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Abstract (summary)
According to the feminist theories of the 1960s and 1970s housework was supposed to be the great equalizer of women, but the more radical idea that
housework was not only a relationship between a woman and a dust bunny but between a husband and a wife soon emerged. Today, housework is
increasingly left to paid cleaning professionals who are often paid little and treated as second-class citizens.

Full text
Headnote
The politics of other women's work
In line with growing class polarization, the classic posture of submission is making a stealthy comeback. "We scrub your floors the old-fashioned way,"
boasts the brochure from Merry Maids, the largest of the residential-cleaning services that have sprung up in the last two decades, "on our hands and
knees." This is not a posture that independent "cleaning ladies" willingly assume-preferring, like most people who clean their own homes, the sponge mop
wielded from a standing position. In her comprehensive 1999 guide to homemaking, Home Comforts, Cheryl Mendelson warns: "Never ask hired
housecleaners to clean your floors on their hands and knees; the request is likely to be regarded as degrading." But in a society in which 40 percent of the
wealth is owned by 1 percent of households while the bottom 20 percent reports negative assets, the degradation of others is readily purchased. Kneepads
entered American political discourse as a tool of the sexually subservient, but employees of Merry Maids, The Maids International, and other corporate
cleaning services spend hours every day on these kinky devices, wiping up the drippings of the affluent.
I spent three weeks in September 1999 as an employee of The Maids International in Portland, Maine, cleaning, along with my fellow team members,
approximately sixty houses containing a total of about 250 scrubbable floors-bathrooms, kitchens, and entryways requiring the hands-and-knees treatment.
It's a different world down there below knee level, one that few adults voluntarily enter. Here you find elaborate dust structures held together by a
scaffolding of dog hair; dried bits of pasta glued to the floor by their sauce; the congealed remains of gravies, jellies, contraceptive creams, vomit, and
urine. Sometimes, too, you encounter some fragment of a human being: a child's legs, stamping by in disgust because the maids are still present when he
gets home from school; more commonly, the Joan & David-lad feet and electrolyzed calves of the female homeowner. Look up and you may find this person
staring at you, arms folded, in anticipation of an overlooked stain. In rare instances she may try to help in some vague, symbolic way, by moving the
cockatoo's cage, for example, or apologizing for the leaves shed by a miniature indoor tree. Mostly, though, she will not see you at all and may even sit
down with her mail at a table in the very room you are cleaning,
where she would remain completely unaware of your existence unless you were to crawl under that table and start gnawing away at her ankles.
Housework, as you may recall from the feminist theories of the Sixties and Seventies, was supposed to be the great equalizer of women. Whatever else
women did-jobs, school, child care-we also did housework, and if there were some women who hired others to do it for them, they seemed too privileged
and rare to include in the theoretical calculus. All women were workers, and the home was their workplace-unpaid and unsupervised, to be sure, but a
workplace no less than the offices and factories men repaired to every morning. If men thought of the home as a site of leisure and recreation-a "haven in a
heartless world"-this was to ignore the invisible female proletariat that kept it cozy and humming. We were on the march now, or so we imagined, united
against a society that devalued our labor even as it waxed mawkish over "the family" and "the home." Shoulder to shoulder and arm in arm, women were
finally getting up off the floor.
In the most eye-catching elaboration of the home-as-workplace theme, Marxist feminists Maria Rosa Dallacosta and Selma James proposed in 1972 that the
home was in fact an economically productive and significant workplace, an extension of the actual factory, since housework served to "reproduce the labor
power" of others, particularly men. The male worker would hardly be in shape to punch in for his shift, after all, if some woman had not fed him, laundered
his clothes, and cared for the children who were his contribution to the next generation of workers. If the home was a quasiindustrial workplace staffed by
women for the ultimate benefit of the capitalists, then it followed that "wages for housework" was the obvious demand.
But when most American feminists, Marxist or otherwise, asked the Marxist question cui bono? they tended to come up with a far simpler answermen. If
women were the domestic proletariat, then men made up the class of domestic exploiters, free to lounge while their mates scrubbed. In consciousnessraising groups, we railed against husbands and boyfriends who refused to pick up after themselves, who were unaware of housework at all, unless of course
it hadn't been done. The "dropped socks," left by a man for a woman to gather up and launder, joined lipstick and spike heels as emblems of gender
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oppression. And if, somewhere, a man had actually dropped a sock in the calm expectation that his wife would retrieve it, it was a sock heard round the
world. Wherever second-wave feminism took root, battles broke out between lovers and spouses over sticky countertops, piled-up laundry, and whose turn
it was to do the dishes.
