d i g n i t y it deserves 
as w o r k , a d i g n i t y of w h i c h i t has been r o b b e d by 
the i d e o l o g i c a l a s s u m p t i o n s of c a p i t a l i s m a n d of 
patr iarchy . ( C a p i t a l i s m , because it regards domes
tic w o r k a s " c o n s u m p t i o n " rather t h a n " p r o d u c 
t i o n , " does not perceive i t as w o r k , w h i l e p a t r i 
a r c h y u n d e r v a l u e s any e n d e a v o u r seen to be the 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y of w o m e n . ) 

Strasser uses her descr ipt ive m a t e r i a l as the 
basis for a n ana lys i s of b o t h the p o s i t i v e a n d the 
negat ive features of the t e c h n o l o g i c a l transfor
m a t i o n she documents . She believes that t h r o u g h 
o u t the t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of h o u s e w o r k by i n d u s 
t r i a l t e c h n o l o g y , there has a l w a y s been a ba lance 
between the t w o . T e c h n o l o g y re l ieved w o m e n of 
the b a c k b r e a k i n g t o i l , but it a l so r e m o v e d the 
sat isfact ions associated w i t h c r a f t m a n s h i p . 

I n the f i n a l t h i r d of her b o o k , Strasser develops 
a cogent a n a l y s i s of the w a y i n w h i c h c a p i t a l i s m 
has i n f l u e n c e d the d i r e c t i o n of t e c h n o l o g i c a l 
advances i n h o u s e w o r k , a n d she c o n c l u d e s that 
the d e v e l o p m e n t s of the m i d a n d late t w e n t i e t h 
centuries have been, o n balance , h a r m f u l ones: 

the m a r r i e d w o m e n w h o n o w enter the 
l a b o u r m a r k e t j o i n the m e n a n d the s i n g l e 
w o m e n w h o s e g r o w i n g p a r t i c i p a t i o n as 
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w o r k e r s has e x p a n d e d the m o n e y e c o n o m y 
for the past 150 years, g i v i n g u p the free
d o m of se l f - su f f i c i ency a n d the pleasures of 
h o m e p r o d u c t i o n to w o r k at s t u l t i f y i n g 
jobs to m a k e m o n e y to b u y p r o d u c t s that 
p r o v i d e t h e m w i t h i n d u s t r i a l i z e d subsis
tence. F o r m o s t of that t i m e , i n d u s t r i a l i z a 
t i o n c lear ly i m p r o v e d the q u a l i t y of l i f e at 
h o m e , e l i m i n a t i n g b a c k b r e a k i n g l a b o u r , 
r a i s i n g s tandards of h e a l t h a n d n u t r i t i o n , 
a n d f r e e i n g p e o p l e f r o m v i r t u a l s lavery to 
n a t u r a l cycles. M o r e recent ly , that q u a l i t y 
has b e g u n to d e c l i n e as the c o r p o r a t i o n s 
m a n u f a c t u r e f o o d , c h i l d care, a n d e m o 
t i o n a l l i f e i n the f o r m of p u r c h a s e d c o m 
m o d i t i e s a n d the m a r k e t dis tor ts d a i l y r i t 
u a l a n d the values of l o v e a n d c o m m u n i t y . 
N o better q u a l i t y c a n be expected f r o m a n 
e c o n o m i c system that delegates d e c i s i o n 
m a k i n g p o w e r over d a i l y l i f e to p r i v a t e 
c o r p o r a t i o n s that base those dec i s ions o n 
p r o f i t , w a s t i n g resources a n d b l a t a n t l y i g 
n o r i n g h u m a n needs. (Strasser, 311) 

Strasser's m a r x i s t - f e m i n i s t c o n c l u s i o n s i m p l y 
the need for r a d i c a l changes i n o u r c o n t e m p o r 
ary soc ia l a n d e c o n o m i c s t ructure , so that tech
n o l o g y m a y be m a d e to serve h u m a n needs rather 
t h a n those of c a p i t a l i s m . T h e p u r p o s e of H a y -
den's The Grand Domestic Revolution is to 
demonst ra te that re formers have been e x p l o r i n g 
a l ternat ives to the c a p i t a l i s t m a n i p u l a t i o n of 
t e c h n o l o g y i n the area of h o u s e h o l d w o r k s ince 
the b e g i n n i n g of the n i n e t e e n t h century . T h i s 
r e f o r m m o v e m e n t , w h i c h H a y d e n cal ls " m a t e 
r i a l f e m i n i s m , " " c h a l l e n g e d t w o character ist ics 
of i n d u s t r i a l c a p i t a l i s m : the p h y s i c a l separa t ion 
of h o u s e h o l d space f r o m p u b l i c space, a n d the 
e c o n o m i c s e p a r a t i o n of the d o m e s t i c e c o n o m y 
f r o m the p o l i t i c a l e c o n o m y . " ( H a y d e n , 3) 

