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Abstract

Working Time Reduction (WTR) is increasingly studied, discussed, and implemented for its possible

economic, social, and environmental benefits, along with an interest in the history of working time.

Yet, unpaid work is often neglected in mainstream discussions of work, though it has generated

serious study by feminist marxists, economists, and increasingly, historians. This paper aims to

contribute to the gap in our understanding of the history of work and working time by examining one

form of unpaid work—housework— in the longue durée. It asks what insights for WTR can be gained

from observing changes in housework across five historical periods in terms of its main content

(tasks), volume, and distribution, especially between genders. A literature review is conducted,

drawing on research mostly from cultural anthropology, time-use studies, and women’s history.

Despite advances in time-saving technology, especially under industrial capitalism, housework time

has not significantly reduced. This suggests that productivity gains may have gone towards raising

housework standards (e.g. in quality and quantity) instead of leisure, not dissimilar to the historical

trend observed for waged working time. Another observation is the unequal distribution of

housework throughout history, not only in terms of gender, but also class and other axes of

inequality. Possibly, socio-cultural factors may be more important than technology in influencing

housework. These exploratory findings highlight the need for WTR studies and reforms to be

sensitive to how housework relates to the environment and people’s living standards. Further

historical research is also needed to facilitate a more comprehensive understanding of housework in

the longue durée.
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1. Introduction

Amongst sustainability scholars, Working Time Reduction (WTR) is a topic that has gained

increasing interest, proposed as a measure to improve social well-being, mitigate

unemployment, and lessen environmental pressures (Hanbury et al. 2023; Kallis et al. 2013;

Pullinger 2014). One aspect of the debate has paid attention to long-term trends in working

time and comparison between different epochs, with studies suggesting that working time

has often been shorter in the past (Gómez-Baggethun 2022; Schor 1991). These historical

trends in working time indicate that, paradoxically, productivity gains due to developments

in technology have often been accompanied by an increase, rather than decrease in working

time (Black 1986; Gómez-Baggethun 2022; Sahlins 1972; Schor 1991). As pointed out by a

long tradition of thought (e.g. Lafargue 1883), labour productivity increases due to

technology could have reduced working time, but have instead gone mainly towards

expanding production. It has thus been noted that the existing economic system prioritises

growth over liberating people from work (Frayne 2015; Gerold et al. 2023).

However, the study of working time and WTR policies have been dominated by a focus

on paid and market-oriented work, while work carried out in the household, or unpaid work,

has generally been sidelined (Sirianni and Negrey 2000) and remains a major knowledge gap

in historical studies on WTR (Gómez-Baggethun 2022, but see Hester and Srnicek (2024) and

Schor (1991) for relevant exceptions). This gap relates to how unpaid work, predominantly

carried out by women, has long been invisibilised or devalued in mainstream economic

discourse (Daniels 1987; Waring 1988). In order to contribute to filling the knowledge gap on

historical trends in working time, this paper sets out to examine the history of housework,

defined in this paper as a subset of unpaid work (see Theory section), and consider its

implications for current debates on WTR, using feminist studies as an analytical lens.

The aim of this paper is to contribute to the understanding of long-term changes in the

content, magnitude, and distribution of housework and to discuss their implications for

current debates on WTR, with attention to the gender division of working time. To pursue

this aim, I ask the following research question (RQ):
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● What are some changes in the main content (tasks), volume (time), and distribution

of housework across different historical periods?

I first provide the background for this study by reviewing ongoing discussions on WTR in

relation to gender and parallel developments in feminist perspectives on working time.

Then, I explore theory relevant to work and housework, before outlining the methodology

and analytical framework for this study. The results are then presented and discussed in

terms of their implications for debates in WTR, contextual factors that affect changes in

observed patterns and trends, and the overall limitations.

2. Background

2.1. WTR and gender

Debates over working time can be traced as far back as to Aristotle’s (1944 [350BCE.])

emphasis on leisure and the potential of machines to relieve men of labour and eliminate

slavery. They have continued to feature strongly in political, philosphical, and economic

debates for centuries. Lafargue (1883) urged men not to fight for rights to work but rather

the ‘Right to be Lazy’, Marx (1887) wrote about struggles between capitalists and workers

over the length of the working day, and Gorz (1999) outlined a proposal for people to regain

control over their time which includes the reduction and redistribution of work.

Recently, there is a renewed interest in working time in the face of rapid cultural,

technological, and environmental change (Gómez-Baggethun 2023), with WTR advocated

from a socio-environmental standpoint (Kallis et al. 2013; Pullinger 2014). WTR has been

associated with both improved health outcomes, such as reduced stress and better sleep

(Voglino et al. 2022), and lower environmental pressures (Knight et al. 2013). The prevailing

empirical evidence corroborates the idea that WTR can have environmental benefits, with its

influence most likely through stabilising consumption (Pullinger 2014). In parallel, there is

also the possibility of what Knight et al. (2013) terms the compositional effect, whereby

WTR, besides stabilising affluence, changes the way people consume, although empirical

support for it is less strong (Pullinger 2014; Knight et al. 2013).

5

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=FkrpvX


WTR can vary in its form, extent, and specific implementation (Hanbury et al. 2023).

Significant WTR have been won from the early 19th to mid-20th century due to collective

bargaining (Gómez-Baggethun, 2022). Notable legislative changes facilitating WTR have also

been observed to tackle unemployment during economic crises, such as in the US during the

Great Depression, and in Europe from the 1980s to the early 2000s (Zwickl et al. 2016).

Prominent proposals include the six-hour work day (Hunnicutt 1992) and the four-day work

week, with or without a reduction in wages (Ashford and Kallis 2013). The latter, which

originated in the 50s, has received increased media and policy attention recently, and has

been piloted in several countries such as Iceland (Campbell 2023).

Following the past WTR trends as described above, a more recent trend is the

lowering averages of hours worked in Europe from the 1990s mostly driven by part-time

employment which is disproportionately undertaken by women (Zwickl et al. 2016; Piasna

and De Spiegelaere 2021). Scholars have been critical of this trend of voluntary WTR being

promoted through part-time employment rather than collective WTR agreements from a

gender equality perspective, as it is often taken up by those in marginalised sectors and

leads to poorer career outcomes for women (Piasna and De Spiegelaere 2021). Drawing on

research in France, Husson and Trillet (2015) similarly argue that voluntary WTR forces

lower-income workers into poorly remunerated part-time jobs, and that such work

maintains women’s disproportionate undertaking of household labour and the idea that

their income is additional. Another example comes from Spain, where it was found that a

legislation which gave those with young children a right to seek WTR with salary reduction

was predominantly used by women, leading to disadvantages in the hiring and career

prospects of all women of childbearing (including those without children) (Fernández-Kranz

and Rodríguez-Planas 2021). Overall, gender is increasingly discussed in WTR, with the role

of unpaid work at home being a relevant, yet still relatively understudied component in

empirical studies (Hanbury et al. 2023).

2.2. Feminist perspectives on working time

The feminist movement of the 1960s brought attention to the underrecognition of the work

that primarily women do in the household, which is often not paid for (Sen 2019). As a

response, social campaigns such as Wages for Housework arose in the 1970s, mostly in
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North American and European countries (Toupin 2018), in which women called for such

work to be paid for in order to not only start recognising it as work but also to question who

should carry it out (Federici 1975). Unpaid work and time-use has since been the subject of

a rich and growing body of literature in various fields such as household division of labour

(Shelton and John 1996), feminist economics (Folbre 2009), and historical gender studies

(Whittle 2019).