The radical new idea was that housework was not only a relationship between a woman and a dust bunny or an unmade bed; it also defined a relationship
between human beings, typically husbands and wives. This represented a marked departure from the more conservative Betty Friedan, who, in The
Feminine Mystique, had never thought to enter the male sex into the equation, as either part of the housework problem or part of an eventual solution. She
raged against a society that consigned its educated women to what she saw as essentially janitorial chores, beneath "the abilities of a woman of average or
normal human intelligence," and, according to unidentified studies she cited, "peculiarly suited to the capacities of feeble-minded girls." But men are
virtually exempt from housework in The Feminine Mystique-why drag them down too? At one point she even disparages a "Mrs. G.," who "somehow couldn't
get her housework done before her husband came home at night and was so tired then that he had to do it." Educated women would just have to become
more efficient so that housework could no longer "expand to fill the time available."
Or they could hire other women to do it-an option approved by Friedan in The Feminine Mystique as well as by the National Organization for Women, which
she had helped launch. At the 1973 congressional hearings on whether to extend the Fair Labor Standards Act to household workers, NOW testified on the
affirmative side, arguing that improved wages and working conditions would attract more women to the field, and offering the seemingly self contradictory
prediction that "the demand for household help inside the home will continue to increase as more women seek occupations outside the home." One NOW
member added, on a personal note: "Like many young women today, I am in school in order to develop a rewarding career for myself. I also have a home
to run and can fully conceive of the need for household help as my free time at home becomes more and more restricted. Women know [that] housework is
dirty, tedious work, and they are willing to pay to have it done...:' On the aspirations of the women paid to do it, assuming that at least some of them were
bright enough to entertain a few, neither Friedan nor these members of NOW had, at the time, a word to say.
So the insight that distinguished the more radical, post-Friedan cohort of feminists was that when we talk about housework, we are really talking, yet again,
about power. Housework was not degrading because it was manual labor, as Friedan thought, but because it was embedded in degrading relationships and
inevitably served to reinforce them. To make a mess that another person will have to deal with-the dropped socks, the toothpaste sprayed on the bathroom
mirror, the dirty dishes left from a late-night snack-is to exert domination in one of its more silent and intimate forms. One person's arrogance-or
indifference, or hurry-becomes another person's occasion for toil. And when the person who is cleaned up after is consistently male, while the person who
cleans up is consistently female, you have a formula for reproducing male domination from one generation to the next.
Hence the feminist perception of housework as one more way by which men exploit women or, more neutrally stated, as "a symbolic enactment of gender
relations." An early German women's liberation cartoon depicted a woman scrubbing on her hands and knees while her husband, apparently excited by this
pose, approaches from behind, unzipping his fly. Hence, too, the second-wave feminists' revulsion at the hiring of maids, especially when they were women
of color: At a feminist conference I attended in 1980, poet Audre Lorde chose to insult the alltoo-white audience by accusing them of being present only
because they had black housekeepers to look after their children at home. She had the wrong crowd; most of the assembled radical feminists would no
sooner have employed a black maid than they would have attached Confederate flag stickers to the rear windows of their cars. But accusations like hers,
repeated in countless conferences and meetings, reinforced our rejection of the servant option. There already were at least two able-bodied adults in the
average home-a man and a woman-and the hope was that, after a few initial skirmishes, they would learn to share the housework graciously.
A couple of decades later, however, the average household still falls far short of that goal. True, women do less housework than they did before the feminist
revolution and the rise of the two-income family: down from an average of 30 hours per week in 1965 to 17.5 hours in 1995, according to a July 1999 study
by the University of Maryland. Some of that decline reflects a relaxation of standards rather than a redistribution of chores; women still do two thirds of
whatever housework-including bill paying, pet care, tidy ing, and lawn care-gets done. The inequity is sharpest for the most despised of household chores,
cleaning: in the thirty years between 1965 and 1995, men increased the time they spent scrubbing, vacuuming, and sweeping by 240 percentall the way up
to 1.7 hours per week-while women decreased their cleaning time by only 7 percent, to 6.7 hours per week. The averages conceal a variety of
arrangements, of course, from minutely negotiated sharing to the most cliched division of labor, as described by one woman to the Washington Post: "I
take care of the inside, he takes care of the outside." But perhaps the most disturbing finding is that almost the entire increase in male participation took
place between the 1970s and the mid-1980s. Fifteen years after the apparent cessation of hostilities, it is probably not to soon to announce the score: in
the "chore wars" of the Seventies and Eighties, women gained a little ground, but overall, and after a few strategic concessions, men won.
Enter then, the cleaning lady as dea ex machina, restoring tranquillity as well as order to the home. Marriage counselors
recommend her as an alternative to squabbling, as do many within the cleaning industry itself. A Chicago cleaning woman
quotes one of her clients as saying that if she gives up the service, "my husband and I will be divorced in six months." When
the trend toward hiring out was just beginning to take off, in 1988, the owner of a Merry Maids franchise in Arlington,
Massachusetts, told the Christian Science Monitor, "I kid some women. I say, `We even save marriages. In this new eighties
period you expect more from the male partner, but very often you don't get the cooperation you would like to have. The
alternative is to pay somebody to come in...."' Another Merry Maids franchise owner has learned to capitalize more directly
on housework-related spats; he closes between 30 and 35 percent of his sales by making follow-up calls Saturday mornings,
which is "prime time for arguing over the fact that the house is a mess." The micro-defeat of feminism in the household
opened a new door for women, only this time it was the servants' entrance.
