8. The noneffects of class on the
gendered division of labor in the
home

The central objective of this chapter is to explore systematically the
empirical relationship between the location of households in the class
structure and gender inequalities in performance of housework. Since the
middle of the 1970s, class analysts interested in gender, particularly
those rooted in the Marxist tradition, have placed domestic labor at the
center of analysis. In a variety of different ways, they have argued that
the linkage between the system of production, analyzed in class terms,
and the domestic division of labor, analyzed in gender terms, was at the
heart of understanding the social processes through which gender
relations were themselves reproduced (or perhaps even generated) in
capitalist societies. Sometimes this argument took a rather reductionist
form, particularly when the performance of unpaid domestic labor by
women in the home was explained by the functional requirements of
capital accumulation.! In other cases, the argument was less reductionist,
emphasizing the nature of the class-generated constraints imposed on
strategies of men and women as they negotiated gender relations within
the household rather than the functional fit between capitalism and
patriarchy. And, in still other analyses, the possibilities of systematic
contradictions between the logics of capitalist class domination and
patriarchal male domination were entertained. In all of these analyses, in

! The debate over the functional relationship between capitalist exploitation and unpaid
domestic labor by housewives came to be known as the “domestic labor debate” in
the 1970s. The essential argument of the class-functionalist position was: (1) unpaid
domestic labor had the effect of lowering the costs of producing labor power; (2) this
increased the rate of capitalist exploitation since capitalists could pay lower wages; (3)
in an indirect way, therefore, capitalists exploited housewives; (4) the basic explanation
for the subordination of women - or at least, for the reproduction of that subordination
- lay in the ways such domestic production served these functions for capitalism. For a
review of this debate see Molyneux (1979).
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spite of the differences in theoretical argument, the role of domestic labor
in the linkage between class relations and gender relations was a central
theme.

With this theoretical preoccupation, it might have been expected that
there would have developed a substantial body of research exploring the
empirical relationship between the domestic division of labor and
classes. This has not happened. While there are historical and qualitative
case studies which examine the domestic division of labor and a few of
these attempt to explore the class variations in such patterns, there is
almost no research that tries to map out in a systematic quantitative
manner the relationship between class and the gender division of labor
in the household.

The basic objective of this chapter, then, is to explore empirically the
relationship between class and the gendered domestic division of labor.
More specifically, we will examine how the proportionate contribution
by husbands to housework in dual-earner families varies across house-
holds with different class compositions.

8.1 Theoretical expectations

As in chapter 7, because of limitations of available data for spouses’
class and because of limitations in sample size, the empirical investiga-
tions of this chapter will rely on a stripped-down class concept. In this
case we will distinguish three categories: the self-employed (consisting
of employers and petty bourgeois), “middle class” (employees who
occupy a managerial or supervisory position within authority structures
and/or are employed in an professional, managerial or technical occu-
pations) and working class (all other employees). This simple three-
category class variable in principle yields nine family-class locations.
Unfortunately, again because of the relatively small sample size, there
were too few people in family-class locations involving the self-
employed to be able to differentiate all five of these categories. As a
result, for families involving self-employment we will not distinguish
between the husband and wife being self-employed. We will thus
analyze family-class composition and housework using the following
seven family-class categories: 1. homogeneous self-employed house-
holds; 2. one spouse self-employed, one middle class; 3. one spouse self-
employed, one working class; 4. homogeneous middle class household;
5. husband middle class, wife working class; 6. husband working class,
wife middle class; 7. homogeneous working-class household. Our em-
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pirical task, then, is to explore how inequality between husbands and
wives in housework varies across the categories of this family-class
composition typology.

While neither Marxism nor Feminism has a well-developed body of
theory about the wvariability of the domestic division of labor across
households with different class compositions, nevertheless there are
some general expectations within class analysis and feminism that point
towards certain broad hypotheses about this relationship. We will
explore four such hypotheses.

Proletarianization and gender equality

The most well-known discussion of the gender division of labor in
classical Marxism is found in Frederick Engels’ study, The Origin of the
Family, Private Property and the State (Engels 1968 [1884]). Engels argued
that male domination within the family was rooted in male control of
private property. The pivot of this linkage was the desire by men to
insure that their property was inherited by their children. To accomplish
this, men needed to control the fertility of women. Given the power and
status they had by virtue of controlling property, men were able to
translate this desire into practice. The broad institutions of male domi-
nation, Engels argued, are built upon this foundation.

