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INTRODUCTION


Happy Wife, Happy Life



Because for so many years people thought that I did nothing while raising my kids I had to learn how to do everything.


—Alana Joblin Ain, “Poet’s Guide to Home Repairs”1





Other countries have social safety nets. The U.S. has women.


—Jessica Calarco2




I learned about how to be a modern woman when I was seven years old, from a TV commercial for Enjoli perfume. I can bring home the bacon, fry it up in the pan, and never let you forget you’re a man, crooned a blond woman in a peach bathrobe, then a powder-blue suit, then a lavender evening gown. Enjoli was “the eight-hour perfume for the twenty-four-hour woman.”3


The late-1970s jingle was a rehash of Peggy Lee’s 1963 “I’m a Woman,” fashioned for the dawn of the eighties. It was also a prescription. Women not only could but should achieve each of these archetypes: career woman, perfect mother, and sexpot. No image of the woman eight hours after the sweet perfume faded, harried and exhausted, passed out under a pile of unfolded laundry on the couch. Women bought the product—and the message attached to it—in droves. One ad exec called it “the most successful introduction in fragrance history.”4


The Enjoli vision of womanhood became, to some extent, my own. By the dawn of the new millennium, I expected that I’d have four children, starting at age twenty-eight. I loved to craft and cook, and I pictured a life of domestic bliss, but of course I would still be a writer. Those things didn’t seem incompatible, because I had no sense of what it took to be either writer or mother, financially or emotionally. I’d been raised mostly by a single mom in a feminist household, and she did everything, from painting our rooms to knitting our sweaters. I assumed I’d be similarly capable.


None of it happened as I’d envisioned.


I moved to New York City from western Massachusetts after graduating from college in 1993, staying on my brother’s futon couch in his honest-to-goodness tenement apartment in the pre–Rudolph Giuliani East Village in Manhattan (when it was more drugs and crime than wealth and upscale restaurants). He told me about a Brooklyn neighborhood where other fresh-from-college types, educated but low-earning, were shacking up—relatively safe and really cheap.


I had assumed that I’d find someone to procreate with by the end of that decade, but I didn’t. I only started writing in my thirties, which is when I met my now husband. In all that time, the neighborhood transformed from a place to which both working-class and impecunious-but-educated people would flock, to a place where wealthy people from Manhattan would relocate instantly upon receiving a positive pregnancy test. Often, I sat typing in cafés literally penned in by strollers during family sing-along, steeping in a kind of marbleized resentment and jealousy swirl. How I both disdained and envied them, those moms with expensive pants and thin thighs and a purpose in life beyond their own careers.


At the same time, it also just seemed so embarrassing, women with PhDs dropping five dollars in a jar as an ambitious but desperate young musician alternately crooned “Wheels on the Bus” and “I Wanna Be Sedated.” I didn’t realize then that the mothers weren’t offering cash tips because they’d liked the song as younger women, but because they felt bored or fried or confused or anxious and craved Xanax. They, too, wondered what the PhD had been for and if this was what they ought to be doing—for their children, themselves, our country, humankind.


But I didn’t understand any of that until, at the ripe old age of thirty-seven, I finally became a mom. From the department of TMI: my older daughter was conceived on the night of Barack Obama’s first election (how’s that for liberal bona fides?). Two weeks after she was born, my husband’s work schedule intensified at his corporate creative job, which provided the health insurance and paid the bulk of our rent. So I spent my days tending to our child and our apartment: cooking, cleaning, knitting hats, and meeting up with my local moms’ group—the first group of any kind I’d ever joined.


On some small level, I had the life I’d wanted, even if I was a decade older than I’d hoped to be when it began, and I wasn’t living in a Craftsman bungalow in a college town but in my same duct-taped-together fourth-floor walk-up. My compulsion to write vanished, replaced by this shimmery thing I vaguely recognized as happiness. My daughter had cured something in me: my ambition. Temporarily, anyway.


In the moms’ group, we forged common bonds in the odd set of circumstances in which most of us found ourselves: career women whose trajectories had come to an abrupt halt, or at least an indefinite pause, when our children arrived, smack-dab in the middle of the Great Recession. We were living through an economic crisis in a country with no universal day care or mandated paid parental leave. Almost nobody in the group had grown up in Brooklyn or had extended family nearby to help. To those of us without enough income to justify a full-time nanny, how we would resume our pre-kid working lives remained a mystery.