In 1999, somewhere between 14 and 18 percent of households employed an outsider to do the cleaning, and the numbers have been rising dramatically.
Mediamark Research reports a 53 percent increase, between 1995 and 1999, in the number of households using a hired cleaner or service once a month or
more, and Maritz Marketing finds that 30 percent of the people who hired help in 1999 did so for the first time that year. Among my middle-class,
professional women friends and acquaintances, including some who made important contributions to the early feminist analysis of housework, the
employment of a maid is now nearly universal. This sudden emergence of a servant class is consistent with what some economists have called the
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"Brazilianization" of the American economy: We are dividing along the lines of traditional Latin American societies-into a tiny overclass and a huge
underclass, with the latter available to perform intimate household services for the former. Or, to put it another way, the home, or at least the affluent
home, is finally becoming what radical feminists in the Seventies only imagined it was-a true "workplace" for women and a tiny, though increasingly visible,
part of the capitalist economy. And the question is: As the home becomes a workplace for someone else, is it still a place where you would want to live?
Strangely, or perhaps not so strangely at all, no one talks about the "politics of housework" anymore. The demand for "wages for housework" has sunk to
the status of a curio, along with the consciousness-raising groups in which women once rallied support in their struggles with messy men. In the academy,
according to the feminist sociologists I interviewed, housework has lost much of its former cachet-in part, I suspect, because fewer sociologists actually do
it. Most Americans, over 80 percent, still clean their homes, but the minority who do not include a sizable fraction of the nation's opinion-makers and
culture-producers-professors, writers, editors, politicians, talking heads, and celebrities of all sorts. In their homes, the politics of housework is becoming a
politics not only of gender but of race and class-and these are subjects that the opinion-making elite, if not most Americans, generally prefer to avoid.
Even the number of paid houseworkers is hard to pin down. The Census Bureau reports that there were 549,000 domestic
workers in 1998, up 9 percent since 1996, but this may be a considerable underestimate, since so much of the servant
economy is still underground. In 1995, two years after Zoe Baird lost her chance to be attorney general for paying her
undocumented nanny off the books, the Los Angeles Times reported that fewer than 10 percent of those Americans who paid
a housecleaner reported those payments to the IRS. Sociologist Mary Romero, one of the few academics who retain an
active interest in housework and the women who do it for pay, offers an example of how severe the undercounting can be:
the 1980 Census found only 1,063 "private household workers" in El Paso, Texas, though the city estimated their numbers
at 13,400 and local bus drivers estimated that half of the 28,300 daily bus trips were taken by maids going to and from
work. The honesty of employers has increased since the Baird scandal, but most experts believe that household workers
remain, in large part, uncounted and invisible to the larger economy.
One thing you can say with certainty about the population of household workers is that they are disproportionately women of color: "lower" kinds of people
for a "lower" kind of work. Of the "private household cleaners and servants" it managed to locate in 1998, the Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that 36.8
percent were Hispanic, 15.8 percent black, and 2.7 percent "other." Certainly the association between housecleaning and minority status is well established
in the psyches of the white employing class. When my daughter, Rosa, was introduced to the wealthy father of a Harvard classmate, he ventured that she
must have been named for a favorite maid. And Audre Lorde can perhaps be forgiven for her intemperate accusation at the feminist conference mentioned
above when we consider an experience she had in 1967: "I wheel my two-year-old daughter in a shopping cart through a supermarket . . . and a little white
girl riding past in her mother's cart calls out excitedly, `Oh look, Mommy, a baby maid."' But the composition of the household workforce is hardly fixed and
has changed with the life chances of the different ethnic groups. In the late nineteenth century, Irish and German immigrants served the northern upper
and middle classes, then left for the factories as soon as they could. Black women replaced them, accounting for 60 percent of all domestics in the 1940s,
and dominated the field until other occupations began to open up to them. Similarly, West Coast maids were disproportionately Japanese American until
that group, too, found more congenial options. Today, the color of the hand that pushes the sponge varies from region to region: Chicanas in the
Southwest, Caribbeans in New York, native Hawaiians in Hawaii, whites, many of recent rural extraction, in Maine.