On the basis of this reasoning, Engels’ argued that male domination
would wither away in the households of propertyless proletarians:

Here, there is a complete absence of all property, for the safeguarding and
inheritance of which monogamy and male domination were established. There-
fore, there is no stimulus whatever here to assert male domination . . . Moreover,
since large-scale industry has transferred the woman from house to the labour
market and the factory, and makes her, often enough, the breadwinner of the
family, the last remnants of male domination in the proletarian home have lost all
foundation. (Engels, 1968 [1884]: 508).

Engels’ reasoning leads to two basic hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1. Working-class egalitarianism. The more proletarianized
is a household, the more housework will tend to be equally
divided between husbands and wives. The homogeneous
working-class family, therefore, should have the most egalitarian
distribution of housework.

Hypothesis 2. Petty bourgeois inegalitarianism. Households within
which private ownership of the means of production remains
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salient will have a more inegalitarian division of housework. The
homogeneous petty bourgeois household should therefore have
the least egalitarian distribution of housework.

Sexism and class cultures

One of the persistent images in popular culture is the contrast between
the middle-class husband with an apron helping in the kitchen, and the
working-class husband tinkering with the car or drinking in a bar with
his friends. There are many possible mechanisms which might under-
write this contrast. The premium placed on physical toughness and male
solidarity in manual labor may constitute a material basis for an
exaggerated masculine identity in the working class. In line with the
arguments of Melvin Kohn (1969) about the relationship between work
and values, the greater cognitive complexity of middle-class jobs may
encourage a more flexible and open set of attitudes towards gender
roles. Regardless of the specific mechanism, this image leads to a specific
prediction about class and the gender division of labor:

Hypothesis 3. Class cultures. Working-class men will, in general, do
proportionately less housework than middle-class men. Homo-
geneous working-class households should therefore have the
most inegalitarian distribution of housework, while homoge-
neous middle-class households should be the most egalitarian.

Class and power within the family

An important theme in the sociology of gender is the problem of
bargaining power between men and women within households. Parti-
cularly in an era in which gender roles are being challenged, the
division of labor in the household should not be viewed as simply the
result of a script being followed by highly socialized men and women.
Rather, the amount of housework done by husbands should be viewed
as at least in part an outcome of a process of contestation, conflict and
bargaining.

The class location of husbands and wives bears on their respective
power in the household in two ways. First, as in any bargaining
situation, the resources people bring to household bargaining affects
their relative power. In these terms, class inequalities between men and
women would be expected to be translated into power differentials
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within the household. The more economically dependent a wife is on h

husband, the weaker will be her bargaining position within the hoy .
hold and thus the more inegalitarian the gender division of Evonmw-
expected to be. This would imply when wives are in more advanta M
n_.mm.m locations than their husbands, housework should be more macmm

&S%Q. Second, quite apart from sheer material resources mEEvN
differentials are likely to play a role in bargaining situation ﬁo@oﬁ: .
1985). To the extent that wives occupy lower status in the labor mow:
than their husbands, they are thus also likely to be in a Smm_Anm
bargaining position within the household. B

Taking these two issues together, leads to the following hypothesis:

I&mcmﬂm&m 4. Class bargaining power. In households in which the wife
Is in a more privileged class location than her husband she will
Jm<m greater relative bargaining power and thus her husband is
likely to do more housework. Households with middle-class

wives and working-class husbands are thus likely to be the most
egalitarian.

Autonomy of gender relations

O:.m of the core feminist theses about gender relations in capitalist
society is that they have a certain degree of real autonomy with respect
to other causal processes. On the one hand, this means that mmzmmm is
socially constructed rather than a mere expression of biological pro-
nmmmmm. On the other hand, it means that in the social processes 2%7.5
SEnT this construction takes place, gender is not reducible to any other
.moQ& phenomena, particularly class or the economy. While there may be
important causal interactions between class and gender, gender relations
are not mere functions of class or anything else, and in this sense the
have some genuine autonomy. ’
>w. :.:mznmmo: of relatively strong versions of the gender-autonom
thesis is that the amount of housework men do will be ﬁlea_%
determined by the nature of gender relations and gender struggles :om
by such things as class. While this does not mean that class would m&<m

no effects at all, these effects should be fairly m Thi
‘ ted.
following hypothesis: y mute is suggests the

I._\Now.rm.ma 5. Gender autonomy. The degree of equality in the gender
&SmE: of labor will not vary very much across households with
different class compositions.
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8.2 Results

As in the previous chapter, we will explore this problem comparatively
in Sweden and the United States. Sweden and the United States are
almost at opposite poles among developed capitalist countries in terms
of economic inequalities in general and the gender dimension of
inequality in particular. The Swedish state has poured much greater
resources into public childcare, paid parental Jeaves and other programs
which might impact on the gender division of labor within families. A
comparison of inequalities in housework in the two countries, therefore,
may give some insight into the extent to which this egalitarianism in the
public sphere is reflected in greater egalitarianism in the private sphere.