As the months went by, and some mothers returned to work, the dynamics of our makeshift community changed. From the women who’d nannied up and slipped back into their suits, there wafted a slight smugness, albeit often followed by guilt. From those a year in and still breastfeeding and co-sleeping and attachment parenting escaped a slight sense of superiority, often accompanied by a hint of inadequacy and insecurity. Regardless of the choices we made, even for those of us lucky enough to be able to make choices, we felt bad.


Meanwhile, those of us married to men started noticing that the emotional and domestic labor divide felt very 1950s, despite the fact that 72 percent of mothers work.5 Working mothers spend more time on household labor and childcare than fathers but are less likely to have paid family and medical leave, paid sick days, flexible work conditions, and affordable childcare.6 These statistics manifested in my life as utter confusion. At the time, I worked five hours a week, writing for a real estate blog. I typed during my daughter’s nap and occasionally hired a babysitter, but it confused me. Yes, research claims that when mothers work outside the home, it benefits children and parents alike.7 But if I paid someone else, how would I turn a reasonable profit? I had absolutely no idea how the seemingly opposing trajectories and desires for both a career and motherhood could peacefully coexist.


Then I had another child, a delicious, sweet baby who seemed to be asking with every blink of her chocolatey eyes how she could make our lives better. Yet my domestic bliss pixelated into panic. As we accumulated more and more cheap stuff from Amazon, and our clutter clogged the railroad apartment’s long hallway, I found myself regularly overwhelmed with a visceral rage—at the state of our place; at myself for not training my children to tidy; at their dad for the Pigpen-like genes he must have bestowed upon them, the tendency to leave a trail of mess behind them as they walked. Rage at both of us for not having thought to create more financial security for our nuclear unit, and at myself for not achieving a single Instagram Momfluencer moment.


How did the women around me have clean houses and styled hair while holding jobs, cooking healthy meals, and raising nice children? My kids didn’t know how to make scrambled eggs or sew a button. They couldn’t get themselves out of bed in the morning or ready themselves for school. And the expense of two children meant my minuscule income would no longer suffice. In our achievement-focused neighborhood, I so often felt like a failure. Our mess—both physical and emotional—morphed into an indication of my dereliction as a woman and mother. The euphoria I felt from having children was now accompanied by a dull heartbeat of defeat. As President Trump nominated Amy Coney Barrett, mom to seven, for the Supreme Court, I began to fantasize about a reality show called Childcare Arrangements of the Rich and Famous. What was the secret? There seemed to be no map for the road I was traversing.


Still, the joy, the joy: my babies.


In the moments without rage or child-centered euphoria, fatigue invaded my bones, my brain. No energy for the sewing projects and homemade snickerdoodles I’d envisioned as integral facets of motherhood. How had my single mother, who at times worked multiple jobs to provide for me and my older brother, also made us beautiful meals and sewed our clothes? Maybe it was just because she had her first kid at twenty-two instead of thirty-seven, I reasoned. Maybe she was just more awake.


One woman in our moms’ group was a little different. I didn’t know this woman at all. I’m not sure how she came to be living in the epicenter of hipster parenting, where most of the moms had assumed not just a job but a career before procreating. But she once wrote on our listserv, “I was a housewife before I was a mother so I had something lots of others didn’t have… TIME!”


Having never heard a woman of my generation refer to herself as a housewife, I was fascinated. My childhood had been filled with hippie women’s libbers, women with hairy armpits, wearing Birkenstocks and fighting for abortion rights and the ERA. Most of my friends’ parents were divorced, and the mothers had to work. I hardly even knew anyone with a stay-at-home mom and when, as a kid, I met one, she seemed like a mythical creature, somehow extracted from the fictional world of 1950s TV. When I was little, my grandmother was one of the only women I knew without a job, but even she had worked as a law office secretary until she married my grandfather. Her own single mom raised five kids in the Jewish ghetto on Manhattan’s Lower East Side and then Williamsburg, Brooklyn. Working motherhood threaded through our familial legacy.