H a y d e n ' s d i s c u s s i o n extends f r o m the c o m 
m u n i t a r i a n soc ia l i s ts of t h e e a r l y n ine teenth cen
t u r y , t h r o u g h U t o p i a n schemes for soc ia l i s t cit
ies, to c o o p e r a t i v e d i n i n g c l u b s , w h i c h not o n l y 
existed, but f l o u r i s h e d i n the late n ine teenth cen

t u r y A m e r i c a . I n H a y d e n ' s v i e w , e g a l i t a r i a n 
coopera t ive h o u s e k e e p i n g f a i l e d to become a 
l a s t i n g rea l i ty , p a r t l y because f e m i n i s t s a n d so
c ia l i s t s d i d not recognise the v a l i d i t y of each 
other 's respective p o s i t i o n s . M a t e r i a l f emin is t s , 
i n f o c u s s i n g o n gender i n e q u a l i t y , a n d o n the 
w a y i n w h i c h the private h o m e oppressed w o m e n , 
too of ten f a i l e d to recognize that there c o u l d be 
i n e q u a l i t y between w o m e n , i n e q u a l i t y that h a d 
its roots i n the class s t ructure a n d i n r a c i s m . A s a 
resul t their r e f o r m efforts o f ten resul ted , i n p r a c 
tice, if not i n theory, i n the e x p l o i t a t i o n of p o o r , 
a n d of ten n o n - w h i t e w o m e n . F o r e x a m p l e , a 
d i n i n g c l u b e m p l o y i n g b l a c k cooks a n d w a i t 
resses d i d rel ieve its w h i t e , m i d d l e class o r g a n i z 
ers of the b u r d e n of their i n d i v i d u a l k i t chens , but 
it d i d n o t create e q u a l i t y between w o m e n . B u t if 
the m a t e r i a l feminis ts f a i l e d to recognize the 
v a l i d i t y of s o c i a l i s m , the social is ts f a i l e d to rec
o g n i z e ei ther the i m p o r t a n c e of w o m e n ' s l a b o u r 
i n the f a m i l y , o r the fact that the pr ivate f a m i l y 
e x p l o i t e d that l a b o u r . I n short , H a y d e n c o n 
c ludes , " soc ia l i s t s a n d feminis ts . . . each h a d a 
piece of the t r u t h a b o u t class a n d gender, p r o 
d u c t i o n a n d r e p r o d u c t i o n . " T h e i r f a i l u r e to p u t 
the truths together was "d i sas t rous . . . for b o t h 
m o v e m e n t s . " ( H a y d e n , 7) 

T h e f a i l u r e was disastrous because business 
a n d g o v e r n m e n t , w o r k i n g together, m o u n t e d a n 
act ive c a m p a i g n agains t b o t h s o c i a l i s m a n d 
m a t e r i a l f e m i n i s m i n the early twent ie th cen
t u r y . T h e preservat ion of the n u c l e a r f a m i l y a n d 
the p r o m o t i o n of the s i n g l e - f a m i l y d w e l l i n g was 
e n s u r e d t h r o u g h g o v e r n m e n t s p o n s o r s h i p , a n d 
p r o p a g a n d a f r o m b o t h business a n d g o v e r n 
m e n t . T h e result has been that, i n the t w e n t i e t h 
century , n o t o n l y has p r i v a t i s e d domest i c w o r k — 
s t i l l done a l m o s t exc lus ively by w o m e n — r e t a i n e d 
its p lace i n the e c o n o m i c structure, a n d i n a n 
i d e o l o g y that perceives it as a n essential feature 
of the ' A m e r i c a n way of l i f e , ' but the e x p a n d i n g 
array of " p r o f e s s i o n a l i z e d " services that have 
a r i s e n as a result of w o m e n ' s i n c r e a s i n g l a b o u r 
force p a r t i c i p a t i o n has been p r o v i d e d , not by 



those c o n c e r n e d w i t h g e n u i n e soc ia l r e f o r m , but 
by capi ta l i s t s interested i n m a k i n g a p r o f i t . 

D o l o r e s H a y d e n a n d S u s a n Strasser share the 
same m a r x i s t - f e m i n i s t p o i n t of v i e w . B o t h believe 
that the h i s tory of h o u s e w o r k i n A m e r i c a is one 
i n w h i c h the benef i c ia l p o s s i b i l i t i e s of techno
l o g i c a l advances , a n d of creative soc ia l t h i n k i n g 
have not been real ized. I n p lace of g e n u i n e co
o p e r a t i o n , a n d of a t r u l y ef f ic ient use of t e c h n o l 
o g y , i n the late twent ie th century , fast f o o d 
out lets , c o m m e r c i a l day-care centres a n d rent-a-
m a i d services prol i ferate . S u c h business ventures 
accentuate soc ia l inequal i t ies—because it is p o o r , 
n o n - w h i t e w o m e n w h o for the most part w o r k i n 
the u n d e r p a i d , e x p l o i t a t i v e service s e c t o r — a n d , 
at the same t i m e , they c o n t r i b u t e to the s p i r i t u a l 
a l i e n a t i o n of t h e i r c o n s u m e r s a n d o f t h e i r 
workers . 