Studies of the household division of labour highlight how women still disproportionately

undertake unpaid work at home and seek to understand the gender gap (Bianchi et al. 2000;

Shelton and John 1996; Sullivan 2013). Time-use in unpaid work can be tied to gender

equality through its relationship with patterns in the paid labour market and their outcomes

(Sirianni and Negrey 2000), such as the impact of housework time on wages (Hersch and

Stratton 2002), or differences in leisure time (Wajcman 2015). These studies often study the

effects of individual characteristics such as time spent in paid work, having children, and age

on housework time (Bianchi et al. 2000; Baxter 2002; Gershuny and Harms 2016). There is

also an increasing number of cross-national studies of the effects of macro-level factors such

as gender norms and related policies on households’ time allocation (Treas and Lui 2013;

Gottlieb et al. 2024).

In feminist economics, critiques have centred on how national incomes fail to account for,

among other things, unpaid work, with serious implications for understanding the economy

and for policy-making (Waring 1988; Folbre 2009). There have thus been attempts to value

unpaid work, requiring time-use data and different imputation methods (Waring 1988;

Zacharias et al. 2024). Another approach seeks to measure the ‘household economy’, as a

corollary to the market economy as captured by GDP statistics, by including time-use and

the value of unpaid work, but also other inputs like the use of domestic appliances and

calculating the value-added to the economy (Ironmonger 1996).

In parallel, there has been an interest in the history of women’s work, which began with

early 20th century studies in the context of pre-industrial England, and picked up again from

the late 1970s (Whittle 2019). Following the interest in unpaid work from the 1970s, several

qualitative studies provide rich descriptions and analyses of housework, although they are
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typically limited to the post-industrial period, such as from the 17th to 20th century for

Britain (Robertson 1997) and 19th to 20th century in the US (Strasser 1982). More recently,

there has been an interest in studying unpaid work in pre-industrial history in ways

converging with household division of labour and feminist economics studies, by looking at

time-use and valuation, and deploying innovative methods (Whittle 2019). Examples include

the use of large historical datasets to estimate the distribution of tasks, including unpaid

tasks, across society (Ogilvie 2003; Whittle 2024; Whittle and Hailwood 2020), the

reconstruction of historical time-use budgets (Humphries and Thomas 2022), and the

valuation of housework as a percentage of the economy prior to industrial capitalism

(Humphries 2024). This paper is similarly interested in a historical perspective on unpaid

work, specifically housework, and particularly one that includes different time periods over

the longue durée, so as to explore possible changes and continuties (Braudel & Wallerstein,

2009) relevant to working time.

3. Theory: On the meaning of work and housework

3.1. Key terms and definitions

The first definition of work in the Cambridge Dictionary (n.d.) is “an activity, such as a job,

that a person uses physical or mental effort to do, usually for money”. Despite the latter

specification, one of the example sentences references unpaid work - “Aileen does most of

the work around the house”. This dictionary definition is thus apt to open up discussions

about the nuances of what constitutes work, but also what constitutes ‘work around the

house’, or housework. In the following, I interrogate different features of work to understand

what kind of work housework is, drawing from feminist studies, time-use studies, and

historical gender studies.

3.1.1. Paid and unpaid work

Work is still today often defined by what is paid for or waged (Gómez-Baggethun 2022; Gorz

1999), i.e. has a monetary value which is assigned in the market and contributes to a

country’s GDP. This definition can be traced to earlier thought at the end of the 17th century,

starting with John Locke and later picked up by Adam Smith and Karl Marx over the course of

the next two centuries (Downs 2018). It distinguishes between productive work and

8



non-productive work, with the former contributing to the production of material goods

which can be sold and the latter often being seen as services that do not create further

monetary value (Downs 2018). Prior to the 17th century, such a separation between paid

and unpaid work was not as relevant, as work was done within the household, and tended

to be for members’ subsistence, even if paid work was undertaken (Komlosy 2018).

The conceptualisation of work as only capturing what is paid for has been troubled by

Marxist feminists since the 1970s, who expanded on Marx’s early ideas of reproduction to

show how unpaid domestic labour is important to capitalist accumulation and can lead to

surplus value which is captured by capitalists (Hensman 2011). Federici (2021 [2005]) has

also argued that unpaid domestic work is part of the ‘patriarchy of the wage’, as the

reproductive (and sometimes productive) work by women would go unpaid while male

workers received wages, a phenomenon that emerged during the transition to capitalism,

further marginalising women socio-economically. Such unpaid work, often done by women

in their gendered role as housewives, has been named variously as unpaid domestic labour,

social reproduction, and housework, with varying but overlapping scopes. Fraser (2016)

defines social reproduction as “activities of provisioning, care-giving and interaction that

produce and maintain social bonds” (p. 101), which suggests the importance of such work at

the societal level and involving emotional labour on top of tasks like house cleaning. In

ecological economics, Jochimsen and Knobloch (1997) use the term caring activities to refer

to the unpaid work often done by women, oriented to “the maintenance of social and

physical relations” (p. 109). According to Federici’s definition of (1975) housework, it

includes not only physical labour, but also work that is emotional and sexual in nature. Either

way, the unpaid nature of work done in the household, Federici (1975) argues, hides the

work that women are often responsible for, and gives them little choice or control over their

labour and their bodies.

3.1.2. Housework as indirect care activities

There has been an interest in quantifying time spent on unpaid household work by analysing

time-use studies, first in the Global North context in the field of household division of labour,

and soon after in international development policy for the Global South, although they have

continued apace (Doucet 2022). However, there is no singular definition of unpaid work in
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time-use studies that have examined the gender division of household labour (Eichler and

Albanese 2007; Shelton and John 1996). In time-use studies, Sullivan (2013) suggests that it

is convention and analytically valuable to distinguish between child care and housework.

This distinction is also made in several historical studies of housework (Humphries 2024) or

women’s work (Whittle 2024).

This distinction can be linked to the study of care work, which Duffy (2011), defines as

work based on relations, emotions, and the meeting of one’s needs, and with nurturant care

requiring the involvement of direct interaction between those receiving and giving care, and

improving or developing the recipient’s health and skills respectively. Housework in this

context then, is non-nurturant compared to child care. In the context of international policy

making, the International Labour Organization (ILO) (2018, 1) uses the term care work as

including “direct, personal and relational care activities” and “indirect care activities”, with

housework corresponding to the latter.

4. Methodology and analytical framework

4.1. Geographical and historical scope

Based on data availability, the scope of this paper focuses on understanding housework in

Western Europe but also engages with a selection of countries influenced by its culture due

to settler colonisation, including the United States, Australia, and Canada. Following the

periodisation adopted by Gómez-Baggethun (2022) to examine working time throughout

history, information describing housework tasks, working time and its trends is collected and

organised into five major time periods: Primitive Societies, Classical Antiquity, Middle Ages,

Early Modernity and Industrial Capitalism.

