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The development of the concept of reproductive labor was part of a movement to challenge the invisibility
of women's unpaid labor in the home. The bifurcation of activities into separate spheres of home and work dates
back to the Industrial Revolution, when large numbers of men left family farms for factories, and women in many
families took primary charge of the substantial labor of maintaining a home. While a gendered division of labor has
a long history in the United States, in an agricultural economy almost all work took place in and around the
home—from planting and harvesting crops to tending fires for heat and cooking to sewing and laundering clothes.
(DThe boundaries between work and family were not clearly defined in this environment and so neither gender
could lay exclusive claim to one or the other. With industrialization, the newly organized gendered division of labor
became the basis of a gendered definition of work: what men did in the market for pay was work, and what women
did in the home for free was housework or domestic work. The ideology of separate spheres, a private one inhabited
by women and a public one inhabited by men, became a central organizing idea of social life and of work in the
United States.

The clear ideological demarcation between private female domesticity and public male work did not always

reflect people's lived realities. (...) @Nevertheless, the exclusive equation of work with the male public sphere was

one of the linchpins of the ideology of separate spheres and has shown remarkable persistence over the centuries.

the concept of reproductive labor to name women's domestic labor as work, and as such, an important part of the
economic and social structure. Defining domestic labor as work also challenged the notion that its activities were
part of women's natural role.

The concept of reproductive labor was first introduced by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. Marx viewed
production as one of the central tasks of a society; Engels used the term "reproductive labor" to refer to the activities
involved in maintaining and reproducing the labor force. Workers would not be able to work, or at least not as
productively without being fed, having clean clothes, and having a clean bed to sleep in. Viewed through this lens,
women's unpaid activities in the home are indispensable to the functioning of a market economy. In addition,
raising children contributes directly to the future labor force. Thus, what may at first glance appear to be private
and removed from the world of market work is actually intimately and inextricably connected to it. Feminist
scholars who developed this idea of reproductive labor emphasized a woman's unpaid domestic labor not just as a

benefit to her family, but as central to the continued existence of society.
(1/72)
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One of the major obstacles to reframing reproductive labor as work has been the notion that what women
do in the home for their own families is part of their natural role. Activities strongly associated with the feminine
sphere of domesticity are "not seen as learned, skilled, required, but only the expression of the character or style of
women in general." Unpaid domestic labor not only goes unremunerated, but also is detached from the associations
of skill, moral worth, and dignity that accompany the designation of an activity as work.Part of the project of
feminist analysis of reproductive labor has been to name the intimate labor of the home as work, thereby making it

more visible and socially recognized.

11 FHEO, @ZFRL2S W,
M2 R (a) THEE SN D X9 2edetknd, T don’t work” & 25 2 2 DIX WD, ARILONFIZAI LTI Lz S\,

Used with permission of Rutgers University Press, from Making care count : a century of gender, race, and paid care work,
by Mignon Duffy, 2011; permission conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc.
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The most obvious reason to pay attention to care workers is that meeting the most basic needs of our
society relies on their labor. And this labor force is riddled with problems: child-care workers earn among the lowest
wages in the country; registered nurses are under increasing pressure in an environment of understaffing and
expanding demands; housekeepers and nannies who are undocumented immigrants have little guarantee of fair
treatment; and an exponentially growing number of health-care support workers like hospital orderlies and
home-care aides work for low wages under difficult conditions. These kinds of problems are certainly not unique to
the care sector, but in these cases there are immediate human consequences not only for the workers and their
families but also for those in their care. The wages and working conditions of care workers are directly linked to the
quality and availability of care. Occupations that offer little opportunity for advancement, low wages, and difficult

working conditions cannot consistently attract enough talented individuals to fill them. And (Dwe cannot expect

the best care possible from workers worn down by the pressures of understaffing, by having to hold down multiple
jobs, or by both. Understanding the paid care sector is critical to moving toward solutions to the current crisis in
care in the United States.