R u t h Schwar tz C o w a n ' s b o o k , l i k e Strasser's, 
deals w i t h the h i s t o r y of h o u s e h o l d t e c h n o l o g y . 
L i k e H a y d e n a n d Strasser, C o w a n deve lops a n 
a n a l y s i s of the h i s t o r y of i d e o l o g i c a l a n d techno
l o g i c a l changes i n h o u s e w o r k s ince i n d u s t r i a l i 
z a t i o n began, a n d offers a n assessment of the 
g a i n s a n d losses that these changes have b r o u g h t 
w i t h t h e m , for w o m e n , a n d for m e n a n d c h i l d r e n . 

C o w a n ' s p i c t u r e of the r e l a t i o n s h i p between 
the rise of t e c h n o l o g y a n d w o m e n ' s w o r k l o a d is 
very dif ferent f r o m that of Strasser. C o w a n 
a c k n o w l e d g e s that Strasser's a c c o u n t of the w a y 
i n w h i c h the w o r k processes of h o u s e w o r k were 
t r a n s f o r m e d by t e c h n o l o g y is t h o r o u g h a n d 
accurate , a n d she agrees that the t r a n s f o r m a t i o n 
lessened the a m o u n t of l a b o u r i n v o l v e d . B u t 
C o w a n p o i n t s o u t that Strasser's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 
is i n c o m p l e t e w h e n she assumes that these tech
n o l o g i c a l advances lessened the l a b o u r of w o m e n . 
T h e t i t le of C o w a n ' s b o o k — M o r e W o r k for 
M o t h e r — i s des igned to e m p h a s i z e her m a j o r 
i n s i g h t , w h i c h is that w h i l e the process o f i n d u s 
t r i a l i z a t i o n d i d , indeed, lessen the l a b o u r i n v o l v e d 
i n d o i n g the tasks we a l l c a l l h o u s e w o r k , the 
l a b o u r of adult women—wives—was not thereby 

lessened. T h e i s o l a t i o n of w o m e n i n the h o m e 
that o c c u r r e d as a result of i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n , was 
not o n l y a s o c i a l a n d e m o t i o n a l i s o l a t i o n . It a l so 
meant that w o m e n were left to d o the w o r k of the 
house themselves, w i t h o u t the assistance of hus 
b a n d or c h i l d r e n , w h o left the h o m e w h e n it 
ceased to be the c e n t r a l p r o d u c t i v e u n i t , a n d i n 
the e n d , w i t h o u t the assistance of servants, w h o 
left domest i c e m p l o y m e n t i n i n c r e a s i n g n u m b e r s 
by the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , for w o r k i n the w i d e r 
market e c o n o m y . 

T h e ' i r o n y ' of h o u s e h o l d t e c h n o l o g y , a c c o r d 
i n g to C o w a n , was that " [ l ] a b o u r - s a v i n g devices 
were i n v e n t e d a n d d i f f u s e d t h r o u g h o u t the c o u n 
try d u r i n g those h u n d r e d years that witnessed 
the first stages of i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n , but they 
reorganized the w o r k process of h o u s e w o r k i n 
ways that d i d n o t save the l a b o r of the average 
h o u s e w i f e . " ( C o w a n , 45) 

A s a n e x a m p l e , she discusses the cas t - i ron 
cookstove , w h i c h came i n t o use i n the m i d d l e of 
the n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y a n d w h i c h f igures i n 
Strasser's a c c o u n t as a n i m p o r t a n t saver of 
w o m e n ' s l a b o u r . Stoves saved w o r k , says C o w a n , 
" b u t the l a b o r they saved was m a l e . T h e i m p o r 
tant a c t i v i t y that was r a d i c a l l y altered by the 
presence of a stove was fuel g a t h e r i n g . . . T h e 
l a b o r i n v o l v e d i n c o o k i n g , w h i c h was the female 
share of the w o r k , seems barely to have been 
affected at a l l . " ( C o w a n , 61) T h i s pat tern was 
repeated, says C o w a n , i n other aspects of house
h o l d w o r k : " W h a t was true of c o o k i n g was true 
of o ther h o u s e h o l d chores. . . [ I ]n a l m o s t every 
a s p e c t o f h o u s e h o l d w o r k , i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n 
served to e l i m i n a t e the w o r k that m e n ( a n d 
c h i l d r e n ) h a d once been ass igned to do , w h i l e at 
the same t i m e l e a v i n g the w o r k of w o m e n either 
u n t o u c h e d or even a u g m e n t e d . " ( C o w a n , 63) 

In a d d i t i o n to s a v i n g m a l e rather t h a n female 
l a b o u r , t e c h n o l o g i c a l progress i n domest i c w o r k 
a lso p r o d u c e d m o r e w o r k for w o m e n because it 
ra ised s tandards. T h e twent ie th -century h o m e -
m a k e r has become m o r e p r o d u c t i v e t h a n her 



g r a n d m o t h e r . B u t w h i l e she produces a h i g h e r 
s t a n d a r d of l i v i n g for her f a m i l y , her o w n l a b o u r 
is not thereby lessened. Indeed, C o w a n p o i n t s 
o u t that i f she is a m i d d l e - c l a s s h o u s e w i f e , her 
l a b o u r has increased. M i d d l e a n d u p p e r - c l a s s 
n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y f a m i l i e s , c o u l d a d o p t that 
" m o s t conservat ive of a l l a l t e rnat ive s o c i a l ar
rangements f o r d o i n g h o u s e w o r k " — s e r v a n t s ( C o 
w a n , 119) b u t that o p t i o n has d i s a p p e a r e d for 
their t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y descendents. 