4.2. Measuring housework: categories and time-use

In this study, I largely follow the definition of housework from Bianchi et al. (2000, 192) as

the “work of providing meals, cleaning clothes, and maintaining a ‘livable’ home”, which

corresponds to unpaid, indirect care work performed in the household, as discussed in the

preceding section. Direct care activities such as caring for children, elders, and the disabled

at home are thus beyond the scope of this paper. Instances where the housework may be
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outsourced to the market or undertaken by domestic servants are also recognized, since it

affects the amount of time spent on housework, as well as how labour is distributed across

society.

The boundaries of what time can be attributed to housework is arbitrary and highly

contestable when applied across time-periods (Whittle 2019). For example, Bianchi et al.'s

(2000) definition used for time-use studies assumes that households predominantly prepare

food and maintain their clothes and living environment, but producing their own clothes and

food was common in pre-industrial periods. This issue may be resolved by adopting a

convention based on determining whether the item made within the household was

ultimately consumed by the household itself or sold in the market. Subsistence agriculture is

not included within the scope of this study, a methodological convention aligned with the

United Nations’ system of national accounts, which considers it to be in the ‘market’

(Whittle 2019). While time-use studies on unpaid work have proliferated in the late 20th

century (Doucet 2022), i.e. late Industrial Capitalism, similar quality of data is not available

for the earlier time periods. With these methodological limitations and data availability

constraints in mind, this paper approaches the interpretation of housework’s volume, i.e.

time-use, before and after Industrial Capitalism both qualitatively and quantitatively.

Qualitative data throughout the five time periods listed in the preceding section were

collected from studies on housework in various disciplines including but not limited to

anthropology, time-use, and history and gender studies. Quantitative data is mainly obtained

from time-use studies that cover different parts of the 20th century and that rely on data

collection methods such as time-use diaries and surveys (Doucet 2022). Other than these

recent time-use studies, estimations of time-use in previous time periods are included,

though they are few and often only available for specific tasks. The data sources and

methods for each study are specified in Appendix I. The quantitative findings are organised

according to two categories of housework: (1) core and (2) other housework. This distinction

corresponds to conventions in many time-use studies, whereby the former includes

cleaning, cooking, and laundry, i.e. tasks that need to be carried out repetitively, and are

distinguished from tasks like repairing which are more ad hoc in nature (Bianchi et al. 2000;

Baxter 2002). The inclusion of (2) other housework also accommodates studies with
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different scopes of housework tasks. For example, Baxter (2002) only includes shopping as

other housework, but Hersch and Stratton (2002) includes many others, such as repairing

vehicles and paying bills. The categories from the original studies and how they are

transformed into the two categories (and subcategories of core housework) used in the

analysis are documented in Appendix II.

5. Results: Housework tasks, time-use, and distribution in different time periods

5.1. Primitive Societies

For Primitive Societies with a limited exchange of goods, nearly all work may be considered

housework. Besides hunting and gathering, additional tasks were identified following

Waguespack (2005) as being part of the routinary housework tasks among hunter-gatherers,

though not all were carried out to the same extent in the 8 groups studied. These included

butchery, burden carrying, housebuilding, basketry, pottery, rope making, and hide working

(Waguespack 2005). Meanwhile, examples of other housework tasks from Sahlins (1972)

and Lee (1968) include nut cracking, cooking, collecting firewood and water.

Sahlins’ (1972) famed thesis of ‘the original affluent society’ destabilised conventional

conceptions of working time in the past, by concluding that Primitive Societies used less

hours to satisfy their needs than contemporary technological societies. His results rested on

two anthropological studies of hunter-gatherer societies carried out in the 1960s. One

society was estimated to spend around 4 to 5 hours per day on getting plant and animal

foods, preparing them and repairing weapons, while another spent around 2 hours per day

just securing food (Sahlins 1972). For the latter community, the !Kung bushmen in the

Kalahari desert, data collected for the study suggest that women would collect enough food

for the household in one day for three days, spending the other time either at home or

visiting (Sahlins 1972; Lee 1968). When at home, they would spend 1 to 3 hours doing

housework tasks including collecting water and firewood, cooking, and cracking nuts (Sahlins

1972; Lee 1968). A review of eight hunter-gatherer communities by Waguespack (2005)

shows that time spent on getting food ranged between 1 to almost 5 hours for women, and

1 and a half to 8 and a quarter hours for men.
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Complementing these anthropological studies are archaeological findings, with further

details on clothing production by Barber (1995). It is suggested that humans started making

clothing from the middle of the Upper Palaeolithic period, with evidence for sewing and the

making of string, following which the weaving of cloth using looms in the Neolithic period

(Barber 1995). While precise time estimates are not available, Barber (1995) observed that

households around the time of the Neolithic Age spent much time making elaborate clothes

with the prevailing technology, pointing to the idea that people’s conceptions of time were

not as scarce as today. There is also some evidence of women weaving together around the

Neolithic and early Bronze Age in Europe (Barber 1995).

5.2. Classical Antiquity

Evidence for housework can be found in descriptions from the Roman world (Clark 1981;

Lovén 2019), including Roman-occupied Britain (Watts 2005). In late Republican and early

Imperial Rome, Clark (1981) describes housework as including cooking, cleaning, spinning,

weaving, mending, and fetching water, tasks which a housewife, or an ancilla (i.e. a female

slave girl) may carry out. However, a housewife was also likely to have a professional trade

like baking, and an ancilla may participate in factory work (Clark 1981). Meanwhile a

wealthier woman oversaw the work in the household but also carried out clothsmaking for

more symbolic reasons (Clark 1981). Similarly, a rural estate in Roman Italy between 2nd

BCE. and the middle of 1st BCE. may have a vilica, or a female housekeeper, who oversaw

the housework (Lovén 2019). Meanwhile, laundry was a specialised task carried out by

professional fullers in fullonicas in Roman cities, which involved city level planning due to the

heavy use of water and urine as a cleaning agent (Bradley 2002).

While textile work was often linked to Roman women in their roles as housewives and

the virtue expected of them, it has been proposed that many of them likely did it in a way

that produced income but were not recognised as such (Lovén 2013; 2019), suggesting then

that the extent to which time spent on this task can be allocated to ‘housework’ may be

lower.

Notably, it was suggested that by 2 BCE., there existed a market for buying clothes and

textile, including lower quality clothes worn by slaves (Lovén 2019). Meanwhile, food and
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alcohol could also be purchased in the market, with one example being the sale of low

quality, prepared food items containing meat (Garnsey 2006). Another interesting

observation by Garnsey (2006) is that the effort and time put into preparing food could

serve as a marker of differentiation between social classes, as they influenced differences

such as in the whiteness of bread (which became more popular from mid-2nd century), or

the difference between bread and porridge.

In parallel, Watts (2005) describes how the Roman influence on and subsequent

occupation of Britain from around 1st BCE. brought changes to the economy and housing,

which affected housework, such as easier-to-clean floors but substantial increases in

furnishing. The Roman occupation also introduced markets and shops such as those selling

wine and providing laundry and fulling services, but rural families probably had limited

access to these (Watts 2005). Other housework tasks carried out by women included

preparing meals, making materials for clothing such as fabric and leather, carrying water,

and processing grains (Watts 2005).