As this mom proclaimed herself a housewife, it conjured for me such a specific image: the kitten heels and hourglass dress, the ranch house, the white, middle-class woman who watched soap operas and presented her husband with a martini upon his return from the office. Here in the land where stay-at-home moms wore expensive athleisure wear and took homemade baby food–making classes, did anyone live like that? Who gets married and just… stops working? Or never had a job in the first place?


My wondering included a tinge of disdain, an assumption that there was something lesser about this version of womanhood or family life, perhaps because it had never occurred to me not to pursue a career. Then again, such a choice was never possible. No one asked child me, “Who do you want to marry when you grow up?” The question was, “What do you want to be?” To be a housewife required a husband or a spouse willing to support a wife. I’d never been presented with that option.


But, upon reflection, I might have liked to hitch my wagon to someone, confident that he or she loved me enough that I could be comfortable in a state of financial dependency. Of course, my fantasies of wealth always involved marrying into it; I had perhaps never believed in myself enough to fantasize about becoming wealthy on my own, maybe because I’d been financially disadvantaged enough in my early childhood to qualify for free lunch.


Along with delivering my beautiful children, though, I had been delivered a set of peers and a purpose, so I hadn’t really considered that I was now in a state of financial dependency myself. As a freelancer, I had no paid parental leave. My husband and I didn’t discuss the fact that he was the main breadwinner, though when I brought up from time to time that maybe I was happier not working, his face twisted into some combination of surprise and panic. He had married a feminist, a working writer, and neither expected nor wanted to be fully financially responsible for our family.


By the time I attempted to resurrect my full-time writing career, the publishing industry had changed. Magazines were often paying 10 percent of what they had before I’d given birth. Over and over again, I asked myself if it made sense to keep working. Was anything I had to write about worth the time away from my kids? Weren’t they better off with me?


Yes, I thought.


But also: No?


How does one do the calculus, add apples and oranges, wage work and housework, to arrive at modern motherhood, at equality, at good parenting, at a functional family? I thought back to that Enjoli commercial, which directed me in how to live: Keep a perfect house, earn money, make food, look sexy, rear children. Where did that woman’s kids go all day, how much did it cost to send them there, and when did she sleep?


I had gotten so much of what I wanted: to have family and to be a writer. (Admittedly I was missing a couple of things I also really wanted, like an IRA and a home I owned.) How could I be living better than 80 percent of the world and still feel so aggrieved, exhausted, and discombobulated? Some of that is my lack of gratitude and disagreeable personality, but I found that even more naturally optimistic women than I felt trapped in some weird iterative cycle, that some version of Betty Friedan’s “problem that has no name” was rinsing and repeating generationally.8


Then I wondered: Was that self-proclaimed housewife in the moms’ group, who’d long ago disappeared into the suburban wilds… happier? If I finally gave up my ambition for a career and instead nurtured ambition to be a great mom and homemaker, would I be happier?


The question of the housewife burned on a low blue flame in the back of my mind. All the time. That’s how life was until 2020.


And then: pandemic.


IT WAS ONE of the weirdest moments of the relentlessly weird Trump reelection campaign. Standing at a rally in Michigan in October 2020, staring out at a crowd of thousands, President Trump made a promise to the women in attendance: “We’re getting your husbands back to work.”9


How strange, I thought, as I desperately tried to hold on to my freelance work while being forced to homeschool my kids, after the pandemic shut down their school. In the wake of Trump’s election, more women had been elected to Congress than at any time previously. More women voted than ever before. But the pandemic took a disproportionate toll on women, especially working mothers. Those with education and resources were pressed to choose between their careers and their kids’ education. Those without resources were pressed to choose between paying rent and their kids’ education.


The pandemic exposed the American “mother-as-social-safety-net” problem—why spring for universal childcare when mothers do it all for free?—and our lack of family-supportive policies. For the first time, many major news outlets reported on the mom crisis; it seemed like, for once, the nation cared.


Women held 54 percent of the jobs lost, and these were not side jobs to make a little extra cash or keep a woman busy while her husband worked. Sixty-four percent of working women are their families’ co- or primary breadwinners; for Black women that’s 84.3 percent.10 In September 2020 alone—just in time for school to start, or not start, as the case was for most—865,000 women dropped out or were forced out of the workforce, four times the number of men.11 Though three-quarters of women with children under eighteen work,12 and as 2.2 million women were purged from the workforce, Trump prioritized men, yammering on about “suburban housewives.”