The great majority-though again, no one knows exact numbers-of paid housekeepers are freelancers, or "independents," who find their clients through
agencies or networks of already employed friends and relatives. To my acquaintances in the employing class, the freelance housekeeper seems to be a
fairly privileged and prosperous type of worker, a veritable aristocrat of laborsometimes paid $15 an hour or more and usually said to be viewed as a friend
or even treated as "one of the family." But the shifting ethnic composition of the workforce tells another story: this is a kind of work that many have been
trapped in-by racism, imperfect English skills, immigration status, or lack of education-but few have happily chosen. Interviews with independent maids
collected by Romero and by sociologist Judith Rollins, who herself worked as a maid in the Boston area in the early Eighties, confirm that the work is
undesirable to those who perform it. Even when the pay is deemed acceptable, the hours may be long and unpredictable; there are usually no health
benefits, no job security, and, if the employer has failed to pay Social Security taxes (in some cases because the maid herself prefers to be paid off the
books), no retirement benefits. And the pay is often far from acceptable. The BLS found full-time "private household cleaners and servants" earning a
median annual income of $12,220 in 1998, which is $1,092 below the poverty level for a family of three. Recall that in 1993 Zoe Baird paid her
undocumented household workers about $5 an hour out of her earnings of $507,000 a year.
At the most lurid extreme there is slavery. A few cases of forced labor pop up in the press every year, most recently-in some nightmare version of
globalization-of undocumented women held in servitude by high-ranking staff members of the United Nations, the World Bank, and the International
Monetary Fund. Consider the suit brought by Elizabeth Senghor, a Senegalese woman who alleged that she was forced to work fourteen-hour days for her
employers in Manhattan, without any regular pay, and was given no accommodations beyond a pull-out bed in her employers' living room. Hers is not a
particularly startling instance of domestic slavery; no beatings or sexual assaults were charged, and Ms. Senghor was apparently fed. What gives this case a
certain rueful poignancy is that her employer, former U.N. employee Marie Angelique Savane, is one of Senegal's leading women's rights advocates and had
told The Christian Science Monitor in 1986 about her efforts to get the Senegalese to "realize that being a woman can mean other things than simply having
children, taking care of the house."
Mostly, though, independent maids-and sometimes the women who employ them--complain about the peculiar intimacy of the employer-employee
relationship. Domestic service is an occupation that predates the refreshing impersonality of capitalism by several thousand years, conditions of work being
still largely defined by the idiosyncrasies of the employers. Some of them seek friendship and even what their maids describe as "therapy," though they are
usually quick to redraw the lines once the maid is perceived as overstepping. Others demand deference bordering on servility, while a growing fraction of
the nouveau riche is simply out of control. In August 1999, the New York Times reported on the growing problem of dinner parties being disrupted by
hostesses screaming at their help. To the verbal abuse add published
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reports of sexual and physical assaults-a young teenage boy, for example, kicking a live-in nanny for refusing to make sandwiches for him and his friends
after school.
But for better or worse, capitalist rationality is finally making some headway into this weird preindustrial backwater. Corporate cleaning services now control
25 to 30 percent of the $1.4 billion housecleaning business, and perhaps their greatest innovation has been to abolish the mistress-maid relationship, with
all its quirks and dependencies. The customer hires the service, not the maid, who has been replaced anyway by a team of two to four uniformed people,
only one of whom-the team leader-is usually authorized to speak to the customer about the work at hand. The maids' wages, their Social Security taxes,
their green cards, backaches, and child-care problems-all these are the sole concern of the company, meaning the local franchise owner. If there are
complaints on either side, they are addressed to the franchise owner; the customer and the actual workers need never interact. Since the franchise owner is
usually a middle-class white person, cleaning services are the ideal solution for anyone still sensitive enough to find the traditional employer-maid
relationship morally vexing.
In a 1997 article about Merry Maids, Franchise Times reported tersely that the "category is booming, [the] niche is hot, too, as Americans look to outsource
work even at home." Not all cleaning services do well, and there is a high rate of failure among informal, mom-and-pop services. The "boom" is
concentrated among the national and international chains-outfits like Merry Maids, Molly Maids, Mini Maids, Maid Brigade, and The Maids International-all
named, curiously enough, to highlight the more antique aspects of the industry, though the "maid" may occasionally be male. Merry Maids claimed to be
growing at 15 to 20 percent a year in 1996, and spokesmen for both Molly Maids and The Maids International told me that their firms' sales are growing by
25 percent a year; local franchisers are equally bullish. Dan Libby, my boss at The Maids, confided to me that he could double his business overnight if only
he could find enough reliable employees. To this end, The Maids offers a week's paid vacation, health insurance after ninety days, and a free breakfast
every morning consisting-at least where I workedof coffee, doughnuts, bagels, and bananas. Some franchises have dealt with the tight labor market by
participating in welfare-to-work projects that not only funnel employees to them but often subsidize their paychecks with public money, at least for the first
few months of work (which doesn't mean the newly minted maid earns more, only that the company has to pay her less). The Merry Maids franchise in the
city where I worked is conveniently located a block away from the city's welfare office.