5.3. Middle Ages

In this time period, we get some insight into housework mostly by looking at the cases of

Iceland (Jochens 1995; Smith 2020) and peasant households in England (Hanawalt 1986;

Whittle 2005). In both cases, most housework tasks were often carried out by women, with

the exception of fulling, which involves applying urine and hot water to homespun cloth,

which was done by men in Iceland (Jochens 1995). Domestic service consisting mostly of

children and young adults but also older women was also noted in rural England, with

around 15% of households hiring servants (Ward 2002). The assessment of the time spent

on housework is varied. While Ward (2002) suggests that much of the European women’s

time was spent on it due to the tediousness of the tasks, an evaluation of the situation in

late mediaeval England by Hanawalt (1986) states that the growing specialization of tasks in

society meant that the time spent on processing food or making household necessities from

scratch could not have taken up too much time.

Cooking required collecting water and tending the fire (which in turn involved collecting

firewood), but also additional tasks that overlapped but differed due to differences in diets.
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For example, food preservation, including dairying and fish drying, was important in Iceland

(Jochens 1995), while dairying and taking grains to the mill were additional cooking tasks in

England (Hanawalt, 1986). Spinning and weaving are observed in both cases, although

Icelandic households also kept their own sheep, harvested, and processed the wool (Jochens

1995). Referring to Smith’s (2020) estimates, it would have taken around 260 8-hour days for

one woman to spin and weave cloth to make clothes for a four member family, excluding

other uses of cloth in the family such as bed linen. Laundry was noted in both cases, with

laundry done weekly in Iceland (Jochens 1995). Meanwhile, Ward (2002) notes that in

Europe, laundry was often done by women as servants or as their occupation, implying a

kind of outsourcing. As for cleaning, it may have taken little time due to smaller houses and

less elaborate furnishings (Hanawalt, 1986) although there was also a trend of larger and

better furnished homes for the wealthier people in towns towards the end of the middle

ages (Ward 2002).

From the late Middle Ages in England, scholars argue that much work carried out by

married women was not only for domestic use, but often produced an income (Hanawalt

1986; Whittle 2005). Questioning the assumption that all households did dairying, spinning,

brewing, and baking for their own consumption only, Whittle (2005) suggests that women,

including female servants, in rural England from the middle of the 15th century onwards

selectively carried out certain domestic tasks at a larger scale than is necessary for the

household use, to generate income as a kind of ‘by-employment’. Similarly in the Icelandic

case, homespun was not only used within the household but an important currency and

export in Iceland (Smith 2020; Jochens 1995). This difficulty extends to the following Early

Modernity period.

Buying staples like ale and bread from markets was the norm in urban, as well as rural

places in mediaeval England (Bennett 1986). Meanwhile, Ward (2002) notes more generally

in Europe how the lack of individual cooking equipment led many households to share ovens

or buy bread in the market, and cites the numerous cookshops in 12th century London and

Paris which catered more to the poor than the rich (Ward 2002). According to Humphries

(2024), people in Britain in the mediaeval period also paid for household services through

maintenance contracts. From the later part of the mediaeval period, they also included not
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only food, but increasingly higher standards for accommodation as well as laundry services

(Humphries 2024).

The first household instruction text, The Good Wife’s Guide, was published in France in

the late 14th century, and touched on buying food, planning menus, gardening, and how to

select and manage servants (Greco and Rose 2009 [1393]). While the text was written by

someone from the upper class, it perhaps reflected to some extent the typical housekeeping

skills married women in Europe were expected to have, and the fact that many of them

(including those from less wealthy households) worked alongside servants (Ward 2002).

5.4. Early Modernity

A growing body of work provides a window into understanding women’s work, including

housework, in Early Modernity Europe (Whittle 2019), and here I review the case studies of

two rural villages Germany (Ogilvie 2003) and England (Whittle 2024; Whittle and Hailwood

2020; Whittle 2019). According to Humphries (2024), the end of the 17th century marked a

significant increase in consumption of goods as well as household services in Britain.

However, scholars note that while women were doing more of the housework, it is unlikely

that they spent most of their time doing it, and there is some variation in how it was

distributed (Whittle and Hailwood 2020; Ogilvie 2003; Whittle 2024).

Ogilvie (2003) divides housework into indoor housework, outdoor housework, and

lodging provision, and also identifies in other categories paid services such as laundry,

tavern-keeping, and housekeeping. Meanwhile, Whittle and Hailwood (2020) include the

tasks of cleaning, laundry, food and drink provision (cooking), light and fire provision,

collecting water, attending guests, and other housework. They also distinguish between

housework for household members and for ‘other’, i.e. housework that could be done for

payment. These narrower definitions of housework can be linked to how, following the

Middle Ages, various tasks, such as textile production and food processing, were increasingly

carried out for both the household as housework and for income (Whittle 2005; Whittle

2014; Ogilvie 2003). In many cases, the same task can fulfil both, such as making butter for

the home’s consumption with extra for sale (Whittle 2005), making it difficult to allocate

one’s time to housework or market work, which may explain their exclusion from housework
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in the studies. Whittle (2005) also notes in two notable literary texts of this time period, Five

Hundred Points and The Ballad of the Tyrannical Husband, the idea that the housewife can

either generate additional income or reduce expenditure by producing items within the

household.

As the datasets in the two case studies recorded all tasks (including work tasks such as

agricultural work), it is also possible to draw some inferences about how much housework

may have taken up people’s time, and how it was distributed between different social

groups. A summary of the percentage of recorded tasks accounted for by paid and unpaid

housework by different groups can be found in Appendix III (Tables A and B). Between

genders, it is clear that women did more of the housework (both paid and unpaid) in both

cases, although it is not certain if the performance of this work was concentrated on married

women. In England, women carried out an estimated 86% of the housework and it took up

23% of their tasks (Whittle 2024). Meanwhile, in rural Germany, more than 10% of all

women groups’ tasks were on housework (except for independent, unmarried women), with

married women spending 33% of time on housework (Ogilvie 2003). As for men, the

percentage from all groups except widowed males was less than 5% (Ogilvie 2003). However,

it was found that there was no concentration of housework tasks on married women

compared to women of other marital status in England (Whittle 2024). It is also worth noting

the involvement of young people in both cases. In England, an estimated 59% of young

females’ (aged 0-14) tasks were housework (Whittle 2024), while in rural Germany, 4-6% of

servants were under 15 and there were a few examples of those below 15 carrying out

housework like cleaning (Ogilvie 2003). One possible explanation provided by Ogilvie (2003)

for housework taking up a lower than expected percentage of the tasks of married women in

rural Germany (despite them spending the most of their time on it compared to other

groups) is that they have access to more industry opportunities due to the prevailing guild

institutions, which gives them access compared to their unmarried counterparts.

Moreover, housework was argued to be already highly commercial in England at this time

(Whittle 2024; Whittle and Hailwood 2020). Whittle (2024) found that 48% of housework

tasks carried out by women in England were carried out ‘for other’, which could be by a

servant or by one for those outside of one’s close family. In England, the largest proportion
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of female servants’ tasks recorded would be housework (38%), compared to married women

(18%) (Whittle 2024). Meanwhile in rural Germany, 18% of female servants’ tasks were

housework (24% for those employed in urban areas), and other male and female groups also

perform paid housework services to varying degrees in the form of tavern-keeping, lodging

provision, laundry, and housekeeping (Appendix III, Table C) (Ogilvie 2003).

Towards the end of this time period, some time estimates of specific tasks can be derived

from Robertson’s (1997) study of housework in Britain starting from the mid-17th century.