“The suburban housewife loves trump [sic],” he tweeted.13


And: “The ‘suburban housewife’ will be voting for me.”14


And: “The Suburban Housewives of America must read this article. Biden will destroy your neighborhood and your American Dream.”15


Strangest about Trump’s use of the term was how much of a unicorn this kind of woman was. The white, middle- or upper-class married woman in a homogenous, affluent suburb, safe from urban ills, perfectly coiffed and padding about the ranch house—she hardly existed anymore. According to the Pew Research Center, as suburbs have grown poorer and more diverse, these days the woman most likely to be an American housewife is a poor, non-white immigrant, who can’t work legally, or can’t earn more than the cost of childcare, or comes from a culture that disapproves of working mothers—or, perhaps, that embraces the option of housewifery. The largest groups of stay-at-home moms are Hispanic (38 percent in 2012) and Asian (36 percent). Some 26 percent of white mothers and 27 percent of Black mothers stay at home. As Pew noted, “Stay-at-home mothers are younger, poorer and less educated than their working counterparts.”16 Some 34 percent of stay-at-home moms are poor, they noted; 12 percent of working mothers are poor. (What might not be measured in these statistics is how many of these women toil in shadow economies, cleaning homes or watching children off the books.) As of 2016, only one in five American families had a “stay-at-home” parent.17 Still, the number of stay-at-home moms has risen steadily since the turn of this century, after steeply dropping in the 1980s and ’90s.


As I would learn when I researched the history of the American housewife, that June Cleaver type Trump was evoking? She was mostly an illusion, and many of the women who did live the real-life version of her fictive presence became utterly miserable. Yet the housewife is such a powerful and persistent myth and archetype that 74 million people cast their ballot for it—an idea of a certain kind of family, and a woman’s place within it, retains that much power. The word was out of favor, yet its mystical influence remained.


This book is about the history of that archetype—where it came from, how it has changed, why we cling to it even as we devalue it, and how it manifests, both in our public policy and our private lives. The shape of this book is like a tree. Part I is the trunk: the history of the idea and ideal of the housewife from the Paleolithic Era (really) to the pandemic. Part II branches out from there to talk about how our attachment to this ideal has left women financially vulnerable, egalitarian marriage rare, and public policy family-unfriendly—and what we can do to make things better.


The book will focus mostly, though not entirely, on lower-middle- and middle-class women, and some upper-middle-class women, because women living in poverty have so much stress beyond figuring out modern motherhood. But the policies I explore, the cultural changes I suggest, benefit all women. In fact, they would benefit all families, and society at large.


As I researched, I found that the meaning of the word housewife, and the kind of woman it evoked, shape-shifted over generations and eras and depends on class and race. I found that the hunter/gatherer binary, which we often think of as a corollary to breadwinner/homemaker, was far more complex, and that our ideas of women’s work are as much about ecology as biology. I found housewife political movements. I found housewife sexual fetishes. I found that the most visible woman in all the land, the First Lady, is the housewife of the nation—and thus doesn’t get paid for a more than full-time job. I found increasingly difficult expectations of women from one generation to the next, with less support for them in each iteration, upping the ante and setting up women and families for defeat. And I kept wondering: Who gets to be a housewife, and who’s forced to be one?


Mostly what I found is that, because the ghostly shadow of the housewife, its unsustainable ideal, hovered over them, women felt that whatever they were doing wasn’t right, wasn’t good, wasn’t enough. There’s a pervasive and poisonous capitalistic American notion that women’s work and their unpaid labor is un-valuable, that somehow selling dental equipment or delivering packages is more important than changing diapers and breastfeeding. But in fact, the unpaid labor of women is invaluable. Paid labor cannot be accomplished without it.


The pandemic and the accompanying crises presented a very rare opportunity to reevaluate and reinvent women’s work and worlds, to call for a new women’s labor movement. The best thing not just for women but also for men, children, families, society, and the economy is to explode the paralyzing myth that housewives and the nuclear family are the only normal, natural, and right way to live, and explore the map of the democratic family in a fairer, more supportive society. There is no one way to be a wife, mother, worker, or woman, and no one right way to organize a family.