Among the women I worked with at The Maids, only one said she had previously worked as an independent, and she professed to be pleased with her new
status as a cleaning-service employee. She no longer needed a car to get her from house to house and could take a day off-unpaid of course-to stay home
with a sick child without risking the loss of a customer. I myself could see the advantage of not having to deal directly with the customers, who were
sometimes at home while we worked and eager to make use of their supervisory skills: criticisms of our methods, and demands that we perform
unscheduled tasks, could simply be referred to the franchise owner.
But there are inevitable losses for the workers as any industry moves from the entrepreneurial to the industrial phase, probably most strikingly, in this case,
in the matter of pay. At Merry Maids, I was promised $200 for a forty-hour week, the manager hastening to add that "you can't calculate it in dollars per
hour" since the forty hours include all the time spent traveling from house to house-up to five houses a day-which is unpaid. The Maids International, with
its straightforward starting rate of $6.63 an hour, seemed preferable, though this rate was conditional on perfect attendance. Miss one day and your wage
dropped to $6 an hour for two weeks, a rule that weighed particularly heavily on those who had young children. In addition, I soon learned that
management had ways of shaving off nearly an hour's worth of wages a day. We were told to arrive at 7:30 in the morning, but our billable hours began
only after we had been teamed up, given our list of houses for the day, and packed off in the company car at about 8:00 A.M. At the end of the day, we
were no longer paid from the moment we left the car, though as much as fifteen minutes of work-refilling cleaning-fluid bottles, etc.-remained to be done.
So for a standard nine-hour day, the actual pay amounted to about $6.10 an hour, unless you were still being punished for an absence, in which case it
came out to $5.50 an hour.
Nor are cleaning-service employees likely to receive any of the perks or tips familiar to independents-free lunches and coffee, cast-off clothing, or a
Christmas gift of cash. When I asked, only one of my coworkers could recall ever receiving a tip, and that was a voucher for a free meal at a downtown
restaurant owned by a customer. The customers of cleaning services are probably no stingier than the employers of independents; they just don't know
their cleaning people and probably wouldn't even recognize them on the street. Plus, customers probably assume that the fee they pay the service-$25 per
person-hour in the case of The Maids franchise I worked for-goes largely to the workers who do the actual cleaning.
But the most interesting feature of the cleaning-service chains, at least from an abstract, historical
perspective, is that they are finally transforming the home into a fully capitalist-style workplace, and in
ways that the old wagesfor-housework advocates could never have imagined. A house is an innately
difficult workplace to control, especially a house with ten or more rooms like so many of those we
cleaned; workers may remain out of one another's sight for as much as an hour at a time. For
independents, the ungovernable nature of the home-as-workplace means a certain amount of autonomy.
They can take breaks (though this is probably ill-advised if the homeowner is on the premises); they can
ease the monotony by listening to the radio or TV while they work. But cleaning services lay down rules
meant to enforce a factorylike-or even conventlike-discipline on their far-flung employees. At The Maids,
there were no breaks except for a daily ten-minute stop at a convenience store for coffee or "lunch"meaning something like a slice of pizza. Otherwise, the time spent driving between houses was
considered our "break" and the only chance to eat, drink, or (although this was also officially forbidden)
smoke a cigarette. When the houses were spaced well apart, I could eat my sandwich in one sitting;
otherwise it would have to be divided into as many as three separate, hasty snacks.
Within a customer's house, nothing was to touch our lips at all, not even water-a rule that, on hot days, I sometimes broke by drinking from a bathroom
faucet. TVs and radios were off-limits, and we were never, ever, to curse out loud, even in an ostensibly deserted house. There might be a homeowner
secreted in some locked room, we were told, ear pressed to the door, or, more likely, a tape recorder or video camera running. At the time, I dismissed this
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as a scare story, but I have since come across ads for devices like the Tech-7 "incredible coin-sized camera" designed to "get a visual record of your
babysitter's actions" and "watch employees to prevent theft." It was the threat or rumor of hidden recording devices that provided the final capitalistindustrial touch-supervision.