The second reason to study the paid care sector is that its division of labor is crucial territory for analyzing
of labor that assigns care of home and famlly to women to be one of the linchpins of systematic gender inequality
across U.S. society. The basic argument is that women's responsibility for unpaid work in the home disadvantages
them in the labor market, both through periodic or long-term absences and through the burden of the second shift
that wage-earning women still bear in the home. These labor-market disadvantages contribute to women's earning
less than men as well as to the glass ceiling that makes it more challenging for women to advance to the highest
levels of power in the workplace. In turn, this inequality at the macro level maintains material constraints and
ideological norms that uphold the gendered division of labor in the home. That is, women with less access to
economic resources and less societal power have less leverage in individual relationships with men. @This
dynamic is aggravated by the fact that many of the jobs in which women have been concentrated have been seen as
paid versions of the jobs they do at home—taking care of children, watching over the sick, and cleaning people's

houses and hospital rooms. The often low wage levels in these occupations make women even more economically

vulnerable.
But as Evelyn Nakano Glenn has pointed out, feminist analysis has largely ignored racial-ethnic, class,

and citizenship differences among women, and most theoretical treatments of racial-ethnic inequality focus on the
(1/2)
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paid labor market and pay scant attention to gender. Nakano Glenn argues that analysis of the racial division of
care work is "key to the distinct exploitation of women of color ... and essential to the development of an integrated

model of race and gender. " The distribution of care work, paid and unpaid, has both shaped and been shaped by the

inequalities requires an understanding of their relationship to care work.

M1 TR O, @&FFRLARS W,
RI2 iz 2 fFTd % MARER O intersection &1, T2 TIEED X S RIREEZIEL T\ D 7y, 77 U —27 ORICAD
LT La &y,

Used with permission of Rutgers University Press, from Making care count : a century of gender, race, and paid care work,
by Mignon Duffy, 2011; permission conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc.
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The most obvious reason to pay attention to care workers is that meeting the most basic needs of our
society relies on their labor. And this labor force is riddled with problems: child-care workers earn among the lowest
wages in the country; registered nurses are under increasing pressure in an environment of understaffing and
expanding demands; housekeepers and nannies who are undocumented immigrants have little guarantee of fair
treatment; and an exponentially growing number of health-care support workers like hospital orderlies and
home-care aides work for low wages under difficult conditions. These kinds of problems are certainly not unique to
the care sector, but in these cases there are immediate human consequences not only for the workers and their
families but also for those in their care. The wages and working conditions of care workers are directly linked to the
quality and availability of care. Occupations that offer little opportunity for advancement, low wages, and difficult

working conditions cannot consistently attract enough talented individuals to fill them. And Dwe cannot expect

the best care possible from workers worn down by the pressures of understaffing, by having to hold down multiple
jobs, or by both. Understanding the paid care sector is critical to moving toward solutions to the current crisis in

care in the United States.

The second reason to study the paid care sector is that its division of labor is crucial territory for analyzing
the intersections of gender, racial-ethnic, and class inequalities. Feminists have understood the gendered division
of labor that assigns care of home and family to women to be one of the linchpins of systematic gender inequality
across U.S. society. The basic argument is that women's responsibility for unpaid work in the home disadvantages
them in the labor market, both through periodic or long-term absences and through the burden of the second shift

that wage-earning women still bear in the home. @These labor-market disadvantages contribute to women's

earning less than men as well as to the glass ceiling that makes it more challenging for women to advance to the

highest levels of power in the workplace. In turn, this inequality at the macro level maintains material constraints

and ideological norms that uphold the gendered division of labor in the home. That is, women with less access to
economic resources and less societal power have less leverage in individual relationships with men. @This
dynamic is aggravated by the fact that many of the jobs in which women have been concentrated have been seen as
paid versions of the jobs they do at home—taking care of children, watching over the sick, and cleaning people's

houses and hospital rooms. The often low wage levels in these occupations make women even more economically

vulnerable.
But as Evelyn Nakano Glenn has pointed out, feminist analysis has largely ignored racial-ethnic, class,

and citizenship differences among women, and most theoretical treatments of racial-ethnic inequality focus on the
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paid labor market and pay scant attention to gender. Nakano Glenn argues that analysis of the racial division of
care work is "key to the distinct exploitation of women of color ... and essential to the development of an integrated
model of race and gender. " The distribution of care work, paid and unpaid, has both shaped and been shaped by the
history of gender, racial-ethnic, and class divisions in the United States. To analyze the intersection of these

inequalities requires an understanding of their relationship to care work.
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