R i s i n g s tandards have affected w o r k i n g class 
h o u s e w i v e s even m o r e t h a n those of the m i d d l e 
a n d u p p e r class: by the m i d t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y , 
the w o r k i n g class h o u s e w i f e h a d to w o r k jus t as 
h a r d as her m o t h e r o r g r a n d m o t h e r , but her 
l a b o u r s were m o r e p r o d u c t i v e , a n d her f a m i l y ' s 
s t a n d a r d of l i v i n g was m u c h h i g h e r . T h e result 
has been w h a t C o w a n ca l l s the " h b m o g e n i z a -
t i o n " of h o u s e w o r k : the m i d d l e - c l a s s h o u s e w i f e 
has been " m a r c h i n g d o w n the r o a d to pro le tar 
i a n i z a t i o n , " w h i l e w o r k i n g - c l a s s h o u s e w i v e s ' 
l a b o u r s were p r o d u c i n g a m i d d l e - c l a s s s t a n d a r d 
of l i v i n g for their f a m i l i e s . 

C o w a n ' s p i c t u r e o f the d e v e l o p m e n t a n d the 
effects o f h o u s e h o l d t e c h n o l o g y , is s i m i l a r to 
Strasser's i n some f u n d a m e n t a l respects. F o r 
e x a m p l e b o t h h i s t o r i a n s w i s h to e m p h a s i z e that 
the t r a n s f o r m a t i o n o f h o u s e w o r k m u s t be seen as 
p a r t o f the w i d e r process of i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n . 
A l t h o u g h a n i d e o l o g y of 'separate spheres ' w h i c h 
saw the h o u s e h o l d as separate f r o m the m a r k e t 
e c o n o m y emerged w i t h i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n , i n fact, 
the h o u s e h o l d , as a w o r k p l a c e , a l w a y s h a d l i n k s 
w i t h the w i d e r society, a n d these l i n k s increased 
as t e c h n o l o g i c a l progress t r a n s f o r m e d the house
h o l d , a l o n g w i t h other w o r k p l a c e s . 

B u t w h i l e C o w a n a n d Strasser agree a b o u t this 
g e n e r a l p o i n t , C o w a n disagrees w i t h Strasser, as 
w e have seen, w h e n i t comes to assess ing the 
effect that t e c h n o l o g y h a d o n w o m e n ' s w o r k . 
M o r e o v e r , C o w a n takes issue w i t h b o t h Strasser 
a n d H a y d e n w h e n it comes to assessing b o t h the 
benefi ts of t e c h n o l o g i c a l changes i n h o u s e h o l d 

w o r k , for w o m e n a n d for the i r f a m i l i e s , a n d the 
reasons w h y a l ternat ive p a t h s — l i k e co-operat ive 
h o u s e w o r k were not taken. C o w a n , w h i l e she 
does s u p p o r t the g o a l of w o m e n ' s e q u a l i t y , a l so 
s u p p o r t s the n u c l e a r f a m i l y , o n the one h a n d , 
a n d A m e r i c a n c a p i t a l i s m , o n the other , a n d the 
m a j o r p u r p o s e of her b o o k is to present a c h a l 
lenge to the m a r x i s t - f e m i n i s t in terpreta t ion exem
p l i f i e d by b o t h Strasser a n d H a y d e n , a n d to 
de fend twent ie th -century c o n s u m e r c a p i t a l i s m , 
even t h o u g h she believes it has, so far, p r o d u c e d 
' m o r e w o r k for m o t h e r . ' 

I n her chapter e n t i t l e d " T h e R o a d s not T a k e n : 
A l t e r n a t i v e S o c i a l a n d T e c h n i c a l A p p r o a c h e s to 
H o u s e w o r k , " she takes u p the q u e s t i o n that 
f o r m s the m a i n theme of H a y d e n ' s b o o k , a n d 
asks w h y i t was that p l a n s for co-operat ive 
h o u s e k e e p i n g never g a i n e d acceptance i n A m e r 
i c a n society. She rejects H a y d e n ' s c o n c l u s i o n s 
that the f a i l u r e resulted f r o m the d e t e r m i n a t i o n 
of c a p i t a l i s t i n d u s t r y a n d g o v e r n m e n t to resist i t , 
a n d insists that the answer for the f a i l u r e of a l l 
s u c h schemes is a s i m p l e one : A m e r i c a n s rejected 
t h e m not because of " g o v e r n m e n t repress ion or 
c e n s o r s h i p , " n o r because of " t h e c o m b i n e d for
ces of c a p i t a l i s m a n d p a t r iarchy. . .a t least not i n a 
c o n s p i r a t o r i a l sense" ( C o w a n , 146), but because 
of the great A m e r i c a n c o m m i t m e n t to p r i v a c y 
a n d p e r s o n a l a u t o n o m y : 