For fuel, it would take two to four days for three men to dig the annual supply of peat for

one household, and it would take children and women a few weeks of work to spread, turn

and build into stacks, before the stacks were carried home. For laundry, Robertson (1997)

cites three examples of washing schedules in Britain from the 18th century. One family

would do laundry every five weeks, taking four days each time, and with two extra

washerwomen coming in two of the days. Another would wash every week, but with

rotations on what was washed each week, while another washed for two days, once a

month. All of these suggested that doing laundry was more intensive, but carried out

between longer intervals than today. In 18th century England, laundry was also noted as a

task that would often be the first to be outsourced for pay by households (Rolfson 2021).

One estimation of a time budget in this time-period is provided by Weatherill (1996, 143)

for a household in 18th century Britain (Appendix I). It is estimated that 54 to 61 hours of

work per week per household would be devoted to housework, excluding yearly tasks and

tasks like making cloth, baking, and brewing.

5.5. Industrial Capitalism

Compared to previous time periods, a much larger body of literature exists for housework

during Industrial Capitalism, drawing from several disciplines, most of which focuses on the

figure of the married ‘housewife’. The time-use data documented in Appendix I is presented

in Appendix IV.

It has been suggested that it is in the early period of industrialisation that unpaid

housework became the responsibility of married women as ‘housewives’, while their
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husbands earned a ‘breadwinner wage’ (Humphries and Thomas 2022). This was

accompanied by the ideology of separate spheres, where women were kept at home while

men went out to work, and the home was seen as important to the protection of particular

values given the rapid changes brought on by industrialisation (Strasser 1982). It has been

observed that there was a fear of a ‘domestic void’ whereby women, especially middle-class

women, had nothing left to do since industrialisation was increasingly displacing the

production of items from households, which prompted debates on whether they should join

men in their pursuits in the public sphere (Ehrenreich and English 1978). The domestic

education movement in the early to mid-century promoted the status of housework through

household guides and instruction manuals, and imparted related knowledge and skills

through various educational institutions (Strasser 1982). It was followed by the home

economics movement, which established housework as an academic discipline at the turn of

the century (Strasser 1982; Ehrenreich and English 1978). These efforts were also drawing

ideas about management from the industrial context and applying them in the household to

promote efficiency (Strasser 1982; Ehrenreich and English 1978). However, it has been

argued that a fixation on managing and constantly improving housework created a new task

in itself, and the specialisation of tasks in industrial contexts is not really applicable or

beneficial at the scale of the individual household (Ehrenreich and English 1978).

However, at the turn of the 20th century the figure of the ‘housewife’ in middle and

higher class families was not someone who did all the housework, but one who managed

servants who did more of the difficult and less desirable tasks, with the lower middle-class

also likely to hire them (Delap 2011). In Dublin in 1911, 71% of the middle-class, 98% of the

higher-class and 23% of the lower middle-class had servants. In the whole of Ireland in the

same year, the majority of indoor servants (80%) were working individually, known as a

‘thorough servant’ (Hearn 1993). Meanwhile, a middle-class housewife in Victorian London

was likely to employ at least one maid-of-all-work before hiring more help for tasks such as

cooking (Draznin 2001). In the US, the employment of servants was also highly racialised,

with more than half of employed African-American women working as servants from 1930

to 1940 (Stewart 2021). However, many domestic servants would leave their employment in

the early 20th century, with the number of female servants nearly halving between 1931

and 1951 in England and Wales (Delap, 2011). Emigration was a big reason in Ireland (Hearn
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1993) while the rise in other job opportunities was the main cause for young women in

Britain (Delap 2011; Todd 2009). In parallel, the ideas of being a ‘modern’ housewife without

servants and housework being associated with modernity and rationality gained popularity

through the domestic efficiency movement (Delap 2011), while early advertisements for

electrical appliances evoked the issue of a lack of servants (Strasser 1982).

Another key trend is the rapid development and uptake of technology and time-saving

products for housework from the late 19th century, with early inventions like the cast-iron

stove and the domestic sewing machine, and the industrialization of textile and

subsequently clothing production (Cowan 1983; Strasser 1982). The collection of fuel and

water (which are necessary for many other housework tasks) would be mostly reduced or

entirely eliminated for most from the early 20th century onwards with the advent of piped

water and electricity (Strasser 1982). The latter also made possible the development and use

of many household appliances in the US and UK (Hardyment 1990). Yet, the technological

impact has been argued to not be a key factor influencing housework time (Hardyment

1990; Cowan 1983; Wacjman 2015; Bose et al. 1984; Hester and Srnicek 2024). Some

technologies arguably created new tasks and standards, rather than reduced time and effort,

such as the vacuum cleaner for dust-free environments which was not expected before

(Hardyment 1990). Another example is the cast iron stove which facilitated the preparation

of more complex meals as compared to the one pot stew of the fireplace (Cowan 1983).

Meanwhile, the popularity of washing machines has been argued to move tasks that had

often been outsourced and increasingly commercialised using industrial technology (Arwen

Palmer 1992), back into the home (Strasser 1982). In Sweden, a short-lived trend of laundry

cooperatives using larger machines from the 1930s ultimately gave way to the individual

household washing machine from the 50s (Arwill-Nordbladh 2013).

The earliest time-use estimate is for colliery households in 19th century Britain, which

took the unemployed housewife 23 hours for core tasks (Humphries and Thomas 2022). The

time spent on housework by married women was highest in 1920 for rural US, at

approximately 43 hours for core housework (Gershuny and Harms 2016). After 1965, where

core housework hours for married women were around 30 hours in the US, there was

generally a downward trend in time spent on housework by married women (Bianchi et al.
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2000). Bianchi et al. (2000) found that around half of the 12.5 decrease in hours spent by

women on housework between 1965 and 1995 in the US may be explained by structural

changes, in terms of higher employment, more education, fewer children and declining

marriage rates. However, empirical studies have also suggested that even without the

structural changes, women have reduced their housework in the latter half of the 20th

century (Gershuny and Robinson 1988; Bianchi et al. 2000). A trend noted but not further

explored by Bianchi et al. (2000) is that housework time has decreased more for

unemployed women than employed women, which could be explained by differences in

income, mirroring past trends of middle-class women outsourcing housework.

There has also been a noticeable increase in the time spent on housework by men in

several European countries from the 1960s to 2000s (Hook 2006), and also between 1965

and 1995 in the US (Bianchi et al. 2000). However, the increase has not led to an

equalisation in housework hours, with Bianchi et al. (2000) noting a stagnation in men’s

housework hours in the US from 1985. There are varying differences in housework time

within couples across countries (Hook 2006), but Bianchi et al.’s (2000) estimate from the US

suggests that women still spent around twice as much time as men doing housework at the

end of the 20th century. Moreover, there is a continued pattern of women doing more of

the core housework tasks of cooking, cleaning, and laundry, compared to the other tasks

which may be more ad hoc, even as the difference in total number of hours has become

more even over time (Baxter 2002; Bianchi et al. 2000). This makes a difference in the

quality of time for both genders, given that core housework, compared to other housework

like repairs, is repetitive, neverending, and less enjoyable (Wacjman 2015). In coupled

households, there are suggestions that overall housework time has fallen, as women’s time

has decreased more than men’s time has increased (Baxter 2002; Bianchi et al. 2000).