We will present the results in three steps. First, we will examine briefly
the overall distributions of housework in the two countries. This is
mainly to provide a background context for the rest of our analysis.
Second, we will examine the overall patterns of class variation in the
husband’s performance of housework. Finally, we will examine how
these patterns are affected when various other variables are included in
the analysis. In particular, we will be concerned to examine the effect of
including education in the equation, since it might be thought that what
at first looks like class differences in housework performance could in
fact be education differences.

Husband’s housework contributions: descriptive results

Our basic measure of husband’s contribution to housework is a weighted
average of five routine housework tasks (routine housecleaning, cooking,
meal cleanup, grocery shopping and laundry) and childcare. We also
calculated the measure excluding childcare, but none of the results were
substantively affected.? In the United States, according to our female
respondents, husbands in dual earner households performed on average
20.5% of the housework. According to our male respondents, their
contribution was 26.2%. In Sweden the corresponding figures are 25.1%
and 28.5%. These figures are very much in line with the estimates from
other studies, including those which used sophisticated time budgets to
calculate male contributions to housework. Most research indicates that
in families within which both husbands and wives are in the paid labor
force, men do between 20% and 30% of housework in the United States.

2 The details for the construction of this variable can be found in Wright (1997: 304-309).
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In both countries, therefore, male respondents report slightly higher
contributions to housework than their wives, although the difference ig
not striking.

Overall, Swedish husbands in two-earner households appear to do a
somewhat greater proportion of housework than their American coun-
terparts (25% vs. about 20% according to female respondents). If any-
thing, this is an underestimate of the real difference between the two
countries in gender inequality in housework, since a much higher
proportion of Swedish married women in the labor force than of
American married women are part-time employees. The average
number of hours worked per week by the wives in our sample is 30.9 in
Sweden and 39.9 in the United States. If we adjust for differences in
hours of paid labor force participation, then the difference in husbands’
contribution to housework between the two countries is even more
striking: in two-earner families in which the wife works 40 hours a week,
her husband would be expected to do about 20% of the housework in the
United States, whereas in a comparable family in Sweden, the husband
would be expected to do over 38% of the housework.? While the data do
indicate that housework remains unevenly divided in both countries, the
degree of gender inequality in the household is clearly greater in the
United States than in Sweden.

Variations in husband’s housework across class location

Table 8.1 presents the mean amounts of housework performed by
husbands within dual-earner families of different class compositions for
the United States and Sweden.* The most striking feature of these results
is how modest are the differences across classes, especially among
employee-only households, in both countries. While there are somewhat
larger class differences in Sweden than in the United States (although

3 See Wright (1997: 289) for discussion of the technical details of these estimates.

# There are reasons to believe that the reports by wives of their husband’s contributions to
housework are likely to be more accurate than the reports of the husbands themselves,
both because women are generally likely to have a more accurate view of the total
amount of housework done in a household and because men may be prone to
exaggerate their contributions. I have therefore analyzed all of the results in this chapter
separately for women as well as for the combined sample. As it turns out, there are no
significant differences between the results of these separate analyses, so I will only
report the results for the combined sample of men and women respondents in this
chapter. Results for women and men separately can be found in Wright (1997: chapter
11).
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Table 8.1 Mean levels of husband's percentage contribution to total housework®
by family-class composition” (dual-earner households only)

United States (N = 537)

Husband's job class

Self- Middle Working
employed class class
Self- 17.1 22.8 16.1
employed
Wife's Middle 228 239 255
job class class
Working 16.1 223 27.1
class
Sweden (N = 641)
Husband's job-class
Self- Middle Working
employed class class
Self- 16.0 251 19.6
employed
Wife’s Middle 25.1 324 278
job class class
Working 19.6 25.1 28.1
class

a. “Total Housework” is a weighted average om.?\m household tasks mﬁ_ﬁgm
cleaning, cooking, cleaning up after meals, groceries and laundry) mma n_ i mnMMM
(for families with children under 16 living in the r.o:mmro“&\ and m::ﬁ.%:o

five housework tasks for families without children in the home. The weig nM are
determined by the average amount of time per week these tasks take according
to time-budget studies. For details see Wright (1997 wo»luouv. N oL
b. Because of sample size limitations for those family-class compositions ol
ving self-employed people, there were not enough cases to generate acc ©
measures of all of the five cells in which there was one self-employed spouse mnﬂ
one wage-earner spouse. For these cells, Emnmmo.n@ it was necessary to N:Mnmr _.M
gender issue. We therefore distinguish such families from families J w Qn mmm
are no self-employed members, but we ignore whether the self-employed spou

is the husband or the wife.
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these differences across countries are themselves not statistically signifi-
cant), in both countries the class variations are very muted. In regression
equations predicting husband’s housework, the seven categories distin-
guishing family-class types only explain about 3% of the variance in
housework in the United States and 6% in Sweden. Very little of the
overall variation in husband’s housework, therefore, is accounted for by
variation in household class composition.”