T h e c o m m o n c o n d i t i o n that u n d e r l i n e s 
the i r f a i l u r e is the fact that most p e o p l e 
prefer to l i v e i n their o w n homes , w i t h their 
o w n relatives, r e a r i n g their o w n c h i l d r e n . . . 
A m e r i c a n s have d e c i d e d to l i v e i n apart 
m e n t houses rather t h a n a p a r t m e n t hotels 
because they bel ieve that s o m e t h i n g c r i t i c a l 
to f a m i l y l i f e is lost w h e n a l l meals are 
eaten i n restaurants or a l l f o o d is p r e p a r e d 
by strangers. . . W h e n g i v e n choices , i n short , 
m o s t A m e r i c a n s act so as to preserve f a m i l y 
l i fe a n d f a m i l y a u t o n o m y . ( C o w a n , 150) 

A s a n attack o n the m a r x i s t - f e m i n i s t c r i t i q u e 
of c o n t e m p o r a r y c o n s u m e r society, a n d w h a t it is 



c a n l i fe . B o t h the a n a l y s i s i n the b o o k , a n d 
C o w a n ' s references to her o w n f a m i l y l i fe m a k e 
it o b v i o u s that she i n c l u d e s herself as part of this 
large m a j o r i t y . 

T h e s e p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s affect her interpreta 
t i o n of the m e a n i n g of the s i g n i f i c a n t increase i n 
m a r r i e d w o m e n ' s p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n p a i d e m p l o y 
m e n t that has taken p lace over the past decade or 
so. She believes that the increase i n the n u m b e r 
of m o t h e r s t a k i n g p a i d e m p l o y m e n t is the result 
of a series of choices that w o m e n have m a d e i n 
w h i c h they have a l w a y s p u t the welfare of their 
f a m i l i e s first , before any other goals . T h e r e is a 
c o n n e c t i o n between t e c h n o l o g i c a l i m p r o v e m e n t s 
i n d o m e s t i c w o r k a n d the increase i n m a r r i e d 
w o m e n ' s l a b o u r force p a r t i c i p a t i o n , but f r o m 
C o w e n ' s v i e w , it is not a direct one . T e c h n o l o g i 
ca l i m p r o v e m e n t s , C o w e n asserts, 

have not been causes of m a r r i e d w o m e n ' s 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the w o r k force, but they 
have been catalysts of this p a r t i c i p a t i o n . . . 
M o s t A m e r i c a n housewives d i d not enter 
the j o b market because they h a d a n enor
m o u s a m o u n t of free t i m e o n their hands . . . 
R a t h e r they d i scovered that, for one reason 
or a n o t h e r , they needed f u l l - t i m e e m p l o y 
m e n t ; a n d s u b s e q u e n t l y , they discovered 
that, w i t h the h e l p of a d i s h w a s h e r , a w a s h 
i n g m a c h i n e , a n d a n o c c a s i o n a l frozen 
d i n n e r , they c o u l d u n d e r t a k e that e m p l o y 
m e n t w i t h o u t e n d a n g e r i n g their f a m i l y ' s 
l i v i n g s t a n d a r d s . . . M o d e r n h o u s e h o l d tech
n o l o g y fac i l i ta ted m a r r i e d w o m e n ' s w o r k 
force p a r t i c i p a t i o n n o t by f ree ing w o m e n 
f r o m h o u s e h o l d l a b o r but by m a k i n g it 
p o s s i b l e for w o m e n to m a i n t a i n decent 
standards i n their h o m e s w i t h o u t assistants 
a n d w i t h o u t a f u l l - t i m e c o m m i t m e n t to 
h o u s e w o r k . ( C o w a n , 209-210) 

T e c h n o l o g i c a l d e v e l o p m e n t then, i n C o w a n ' s 
v i e w , has led to increased l a b o u r for w o m e n , a n d 
at the same t i m e , to a n increase i n the w e l l - b e i n g 
of the pr ivate f a m i l y . W h i l e C o w a n w o u l d l i k e to 