Despite the decline in availability and use of servants after the war, the demand for

domestic service never completely went away, such as in the UK, but rather took another

form of casual help or ‘char women’ which were in great numbers by the 1950s (Todd 2009;

Delap 2011) and later met by a growing domestic service sector from the 1980s (Delap

2011). Anderson (1997) notes the widespread trend at the end of the 20th century to hire

live-in domestic help across Europe, who are often labour migrants.
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6. Discussion

6.1. Changing contents and volume of housework

While housework is always needed, tasks have been transformed, added, or eliminated in

pace with cultural, economic and technological changes. In terms of long-term trends in

time-use, there are large gaps in the available data, but it appears that there was a

significant increase in housework time between Early Modernity and Industrial Capitalism,

peaking in the early 20th century before falling. A long-term trend which can be observed is

a general increase in standards in terms of housework’s quality and quantity. It may have

improved people’s quality of life, but has also raised expectations accordingly, sometimes

resulting in a drive towards superfluous and environmentally unsustainable levels of

consumption. The increase in standards may also explain why housework time has not

significantly reduced despite major technology gains in housework. It is also comparable to

the trend of productivity gains from technology being diverted towards growth rather than

leisure (Black 1986; Schor 1991), reflecting a Jevons paradox where increased efficiency in

the use of resources increases overall resource use (Alcott 2005). At the individual

household level, it has also been found that time spent on housework is influenced more by

expenses than by income, and both have a positive correlation with housework time, i.e.

spending more buying products did not reduce time spent on housework (Tanimoto 2011).

The above observations can be useful in considering the varying proposals related to

housework time and the relationship between housework time, paid working time, the

environment, and people’s well-being.

On one hand, postwork advocates call for housework time to be reduced (Schor 1991;

Hester and Srnicek 2024), and housework time has been associated with negative well-being

effects (Boye 2010). However, it is crucial that time liberated from housework not be simply

diverted to waged work, as observed in the late 20th century trend with increasing female

labour force participation. Meanwhile, if liberated housework time is used for leisure, the

possible net environmental effect should be considered, as WTR studies have warned of

significant rebound effects when increased leisure time is devoted to energy and resource

intensive activities like air travel (Shao and Rodríguez-Labajos 2016).
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On the other hand, when considered in relation to paid working time and income,

increased housework time may fit into WTR’s goals of promoting socio-environmental

benefit. The prevailing empirical evidence corroborates the idea that WTR can have

environmental benefits, with its influence most likely through stabilising consumption

through reduced income (‘scale effect’) (Knight et al. 2013; Pullinger 2014). As housework

time may make up for a lower income to deliver services for people’s wellbeing (Zick et al.

2008), increasing it may facilitate reducing paid working time and its environmental benefits

without compromising on people’s well-being. WTR may also have what Knight et al. (2013)

term a ‘compositional effect’, whereby environmental benefits are reaped from changing the

way people consume, besides lowering their income. For example, people have more time

to do the same housework and may therefore use less resource intensive but timesaving

devices for, say, making their meals (Kallis et al. 2013). For example, D’Alisa and Cattaneo

(2013) found that in Spain, household work (including caring for other members of family)

can be more energy intensive if they are carried out through the market instead of as unpaid

work at home.

However, much more empirical evidence is needed to better understand the possible

socio-environmental effects of different time allocation patterns between various activities.

Currently, the growing body of WTR empirical studies rarely factor in unpaid work (Hanbury

et al. 2023). Therefore, building on the pioneering work of feminist economics in

incorporating unpaid work into macroeconomic models (Folbre 2009), future empirical WTR

studies should similarly consider unpaid work, or housework specifically.

6.2. Changing and persistently uneven distribution of housework

There is great diversity in how western societies at different times organised housework,

within households but also in the wider society and economy, often reproducing

inequalities. A persistent gender gap in housework time noted by time-use studies can be

similarly observed in the longue durée. While this paper did not examine the effects of

housework time on well-being throughout history, contemporary studies such as Glass &

Fujimoto (1994) have found that housework time for both genders is positively correlated

with depression.
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Moreover, relating to the gap in gender division of household labour for the debate on

collective versus voluntary WTR (Husson and Trillet 2015), we should be attentive to the

distribution of total working time including time in both paid and unpaid work. For example,

women’s labour force participation may have been a factor in lowering housework time for

the married woman in early modernity (Ogilvie 2003; Whittle and Hailwood, 2020; Whittle

2024) or in the late 20th century (Bianchi et al. 2000). While total workload for the former

case is hard to ascertain, there is evidence for female employment trends in the latter period

being characterised by part-time work and lowering working time average (Zwickl et al.

2016), which can distort our understanding of WTR trends. As Nørgård (2013) points out,

working hours per employee may have remained similar in Nordic countries over the last

three decades, but working hours per family have increased, so greater female participation

in the labour force through part-time employment may actually increase overall working

hours. Moreover, housework time may contribute to gendered negative well-being effects

through contributing to higher total working time for women (Boye 2010).

Nonetheless, a narrow focus on gender equity of work within the household may fail to

address intersectional inequalities, as reducing women face’s time in unpaid housework (and

caring work) may come at the expense of marginalising other women through outsourcing

paid domestic work (Dengler and Strunk 2018). Indeed, domestic service has been and

continues to be a marginalised occupation throughout history (Sarti 2014) and should be

considered in policy and further research on WTR. As noted by Romero (1992), the study of

paid domestic workers and unpaid housewives often remain disparate despite their

interrelatedness. Meanwhile, household division of labour studies from the 20th century

onwards rarely factor in the work time of domestic workers employed by households.

Another aspect of distribution that could be explored is whether doing housework with

others can be more efficient, equitable, and also more enjoyable, even if they involve

‘drudgery’. For example, we see weaving done in groups in the Primitive Societies period

(Barber 1995). Meanwhile, the concentration of housework on the housewife, especially

from the Industrial Capitalism period onwards, is not only inequitable (Hester and Srnicek

2024), but also isolating politically (Strasser 1982) and socially (Oakley, 1985 [1974]). Indeed,

there have been many ideas and experiments which aimed to distribute housework
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differently throughout history, such as collectivised housework in communitarian socialist

communities, or urban housework cooperatives, often featuring communal facilities

(Hayden 1982). Moreover, housework done at a larger scale beyond the family unit can also

respond to the trend of increasingly small and single-person households (Hester and Srnicek

2024). The sharing of appliances may also reduce one’s environmental footprint significantly,

such as shared versus private laundry, with a case study in Sweden estimating 26% lower

emissions for the former (Klint and Peters 2021). Besides socialising housework through

shared facilities or better remunerated labour for commercialised services (Hester and

Srnicek 2024), we can also consider bolder reforms, such as the Universal Civil Service (USC)

proposal discussed by Gómez-Baggethun (2023), in which a part of the economy for meeting

everyone’s basic needs is collectivised and staffed by a civil service with a working time that

is reduced over the lifespan of the service provider.

6.3. Factors affecting housework and distribution

It is also worth discussing some of the cultural, technological, and socio-economic factors

and their interplay which underlie the observed trends described above, to illuminate areas

for further research on how to influence the future of housework in its time, contents, and

distribution. Overall, for both time and distribution, technology does not seem to be a key

factor, compared to socio-economic and cultural ones.