What makes the work most factorylike, though, is the intense Taylorization imposed by the companies. An independent, or a person cleaning his or her own
home, chooses where she will start and, within each room, probably tackles the most egregious dirt first. Or she may plan her work more or less
ergonomically, first doing whatever can be done from a standing position and then squatting or crouching to reach the lower levels. But with the special
"systems" devised by the cleaning services and imparted to employees via training videos, there are no such decisions to make. In The Maids"healthy
touch" system, which is similar to what I saw of the Merry Maids' system on the training tape I was shown during my interview, all cleaning is divided into
four task areas--dusting, vacuuming, kitchens, and bathrooms-which are in turn divided among the team members. For each task area other than
vacuuming, there is a bucket containing rags and the appropriate cleaning fluids, so the biggest decision an employee has to make is which fluid and
scrubbing instrument to deploy on which kind of surface; almost everything else has been choreographed in advance. When vacuuming, you begin with the
master bedroom; when dusting, with the first room off of the kitchen; then you move through the rooms going left to right. When entering each room, you
proceed from left to right and top to bottom, and the same with each surface-top to bottom, left to right. Deviations are subject to rebuke, as I discovered
when a team leader caught me moving my arm from right to left, then left to right, while wiping Windex over a French door. It's not easy for anyone with
extensive cleaning experience-and I include
myself in this category-to accept this loss of autonomy. But I came to love the system: First, because
if you hadn't always been traveling rigorously from left to right it would have been easy to lose your
way in some of the larger houses and omit or redo a room. Second, some of the houses were already
clean when we started, at least by any normal standards, thanks probably to a housekeeper who kept
things up between our visits; but the absence of visible dirt did not mean there was less work to do,
for no surface could ever be neglected, so it was important to have "the system" to remind you of
where you had been and what you had already "cleaned." No doubt the biggest advantage of the
system, though, is that it helps you achieve the speed demanded by the company, which allots only
so many minutes per house. After a week or two on the job, I found myself moving robotlike from
surface to surface, grateful to have been relieved of the thinking process.
The irony, which I was often exhausted enough to derive a certain malicious satisfaction from, is that
"the system" is not very sanitary. When I saw the training videos on "Kitchens" and "Bathrooms," I
was at first baffled, and it took me several minutes to realize why: There is no water, or almost no
water, involved. I had been taught to clean by my mother, a compulsive housekeeper who employed water so hot you needed rubber gloves to get into it
and in such Niagaraike quantities that most microbes were probably crushed by the force of it before the soap suds had a chance to rupture their cell walls.
But germs are never mentioned in the videos provided by The Maids. Our antagonists existed entirely in the visible world-soap scum, dust, counter crud,
dog hair, stains, and smears-and were attacked by damp rag or, in hardcore cases, by a scouring pad. We scrubbed only to remove impurities that might be
detectable to a customer by hand or by eye; otherwise our only job was to wipe. Nothing was ever said, in the videos or in person, about the possibility of
transporting bacteria, by rag or by hand, from bathroom to kitchen or even from one house to the next. Instead, it is the "cosmetic touches" that the videos
emphasize and to which my trainer continually directed my eye. Fluff out all throw pillows and arrange them symmetrically. Brighten up stainless steel sinks
with baby oil. Leave all spice jars, shampoos, etc., with their labels facing outward. Comb out the fringes of Persian carpets with a pick. Use the vacuum to
create a special, fernlike pattern in the carpets. The loose ends of toilet paper and paper towel rolls have to be given a special fold. Finally, the house is
sprayed with the service's signature air freshener-a cloying floral scent in our case, "baby fresh" in the case of the Mini Maids.
When I described the "methods" employed to housecleaning expert Cheryl Mendelson, she was incredulous. A rag moistened with disinfectant will not get a
countertop clean, she told me, because most disinfectants are inactivated by contact with organic matter-i.e., dirt-so their effectiveness declines with each
swipe of the rag. What you need is a detergent and hot water, followed by a rinse. As for floors, she judged the amount of water we used--one half of a
small bucket-to be grossly inadequate, and, in fact, the water I wiped around on floors was often an unsavory gray. I also ran The Maids' cleaning methods
by Don Aslett, author of numerous books on cleaning techniques and self styled "number one cleaner in America." He was hesitant to criticize The Maids
directly, perhaps because he is, or told me he is, a frequent speaker at conventions of cleaning-service franchise holders, but he did tell me how he would
clean a countertop: first, spray it thoroughly with an all-purpose cleaner, then let it sit for three to four minutes of "kill time," and finally wipe it dry with a
clean cloth. Merely wiping the surface with a damp cloth, he said, just spreads the dirt around. But the point at The Maids, apparently, is not to clean so
much as it is to create the appearance of having been cleaned, not to sanitize but to create a kind of stage setting for family life. And the stage setting
Americans seem to prefer is sterile only in the metaphorical sense, like a motel room or the fake interiors in which soap operas and sitcoms take place.
But even ritual work takes its toll on those assigned to perform it. Turnover is dizzyingly high in the cleaning-service industry, and not only because of the
usual challenges that confront the working poor-child-care problems, unreliable transportation, evictions, and prior health problems. As my longwinded
interviewer at Merry Maids warned me, and my coworkers at The Maids confirmed, this is a physically punishing occupation, something to tide you over for
a few months, not year after year. The hands-and-knees posture damages knees, with or without pads; vacuuming strains the back; constant wiping and
scrubbing invite repetitive stress injuries even in the very young. In my three weeks as a maid, I suffered nothing more than a persistent muscle spasm in
the right forearm, but the damage would have been far worse if I'd had to go home every day to my own housework and children, as most of my coworkers
did, instead of returning to my motel and indulging in a daily after-work regimen of ice packs and stretches. Chores that seem effortless at home, even
almost recreational when undertaken at will for twenty minutes or so at a time, quickly turn nasty when performed hour after hour, with few or no breaks
and under relentless time pressure.