see the r e m o v a l of the gender s t e r e o t y p i n g that 
p r o d u c e s m o r e w o r k for w o m e n t h a n for m e n , 
not o n l y does she see s u c h a t r a n s f o r m a t i o n as a n 
endeavor that is l a rge ly the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y of 
w o m e n , rather t h a n of m e n (as w o m e n , we have 
to s top w o r r y i n g a b o u t spotless houses; as m o t h 
ers, w e have to teach o u r sons that u s i n g a 
v a c u u m c leaner is not u n m a n l y ) , she sees it as of 
secondary i m p o r t a n c e to the p r i m a r y g o a l of 
p r e s e r v i n g the f a m i l y . C o w a n a l m o s t appears to 
be a c c e p t i n g the idea that the gender d i v i s i o n of 
l a b o u r is par t of the n a t u r a l order . O n e suspects 
that s u c h a n a s s u m p t i o n is i m p l i c i t , for e x a m 
p l e , i n her statement a b o u t the fact that m e n 
have not a p p r e c i a b l y increased the a m o u n t of 
h o u s e w o r k they d o , even w h e n their mates w o r k 
for p a y . ( C o w a n , 200) She does not ask w h y this 
e x p l o i t a t i o n of w o m e n ' s l a b o u r w i t h i n the f a m 
i l y c o n t i n u e s : she does not relate the q u e s t i o n to 
s e x u a l p o l i t i c s . She a p p e a r s s i m p l y to accept its 
i n e v i t a b i l i t y . 

W h i l e I f i n d m y s e l f m o r e i n s y m p a t h y w i t h 
the m a r x i s t - f e m i n i s t a p p r o a c h of Strasser a n d 
H a y d e n , C o w a n ' s c r i t i c i s m s of that a p p r o a c h are 
o f ten cogent , a n d a d d a u s e f u l perspect ive . 
C o w a n ' s a s s u m p t i o n that the co-operat ive v i s i o n 
f a i l e d because the A m e r i c a n p e o p l e rejected i t is 
not sat isfactory, but she does p o u r some needed 
c o l d water o n the s t r a i n of r o m a n t i c f e m i n i s t 
s o c i a l i s m that r u n s t h r o u g h H a y d e n ' s b o o k , a n d 
is at t imes , present i n Strasser's as w e l l . Indeed , 
f r u i t f u l a n d suggest ive as H a y d e n ' s c o n c e p t of 
m a t e r i a l f e m i n i s m is , there are p r o b l e m s w i t h i t . 
T h e t r a d i t i o n exists i n her b o o k o n l y w i t h s o m e 
f o r c i n g : her a t tempts to l i n k together s u c h d i s 
parate f igures as the a n t i - s u f f r a g i s t p r o p o n e n t of 
"separate spheres , " C a t h e r i n e Beecher, a n d C h a r 
lotte P e r k i n s G i l m a n , o n the g r o u n d s that they 
shared a c o n c e r n a b o u t r a t i o n a l i z i n g w o m e n ' s 
w o r k i n the h o m e , are not e n t i r e l y c o n v i n c i n g . 
A n d , as C o w a n is q u i c k to p o i n t o u t , she exag
gerates, a n d presents as m o r e i m p o r t a n t t h a n 
they a c t u a l l y were , some o f the e x p e r i m e n t a l 
schemes w i t h w h i c h her w o r k deals. 



d o i n g to w o m e n , a n d m e n , C o w a n ' s c o m m e n t s 
are ei ther n a i v e or d i s e n g e n u o u s . She misses the 
p o i n t , a n d t r iva l izes the issues. F i r s t of a l l , her 
d e f i n i t i o n of c h o i c e is s i m p l i s t i c . She does n o t 
a rgue against , she s i m p l y ignores , c o n t e m p o r a r y 
m a r x i s t a n a l y s i s , w h i c h ins i s t s that a m a j o r fea
ture of m o d e r n , c a p i t a l i s t society is its m a n i p u l a -
tiveness a n d that the o l d l i b e r a l d e m o c r a t i c i d e a l 
of a u t o n o m y a n d p e r s o n a l c h o i c e has been cor
r u p t e d . I n m a n y areas o f l i f e , a n d espec ia l ly i n 
o u r a r r a n g e m e n t s for c l o t h i n g , f e e d i n g , h o u s i n g 
a n d n u t u r i n g ourselves , w e are i n fact, faced w i t h 
a series of choices be tween several varieties of the 
same t h i n g , n o n e of w h i c h are t r u l y d e s i g n e d to 
satisfy o u r needs. 