Technology’s role in reducing housework time has perhaps been limited, compared to

adjacent socio-economic and cultural factors, as widely studied for the Industrial Capitalism

period (Cowan 1983; Wacjman 2015; Hester and Srnicek 2024). Another historical example

of this dynamic can be seen in Hayden et al.’s (2016) example of increased use of grinding

tools for grains by the Natufians in the Primitive Societies period due to cultural reasons, as

it initially signified higher social status, despite technically increasing the physical effort and

time needed to process food. It is also worth noting that compared to the distribution of

housework time, there is perhaps less contemporary research interest in factors influencing

the overall demand for housework and its time (Treas and Lui 2013), although it is very

relevant in a WTR context.
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Meanwhile, domestic appliance technology in the Industrial Capitalism period has also

been noted to cater to the social norm of individual households and families (Cowan 1983;

Hester and Srnicek 2024), which emerged alongside trends at the turn of the 20th century

such as the decline of servants (Hester and Srnicek 2024), and perhaps cultural influence

from the domestic movement (Strasser 1982). While housework was already gendered

before, these socio-cultural shifts may have further concentrated it on the individual

housewife (Hester and Srnicek 2024). The gendered norm also extends to the present, with

contemporary evidence from time-use studies of its importance in contributing to the gap in

housework time (Baxter 2002). There have thus been more recent proposals to look at the

influence of national level factors related to gender such as policies and societal norms on

the gender division of paid and unpaid labour (Hook 2006; Gottlieb et al. 2024).

6.4. Limitations

By drawing on studies from various disciplines to investigate the contents, volume, and

distribution of housework across time periods, this paper’s contribution is limited in several

ways. Given the reliance on studies that have varying research focuses, scopes, and

definitions, there is a general limitation of interpreting studies in which housework is not

defined by the author as it is not the main interest of the study, such as in studies of Classical

Antiquity. Some valuable time-use studies were also excluded due to challenges in

harmonising definitions and scopes of housework (e.g. Ramey and Francis 2009). Also, the

findings may reflect biases when it comes to reflecting the distribution of housework, such

as time-use studies which focus on middle-aged adults, although children and elderly may

contribute significantly to housework. While this does not pose a serious challenge to the

consensus that women have and continue to disproportionately carry the burden of

housework, it may limit our understanding of examples from history whereby others could

have also stepped up.

On the other hand, what is encouraging in view of these differences in studies from

various disciplines is the converging interest on unpaid work, and as a consequence, on

common units of measurement across history and how to meaningfully define it across time

(Whittle 2019). Examples of the former which pertain to time include reconstructed
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time-use budgets (Humphries and Thomas 2022), experimental data for spinning and

weaving time (Smith 2020), and the group of early modernity studies (Ogilvie 2003; Whittle

2024; Whittle and Hailwood 2020). It is thus hopeful that with more research in the future,

our understanding of historical housework time can be further enriched.

Finally, while time is an important variable in understanding changes in historical working

time, it is also necessary to consider complementary qualitative methods to understand it in

more diverse ways (Doucet, 2022). Given that clock-time only became increasingly

widespread from the 14th century, time is not only experienced differently by a worker in

pre-industrial time compared to someone today (Ellul 1964; Negrey 2012), but also for

someone doing housework at home. Besides the experience of time, there may also be

differences in work intensity (e.g. cooking over a fireplace versus using the microwave), and

both remind us of the limits to which working time can be compared across varying time

periods, production systems, and technologies (Gómez-Baggethun 2022).

7. Conclusion

Recognising that unpaid work is often neglected in mainstream discussions of work, this

research is an explorative inquiry into the changing role and nature of specifically housework

in the longue durée. Referring to studies from various disciplines, I have sought to describe

housework’s contents, volume, and distribution across five historical periods in the Western

context, focusing on the unpaid form, but also with some attention to its paid form.

The broad trends in housework’s contents and time-use identified here adds to ongoing

debates in WTR, especially in relation to gender. The difficulty in reducing housework time

significantly despite productivity gains due to technology, perhaps parallels the dynamics of

ever-expanding work under capitalism to feed growth, facilitated by efficiency. Yet, looking

to the future, there is potential for housework to be less resource intensive than market

work in meeting people’s needs, but the dynamics between housework time, paid working

time, the environment, and people’s well-being need to be better understood. In terms of

distribution, the history of housework reveals persistent inequalities in housework along
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gender and class, and should not be neglected in WTR discussions. Historical examples also

hint at the possibilities of organising and sharing housework outside of the household.

A brief discussion of factors affecting housework suggests the need to emphasise cultural

and social aspects. Finally, the need for more research from different disciplines and fields to

understand housework in the longue durée, such as to better quantify and value working

time historically, is discussed in the context of this study’s limitations.

Overall, the findings highlight that in the pursuit of a future of work that is more

equitable, in a way that meets their needs, and that does not come at the expense of the

environment (Gómez-Baggethun 2022), housework should be recognised, valued, and

accounted for (Waring 1988). There is a critical and overdue need to incorporate unpaid

work such as housework into WTR studies and analyses.
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Appendix I: Housework time estimates in seven studies on housework tasks
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Source Samp
le
Size

Country Context Year Food
Prepar
ation
(hrs/w
k)

Laund
ry
(hrs/
wk)

Cleaning
(hrs/wk)

Other Housework

(hrs/wk)

Total Core (hrs/wk)

(Food Preparation
+ Laundry +
Cleaning)

Total (hrs/wk)

(Core + Other
Housework)

Data
Source

Weatherill
(1996)

- England Household 18th
Century

21 to 28
-
preparat
ion of
meals

4

(+2
days a
year)

14

(+2 days per
year)

Shopping
-12 days a year

Keeping Fire in - 7 per week

8 - Getting Food and Water

(+ 2 days per year to preserve
food)

54-61 hours core
housework (excluding
yearly tasks)

Humphries
and
Thomas
(2022)

- England Colliery
Households

19th
Century

11 ** 5 ** 7* Shopping - 4

Servicing coal fires - 5

23 32

Gershuny &
Harms
(2016)***

US Rural Married
Women

1920s - - - Heating, Water, Yard Work -
1.98
Shopping - 2.68

43.2 47.86

US Rural Married
Women

1975 - - - Heating, Water, Yard Work -
0.7
Shopping - 9.1

24.3 34.1

US Rural Married
Women

2000s - - - Heating, Water, Yard Work -
0.47
Shopping - 9.3

15.75 25.05

Bianchi et
al. (2000)

N =
452

United
States

Aged 25-64
Married
Women

1965 15.7 6.6 8.1 Other housework^ - 3.6 30.4 34 Time-us
e Diary
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N =
416

United
States

Aged 25-64
Married Men

1965 1.3 0.1 0.4 Other housework^ - 2.9 4.7 7.6

N =
722

United
States

Aged 25-64
Married
Women

1975 11.8 3.8 7.3 Other housework^ - 3.1 22.9 26.1

N =
678

United
States

Aged 25-64
Married Men

1975 1.3 0.1 0.4 Other housework^ - 4.9 1.9 6.7

N =
1175

United
States

Aged 25-64
Married
Women

1985 10.1 2.7 5.6 Other housework^ -3.5 18.4 21.9

N =
1041

United
States

Aged 25-64
Married Men

1985 2.3 0.3 1.4 Other housework^ - 6.4 4.0 10.4

N =
296

United
States

Married
Women

1995 6.2 2.4 7.1 Other housework^
3.7

19.4 23.1

N =
211

United
States

Married Men 1995 1.6 0.3 1.9 Other housework^
6.7

10.4 17.1

Zuzanek an
Smale
(1997)