So far, the independent, entrepreneurial housecleaner is holding her own, but there are reasons to think that corporate cleaning services will eventually
dominate the industry. New users often prefer the impersonal, standardized service offered by the chains, and, in a fast-growing industry, new users make
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up a sizable chunk of the total clientele. Government regulation also favors the corporate chains, whose spokesmen speak gratefully of the "Zoe Baird
effect," referring to customers' worries about being caught paying an independent off the books. But the future of housecleaning may depend on the entry
of even bigger players into the industry. Merry Maids, the largest of the chains, has the advantage of being a unit within the $6.4 billion ServiceMaster
conglomerate, which includes such related businesses as TruGreen-ChemLawn, Terminix, Rescue Rooter, and Furniture Medic. Swisher International, best
known as an industrial toilet-cleaning service, operates Swisher Maids in Georgia and North Carolina, and Sears may be feeling its way into the business. If
large multinational firms establish a foothold in the industry, mobile professionals will be able to find the same branded and standardized product wherever
they relocate. For the actual workers, the change will, in all
likelihood, mean a more standardized and speeded-up approach to the work-less freedom of motion and fewer chances to pause.
The trend toward outsourcing the work of the home seems, at the moment, unstoppable. Two hundred years ago women often manufactured soap, candles,
cloth, and clothing in their own homes, and the complaints of some women at the turn of the twentieth century that they had been "robbed by the removal
of creative work" from the home sound pointlessly reactionary today. Not only have the skilled crafts, like sewing and cooking from scratch, left the home
but many of the "white collar" tasks are on their way out, too. For a fee, new firms such as the San Francisco-based Les Concierges and Cross It Off Your
List in Manhattan will pick up dry cleaning, baby-sit pets, buy groceries, deliver dinner, even do the Christmas shopping. With other firms and individuals
offering to buy your clothes, organize your financial files, straighten out your closets, and wait around in your home for the plumber to show up, why would
anyone want to hold on to the toilet cleaning?
Absent a major souring of the economy, there is every reason to think that Americans will become increasingly reliant on paid housekeepers and that this
reliance will extend ever further down into the middle class. For one thing, the "time bind" on working parents shows no sign of loosening; people are
willing to work longer hours at the office to pay for the people-housecleaners and baby-sitters-who are filling in for them at home. Children, once a handy
source of household help, are now off at soccer practice or SAT prep classes; grandmother has relocated to a warmer climate or taken up a second career.
Furthermore, despite the fact that people spend less time at home than ever, the square footage of new homes swelled by 33 percent between 1975 and
1998, to include "family rooms," home entertainment rooms, home of feces, bedrooms, and often bathrooms for each family member. By the third quarter
of 1999, 17 percent of new homes were larger than 3,000 square feet, which is usually considered the size threshold for household help, or the point at
which a house becomes unmanageable to the people who live in it.
One more trend impels people to hire outside help, according to cleaning experts such as Aslett and Mendelson: fewer Americans know how to clean or
even to "straighten up." I hear this from professional women defending their decision to hire a maid: "I'm just not very good at it myself ' or "I wouldn't
really know where to begin." Since most of us learn to clean from our parents (usually our mothers), any diminution of cleaning skills is transmitted from
one generation to another, like a gene that can, in the appropriate environment, turn out to be disabling or lethal. Upper-middle-class children raised in the
servant economy of the Nineties are bound to grow up as domestically incompetent as their parents and no less dependent on people to clean up after
them. Mendelson sees this as a metaphysical loss, a "matter of no longer being physically centered in your environment." Having cleaned the rooms of
many overly privileged teenagers in my stint with The Maids, I think the problem is a little more urgent than that. The American overclass is raising a
generation of young people who will, without constant assistance, suffocate in their own detritus.
If there are moral losses, too, as Americans increasingly rely on paid household help, no one has been tactless enough to raise them. Almost everything we
buy, after all, is the product of some other person's suffering and miserably underpaid labor. I clean my own house (though-full disclosure-I recently hired
someone else to ready it for a short-term tenant), but I can hardly claim purity in any other area of consumption. I buy my jeans at The Gap, which is
reputed to subcontract to sweatshops. I tend to favor decorative objects no doubt ripped off, by their purveyors, from scantily paid Third World
craftspersons. Like everyone else, I eat salad greens just picked by migrant farm workers, some of them possibly children. And so on. We can try to
minimize the pain that goes into feeding, clothing, and otherwise provisioning ourselves-by observing boycotts, checking for a union label, etc.-but there is
no way to avoid it altogether without living in the wilderness on berries. Why should housework, among all the goods and services we consume, arouse any
special angst?