C o w a n ' s c r i t i c i s m s of the m a r x i s t - f e m i n i s t 
v i e w are a l s o unsa t i s fac tory because she ignores , 
rather t h a n c o n f r o n t s , the issues of class a n d 
e t h n i c i n e q u a l i t i e s . W h e n C o w a n insists that 
A m e r i c a n f a m i l i e s freely chose, a n d c o n t i n u e to 
c h o o s e , the p r i v a t e h o m e o v e r c o - o p e r a t i v e 
a l te rnat ives , she is s p e a k i n g m o r e for p r o s p e r 
o u s , w h i t e , A m e r i c a t h a n she is for the p o o r ( w h o 
i n her a c c o u n t , seemed to have ceased to exis t i n 
the late t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y ) , o r for b l a c k A m e r i 
cans , o r m e m b e r s o f o ther m i n o r i t y g r o u p s . It is 
because she i g n o r e s , ra ther t h a n c o n f r o n t s , class 
a n d e t h n i c i n e q u a l i t y , that she is able to be so 
s a n g u i n e a b o u t the benefi ts of t e c h n o l o g i c a l 
d e v e l o p m e n t s , as they have u n f o l d e d i n the 
A m e r i c a n e c o n o m y . C o w a n d i s m i s s e s t h e 
i m p o r t a n c e o f class a n d e t h n i c i t y as p r o d u c e r s of 
i n e q u a l i t y because she is c o m m i t t e d to the pre 
m i s e t h a t A m e r i c a n c a p i t a l i s m r e a l l y d o e s 
represent the best c h a n c e society has to p r o d u c e 
the m a x i m u m a m o u n t p o s s i b l e of f r e e d o m of 
c h o i c e a n d w e l l - b e i n g . A l t h o u g h she d o e s 
bel ieve that t e c h n o l o g y has caused some p r o b 
lems she is f u n d a m e n t a l l y h a p p y w i t h the w a y i n 
w h i c h A m e r i c a n society f u n c t i o n s i n the 1980s; 
a n d , m o r e o v e r , she sees a n y p r o b l e m s that d o 
ex is t as b e i n g i n s e p a r a b l e f r o m the benefi ts of 
t e c h n o l o g y itself. 

C o w a n s i m p l y dismisses the i m p o r t a n c e of 
i n e q u a l i t i e s of class a n d e t h n i c i t y . T o w a r d s 
gender i n e q u a l i t y her a t t i tude is a m b i v a l e n t . 
H e r p o s i t i o n o n the o r i g i n s a n d the jus t ice of the 
s e x u a l d i v i s i o n of l a b o u r is u n c l e a r . O n the one 
h a n d , she does discuss percept ive ly the w a y i n 
w h i c h the n ine teenth century i d e o l o g y of separ
ate spheres has extended i n t o the t w e n t i e t h cen
t u r y : " i n a b a c k w a r d search for f e m i n i n i t y " we 
have v a i n l y a t tempted to preserve some of the 
s u p p o s e d values of the past, by a s s o c i a t i n g their 
p r e s e r v a t i o n w i t h a c o n t i n u a n c e of the ' t r a d i 
t i o n a l ' female role , a n d their d e s t r u c t i o n w i t h 
n e w roles for w o m e n . She recognizes that there 
are 'potent c u l t u r a l forces' that have created a 
false c o n n e c t i o n between cer ta in k i n d s of house
h o l d w o r k , a n d e m o t i o n a l n u r t u r a n c e , a n d that 
false c o n n e c t i o n , i n itself, has created m o r e w o r k 
for the twent ie th-century m i d d l e - c l a s s A m e r i c a n 
h o u s e w i f e : ( " P e o p l e w h o bel ieve that f a m i l y 
s o l i d a r i t y c a n be bolstered by h a n d - d i p p e d c h o c 
olates a n d h a n d - g r o w n s t r i n g beans are b o u n d to 
s p e n d a lo t of t ime d i p p i n g chocolates a n d g r o w 
i n g s t r ingbeans . " ) ( C o w a n , 206-207) She does 
bel ieve that we s h o u l d a l l be m o r e aware of the 
i d e o l o g i c a l o r i g i n s of b o t h the gender d i v i s i o n of 
l a b o u r , a n d unnecessar i ly h i g h s tandards of 
h o u s e k e e p i n g . I n the next g e n e r a t i o n , she hopes , 
we w i l l " n e u t r a l i z e b o t h the s e x u a l c o n n o t a t i o n 
o f w a s h i n g m a c h i n e s a n d v a c u u m cleaners a n d 
the senseless tyranny of spotless shirts a n d i m m a 
cula te f l o o r s . " ( C o w a n , 216) 

B u t w h i l e she does accept these l i m i t e d f e m i 
n i s t goals , C o w a n is f u n d a m e n t a l l y conservat ive 
o n the issue of b o t h f a m i l y a n d gender i n e q u a l 
i t y . A l t h o u g h she w o u l d l i k e to see some " r e v i s 
i n g of the u n w r i t t e n rules that g o v e r n the [tech
n o l o g i c a l ] systems" she believes that the m a j o r i t y 
of w o m e n , l i k e the m a j o r i t y of m e n , see the 
p r e s e r v a t i o n of f a m i l y l i fe as a m o r e i m p o r t a n t 
g o a l t h a n sexual equa l i ty . She rejects the m a r x i s t -
f e m i n i s t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n w h i c h sees the n u c l e a r 
f a m i l y as inherent ly oppressive to w o m e n : instead 
she believes that a near u n i v e r s a l consensus 
exists that the f a m i l y is the corners tone of A m e r i -