N =
2685
(total)

Canada Employed
Female aged
20-64

1981 7.19 5.73 Shopping and Errands - 5.09
Others - 1.93

12.92 19.94 TIme-us
e
Survey

Employed Male
aged 20-64

1981 2.49 4.2 Shopping and Errands - 3.48
Others - 2.47

6.69 12.64

N =
9946
(total)

Employed
Female aged
20-64

1986 7.07 6.13 Shopping and Errands - 6.93
Others - 0.79

13.2 20.92

Employed Male 1986 1.66 4.24 Shopping and Errands - 4.85 5.9 11.44
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aged 20-64 Others - 0.69

N =
9815
(total)

Employed
Female aged
20-64

1992 7.04 7.22 Shopping and Errands - 5.48
Others - 1.49

14.26 21.23

Employed Male
aged 20-64

1992 2.30 4.43 Shopping and Errands - 3.75
Others - 1.87

6.73 12.35

Hersch and
Stratton
(2002)

N=224
7

United
States

Employed,
Aged 18-65
Married
Women

1987-1
988
And
1992-9
4

12.62 3.96 6.09 Shopping - 2.47
Outdoor and Maintenance -
1.53
Auto repair - 0.17
Bills - 1.47
Driving others - 1.52

22.67 29.83 TIme-us
e
Survey

N=
2495

Employed,
Aged 18-65
Married Men

1987-1
988
And
1992-9
4

4.52 0.77 1.87 Shopping - 1.44
Outdoor and Maintenance -
4.96
Auto repair - 1.66
Bills - 1.34
Driving others - 1.11

7.16 17.67

N=521 Employed,
Aged 18-65
Never-Married
Women

1987-1
988
And
1992-9
4

8.57 2.6 3.99 Shopping - 2.04
Outdoor and Maintenance -
1.32
Auto repair - 0.6
Bills - 1.49
Driving others - 0.56

15.16 21.17

N=
641

Employed,
Aged 18-65

Never-Married
Men

1987-1
988
And
1992-9
4

6.2 1.55 2.55 Shopping - 1.65
Outdoor and Maintenance -
2.46
Auto repair - 1.34
Bills - 1.51
Driving others - 0.56

10.3 17.83

Baxter
(2002)

N =
471

Australia
2

Employed
Married/
Cohabiting
Men between
18 and 54

1986 7 3 Shopping - 1 10 11 Time-
Survey



*Includes turning out rooms, general cleaning and swilling and chalking pavements, but excluding colliery disamenities.

**Similarly, additional time spent on laundry, meals related to colliery shifts are excluded.

***Minutes for Household accounts, which are part of ‘Other housework’ are excluded as exact minutes for all three time periods are not available.

^Other housework includes: (1) Outdoor chores, (2) Repairs, (3) Gardens and animal care and (4) Bills, other financial
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N =
618

Employed
Married/
Cohabiting
Men between
18 and 54

1993 6 3 Shopping - 1 9 10

N =
545

Employed
Married/
Cohabiting
Men between
18 and 54

1997 5 3 Shopping - 1 8 9

N =
325

Employed
Married/
Cohabiting
Women
between 18
and 54

1986 14 10 Shopping - 2 24 26

N =
546

Employed
Married/
Cohabiting
Women
between 18
and 54

1993 16 12 Shopping - 3 28 31

N =
572

Employed
Married/
Cohabiting
Women
between 18
and 54

1997 10 8 Shopping - 2 18 20



Appendix II: Housework categories in source studies and their re-categorisation

Original Categories Transformed Categories

Gershuny and Harms (2016) Household Accounts Excluded due to lack of precise data for all three time
periods. Less than 10 minutes per day throughout
the time period.

Cooking, clearing, cleaning Grouped together as Core Housework

Laundry

Mending, Knitting, Sewing

Heating, Water, Yard Work Other (retaining original titles)

Shopping

Humphries and Thomas
(2022)

Cooking Cooking

Laundry Laundry

General Cleaning Cleaning

Swilling and chalking pavements

Turning out rooms

Servicing Coal fires Other (retaining original titles)

Shopping

Bathing Excluded from scope of this paper’s definition of
housework

Hersch and Stratton (2002) Meals Cooking

Dishes

Cleaning Cleaning

Laundry Laundry

Shopping Other (retaining original titles)

Outdoor and Maintenance

Auto-repair

Bills

Driving Others

Bianchi et al. (2000) Cooking meals Cooking

Meal cleanup
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Housecleaning Cleaning

Laundry and Ironing Laundry

Outdoor chores Other (grouped together)

Repairs

Garden and animal care

Bills, other financial

Car maintenance

Baxter (2002) Preparing meals and cleaning up after
meals

Cooking

Cleaning the house and washing Laundry and Cleaning

Grocery shopping Other (retaining original title)

Zuzanek and Smale (1997) Meal preparation, Cleaning Dishes Cooking

House cleanup and maintenance Laundry and Cleaning

Shopping and errands Other (retaining original title)
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Appendix III: Tables for data referred to in Section 5.1.4. Early Modernity

Table A: Table showing percentage of time spent on housework in early modernity

Ogilvie (2003)
Whittle (2019)

% on
housework
within
household
(both paid
and
unpaid)*

% on
housework
within
household*

Total number of
tasks recorded

% on housework
(both paid and
unpaid)

Total number
of tasks
recorded

Married Female 33% 27% 397 18.1% 535

Female
Offspring

13% 12% 136

Female
Servants

18% 18% 107 30.7% 137

Widowed
Women

20% 11% 174

Independent
Unmarried
Women

7% 5% 126

Married Men 6% 2% 1401

Male Offspring 4% 3% 212

Male Servants 1% 1% 217 5.7% 263

Widowed Men 17% 17% 18

Independent
Unmarried Men

0% 0% 26

Sources: Ogilvie (2003) and Whittle (2019)

*For Ogilvie (2003), the percentages were by including lodging provision as are paid for household

services, alongside laundry housekeeping and tavern keeping. For servants, all the work they do is

paid, but they are also accounted for as done for within the household.
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Table B: Table showing percentage of tasks spent on housework (both paid and unpaid) in

England

Comparison of % of work in Housework* By Marital
Status (Women)

Never Married 23.6%

Married 18.3%

Widowed 10.7%

Comparison of % of work in Housework* between Female
and Male Servants

Female Servant 37.5%

Male Servant 5.2%

Source: Whittle (2024)

Table C: Percentage of tasks allocated to paid housework in rural Germany

Group Total Percentage (Included Tasks)

Widowed Female 9% (Tavern-Keeping, Lodging Provision,
Laundry, Housekeeping)

Married Female 6% (Tavern-Keeping, Lodging Provision)

Female Offspring 1% (Housekeeping)

Independent Unmarried Women 2% (Laundry, Lodging Provision)

Married Male 4% (Tavern-Keeping)

Male Offspring 1% (Tavern-Keeping)

Source: Ogilvie (2003
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Appendix IV: Changes in time spent on housework drawing on time-use estimates from 19th century to 2000s

Sources: Humphries and Thomas (2022), Gershuny and Harms (2016), Bianchi et al. (2000), Baxter (2002), and Hersch and Stratton (2002)
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