And it does, as I have found in conversations with liberal-minded employers of maids, perhaps because we all sense that there are ways in which
housework is different from other products and services. First, in its inevitable proximity to the activities that compose "private" life. The home that
becomes a workplace for other people remains a home, even when that workplace has been minutely regulated by the corporate cleaning chains. Someone
who has no qualms about purchasing rugs woven by child slaves in India or coffee picked by impoverished peasants in Guatemala might still hesitate to tell
dinner guests that, surprisingly enough, his or her lovely home doubles as a sweatshop during the day. You can eschew the chain cleaning services of
course, hire an independent cleaner at a generous hourly wage, and even encourage, at least in spirit, the unionization of the housecleaning industry. But
this does not change the fact that someone is working in your home at a job she would almost certainly never have chosen for herself-if she'd had a college
education, for example, or a little better luck along the way-and the place where she works, however enthusiastically or resentfully, is the same as the place
where you sleep.
It is also the place where your children are raised, and what they learn pretty quickly is that some people are less worthy than others. Even better wages
and working conditions won't erase the hierarchy between an employer and his or her domestic help, because the help is usually there only because the
employer has "something better" to do with her time, as one report on the growth of cleaning services puts it, not noticing the obvious implication that the
cleaning person herself has nothing better to do with her time. In a merely middle-class home, the message may be reinforced by a warning to the children
that that's what they'll end up doing if they don't try harder in school. Housework, as radical feminists once proposed, defines a human relationship and,
when unequally divided among social groups, reinforces preexisting inequalities. Dirt, in other words, tends to attach to the people who remove
it=`garbagemen" and "cleaning ladies." Or, as cleaning entrepreneur Don Aslett told me with some bitterness-and this is a successful man, chairman of the
board of an industrial cleaning service and frequent television guest"The whole mentality out there is that if you clean, you're a scumball."
One of the "better" things employers of maids often want to do with their time is, of course, spend it with their children. But an underlying problem with
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post-nineteenth-century child-raising, as Deirdre English and I argued in our book For Her Own Good years ago, is precisely that it is unmoored in any kind
of purposeful pursuit. Once "parenting" meant instructing the children in necessary chores; today it's more likely to center on one-sided conversations
beginning with "So how was school today?" No one wants to put the kids to work again weeding and stitching; but in the void that is the modern home,
relationships with children are often strained. A little "low-quality time" spent washing dishes or folding clothes together can provide a comfortable space for
confidences-and give a child the dignity of knowing that he or she is a participant in, and not just the product of, the work of the home.
There is another lesson the servant economy teaches its beneficiaries and, most troublingly, the children among them. To be cleaned up after is to achieve
a certain magical weightlessness and immateriality. Almost everyone complains about violent video games, but paid housecleaning has the same
consequence-abolishing effect: you blast the villain into a mist of blood droplets and move right along; you drop the socks knowing they will eventually
levitate, laundered and folded, back to their normal dwelling place. The result is a kind of virtual existence, in which the trail of litter that follows you seems
to evaporate all by itself. Spill syrup on the floor and the cleaning person will scrub it off when she comes on Wednesday. Leave The Wall Street Journal
scattered around your airplane seat and the flight attendants will deal with it after you've deplaned. Spray toxins into the atmosphere from your factory's
smokestacks and they will be filtered out eventually by the lungs of the breathing public. A servant economy breeds callousness and solipsism in the served,
and it does so all the more effectively when the service is performed close up and routinely in the place where they live and reproduce.
Individual situations vary, of course, in ways that elude blanket judgment. Some people-the elderly and disabled, parents of new babies, asthmatics who
require an allergen-free environment-may well need help performing what nursing-home staff call the "ADLs," or activities of daily living, and no shame
should be attached to their dependency. In a more generous social order, housekeeping services would be subsidized for those who have health-related
reasons to need them-a measure that would generate a surfeit of new jobs for the low-skilled people who now clean the homes of the affluent. And in a less
gender-divided social order, husbands and boyfriends would more readily do their share of the chores.
However we resolve the issue in our individual homes, the moral challenge is, put simply, to make work visible again: not only the scrubbing and
vacuuming but all the hoeing, stacking, hammering, drilling, bending, and lifting that goes into creating and maintaining a livable habitat. In an ever more
economically unequal culture, where so many of the affluent devote their lives to such ghostly pursuits as stock-trading, image-making, and opinion-polling,
real work-in the old-fashioned sense of labor that engages hand as well as eye, that tires the body and directly alters the physical world-tends to vanish
from sight. The feminists of my generation tried to bring some of it into the light of day, but, like busy professional women fleeing the house in the
morning, they left the project unfinished, the debate broken off in midsentence, the noble intentions unfulfilled. Sooner or later, someone else will have to
finish the job.
Sidebar
Barbara Ehrenreich is a contributing editor of Harper's Magazine. Her last piece, "Nickeland-Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in America," appeared in the
January 1999 issue.
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