If we look a little more closely at the results, there are some moderate
differences between countries that are worth noting. First, among the
four employee-only family-class categories, in Sweden husbands in the
pure middle-class household perform significantly more housework
than husbands in the other three employee-only class categories (32.4%
compared to 25-28% in the other households), whereas in the United
States they do not (23.9% compared to 22-27%). Swedish middle-class
husbands in pure middle-class households do 8.5 percentage points
more housework than their American counterparts (32.4% compared to
23.9%), whereas the differences between the United States and Sweden
in the three other employee family-class locations is only one or two
percentage points.

Turning to the self-employed family-class categories, we find that
there are significant class differences between these households and
some employee households within both countries, although again we
find that in Sweden the class differences are somewhat larger than in the
US. In the United States, husbands in families consisting of two self-
employed persons or one self-employed member and one working-class
member do less housework than in any other family-class location (only
about 16-17% of total housework compared to around 22-27% in other
locations). In Sweden, in both of these family-class locations (households
with both spouses self-employed and households with one self-em-
ployed and one worker) husbands also perform less housework than
husbands in any other class location (16-20% in these two types of self-
employed households compared to 25-32% in other households). The
contrast between the pure self-employed household and the pure
middle-class household in Sweden is especially striking. In the former
men perform only half as much housework as in the latter. In both

5 This low explained variance could be the result of severe measurement problems in the
dependent variable, husband’s contribution to housework. However, when we add
other variables besides class to the equation, the explained variation increases to 28% for

the sample of Swedish women and 18% for US women, which suggests that this is not
the case.
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countries, therefore, it appears that in what might Wm. .ﬁrocmz of ww
traditional petty bourgeois households a more traditional form o
iarchy exists.

ﬁmMﬂManwczm for class differences in Table 8.1 do not mozqo_ for any
other attributes of households. It is always possible that, if such controls
were added to the equation, class differences might be mﬁwmsm.ﬂrmSmm.
Suppose, for example, that age affects the housework contributions GM
men (for example, younger men might perform more housewor
pecause of historical changes in expectations) and that age also mmmnmm
class location (younger men are more likely to be Swnr_:m class). ,.;_m
could have the effect of suppressing class differences if, all ogm.n things
being equal, working-class men do less ro:mmewo% than men in other
class locations. If this were the case, then class differences would appear
greater in an analysis in which age was controlled. .

As it turns out, the inclusion of a fairly wide range om.nobqo_ <m5w@_mm
in the analysis — education, hours of paid work, wife’s income contribu-
Hon to the household, total family income, attitudes wofm&m mm:mwy age,
the presence of children under 16 in the household - did :wﬂ mﬂmbﬂmﬁm:z%
affect the magnitude of the class differences observed in the simple
analysis in Table 8.1. If anything, the class differences were nma:.nm&
when some of these controls were included in the analysis (see Wright

1997: 293-300 for details).

8.3 Implications

Overall, the basic implication of these results is that location SW.*EB the
class structure is not a very powerful or systematic mmﬁmaﬂﬁwa of
variations in the gender division of labor across households. HT._m is Q.ﬂo%
consistent with Hypothesis 5, the gender autonomy Tvﬁoﬁmm_m. This is
decidedly not what I had expected when I began »T.m .m.:w_v\m_m. .Fammn_\ as
part of my general agenda of class analysis, 1 was initially quite Gw:n OHM
demonstrating that class was a significant part of the explanation o

variations in gender practices. When I initially .o:nocbﬂmnma such mar-
ginal class effects, I therefore tried many alternative ways .om operationa-
lizing the details of the class variable and mmmammmrww the n._mmm
distinctions. 1 examined the separate effects of husband’s and wife’s
class rather than simply family-class composition. I nr.m:mmm the bound-
aries of the sample, restricting it to two-earner families s.:? two full-
time workers, or two-earner families with and without nr__anms..~ m.<m:
explored the possibility that class was linked to the tails of the distribu-