Indeed , f r o m the p o i n t of v i e w of h i s t o r i c a l 
m e t h o d o l o g y , one t h i n g to be learned f r o m exa
m i n i n g these three books together is that, i n a 
f i e l d as y o u n g as the h is tory of h o u s e w o r k , h is tor 
ians c a n a r r i v e at r e m a r k a b l y d ivergent i n t e r p r e 
tat ions of relevant evidence. M e l u s i n a F a y Peirce 
w i l l serve as a n e x a m p l e . Pe i rce , the w i f e of a 
H a r v a r d professor , p u b l i s h e d five art ic les i n 
1868-9, i n [he Atlantic Monthly o n co -opera t ive 
h o u s e k e e p i n g . In t h e m , she presents a scheme 
for g e t t i n g the w o r k of the h o m e i n t o the m a r 
ketp lace : w o m e n as a g r o u p s h o u l d o r g a n i z e 
h o u s e h o l d w o r k as a c o m m e r c i a l venture , sel
l i n g the i r services to their h u s b a n d s . Pe i rce 
be l ieved that n o d o m e s t i c w o r k s h o u l d be per
f o r m e d i n the pr ivate h o m e : c o n t r o l over the 
co -opera t ive enterprises s h o u l d i n v o l v e o n l y 
w o m e n , a n d a l l w o m e n s h o u l d be i n v o l v e d . H e r 
p l a n s a l so i n c l u d e d a separate female legis la ture , 
to be elected by w o m e n o n l y . 

I n H a y d e n ' s book , Pe i rce is a r a d i c a l m a t e r i a l 
f e m i n i s t , w h o deserves a w h o l e chapter ; for 
Strasser, Pe i rce is a n " o b s c u r e " but in te res t ing 
t h i n k e r , w h o h a d some r a d i c a l ideas, but w h o 
was , o n ba lance , c o n c e r n e d to buttress the c o n 
servative i d e o l o g y of separate spheres. A n d i n 
R u t h S c h w a r t z C o w a n ' s b o o k , Pe i rce gets a few 
short l ines i n the chapter o n " A l t e r n a t i v e A p 
proaches to H o u s e w o r k . " T h e r e she f igures as 
a n " o r d i n a r y u p p e r m i d d l e class w o m a n , " a n 
e x a m p l e of the k i n d of re former " w h o c o u l d see 
some of the benefits that m i g h t accrue to cooper 
ative h o u s e k e e p i n g , but [was] not interested i n 
g i v i n g [her] w h o l e [life] to i t . " ( C o w a n , 114) 

T h e r e are at least t w o reasons w h y M e l u s i n a 
Fay P e i r c e f igures i n s u c h d ivergent w a y s i n the 
w o r k of these three scholars . F i rs t , there is the 
fact that , because the h i s t o r y of h o u s e w o r k is 
o n l y n o w b e g i n n i n g to be e x p l o r e d , l i t t le is 
k n o w n a b o u t a f i g u r e l i k e Peirce : as a n e w dis 
covery, there is n o clear a n d g e n e r a l l y accepted 
assessment of her i m p o r t a n c e , or of h o w she 
s h o u l d be interpreted: thus , the same w o m a n 
a p p e a r s as a r a d i c a l , a conservat ive , a n d a " f a i r l y 

o r d i n a r y " modera te . T h e second reason is that, 
g i v e n the m a l l e a b i l i t y of the i n f o r m a t i o n , a l i t t l e 
k n o w n f i g u r e l i k e P e i r c e c a n be used to fit w h a t 
ever genera l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n a p a r t i c u l a r scholar is 
t r y i n g to create. It does seem p r o b a b l e that, i n 
this case, H a y d e n ' s desire to create a t r a d i t i o n of 
m a t e r i a l f e m i n i s m has caused her to m a k e Pe irce 
m o r e i m p o r t a n t t h a n she a c t u a l l y was , a n d to 
present her as m o r e r a d i c a l t h a n she i n fact was . 
C o w a n ' s i d e o l o g i c a l bias aga ins t m a t e r i a l f e m i 
n i s m causes her to be m o r e d i s m i s s i v e than is 
w a r r a n t e d of n i n e t e e n t h a n d t w e n t i e t h century 
ideas a b o u t co -opera t ive h o u s e k e e p i n g , but she 
is p r o b a b l y correct w h e n she d o w n p l a y s the 
i m p o r t a n c e of Pe irce . 

W h i l e one c a n q u e s t i o n b o t h the in terpre ta 
t i o n a n d the c o n c e p t u a l f r a m e w o r k of each of 
these b o o k s , each of the three, c o n s i d e r e d separ
ately, makes a m a j o r c o n t r i b u t i o n to o u r u n d e r 
s t a n d i n g of a subject of c e n t r a l c o n c e r n to the 
h i s tory of w o m e n . C o n s i d e r e d together, the 
b o o k s not o n l y e n r i c h o u r k n o w l e d g e of the past, 
the i r c o n t r a s t i n g i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s of b o t h past 
a n d present c o n t r i b u t e to the c o n t e m p o r a r y 
debate a b o u t N o r t h A m e r i c a n e c o n o m i c a n d 
soc ia l structures, a n d s p e c i f i c a l l y a b o u t the role 
of w o m e n a n d the d i r e c t i o n that f e m i n i s m 
s h o u l d take i n the last decades of the t w e n t i e t h 
century . 
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