Housewife is an archetype, an insult, a dirty word, but most of all it is an enduring idea of what women should do and be. Until we understand how it has shaped policy and perceptions across decades and centuries, we will not be able to move forward.













PART I














CHAPTER 1



The History of “Housewife”


Martine never imagined that she, a Black woman of working-class roots, would end up a housewife, a word that conjured images of white, middle-class, suburban ladies. She was teaching English in Vietnam, where she met a white American soldier and eventually moved with him to Oklahoma City, then Sweden. It made sense to get married. The military pays married men more. Only spouses can shop alone at the commissary, not girlfriends or domestic partners, who must be accompanied by their active-duty partners to get on base and make purchases at the commissary or PX. And she needed health insurance.


Martine’s mother had gotten pregnant with her at nineteen, when Martine’s dad was twenty, and her parents had managed to stay together and get by financially. But it wasn’t easy, and they wanted more for her: more security, more education, better decision-making. To not get knocked up too early or out of wedlock. There was still the expectation in the ether that a woman of a certain age—she was twenty-eight—needed to be married.


But the transient military life meant Martine couldn’t settle long enough anywhere to establish a career. While her husband was at the base all day, she did some part-time work and, later, taught online. But mostly Martine dedicated herself to keeping the house clean, cooking meals, paying bills, earning her keep.


She liked building a nest, but without money of her own, and not feeling close enough to her husband to want to have kids, Martine felt destabilized: dependent, but somehow distant. It was the strangest place to find herself, in her twenties, educated, married, only marginally employed. And to her surprise and sometimes dismay, she was a housewife—a word hardly used anymore, and which she never in a million years thought would apply to her.


REAL AND FAKE HOUSEWIVES


EARLY IN MY research, I created a Google alert for the word “housewife.” Almost every reference that graced my inbox detailed the antics of those in the Real Housewives franchise—a phenomenon I had managed to avoid my entire life, but also a media brand whose staying power was undeniable. America loved to watch rich, idle women behaving badly.


Of course, few of these women actually fit the bill of “housewife” in the traditional sense: a woman who manages the household and doesn’t work outside it. Some presided over empires or earned money as influencers, not to mention millions per episode. A few remained unwed. None tended full-time to domestic duties or their children. The franchise’s creator, Scott Dunlop, was riffing off the popular show Desperate Housewives when he aimed to expose the lives of entitled people for voyeuristic pleasure in 2006. The producers who bought his idea said to focus on the women, and to call them “housewives” because the desperate ones were in such demand. That word created a strange sparkle amid the public, an allure.1 It touched the nerve of a cultural mythology.


But it also became an identity. Cast members are Housewives, capital H, not in any kind of literal sense, but to distinguish them as members of a very particular tribe who wear bejeweled frocks and whose every outing, every interaction, is partially choreographed not just for the camera but to include the other women with whom they are embedded, entangled, and, at times, pitted against. Maybe the fictional Desperate Housewives were narratively desperate, but the fact that the Real Housewives are not real housewives seems to bother no one, perhaps because the Millennials who came of age with them use the word literally to mean figuratively, and know how to interpret irony in some kind of sincere way that this Gen-Xer can’t. That is, they embrace that reality TV has little to do with reality.


I do understand this much: The word “housewife” situated these women not in a role with specific responsibilities, but in a social and cultural class. It’s a class of McMansions and real mansions, of gold-digging, of money—and bridges—to burn and time to waste. In some ways, it’s the steroidal version and vision of the idealized 1950s housewife detailed in chapter 5, who had access to new technologies like the washing machine, and with them an unprecedented luxury called leisure time. The 1950s housewife might not possess obscene wealth, there in her tidy Cape Cod in brand-new Levittown, but she might own a magnificent thing called a dishwasher, which would free her up for soap operas and canasta.


On the one hand, Real Housewives expressed a bastardized version of that 1950s ideal. On the other, they were indeed real. They were human—angry, conniving, gritty, glamorous, competitive, backstabbing, emotionally messy—in a way that those polished and coiffed mid-century housewives weren’t. As one writer pointed out, “The ‘fake’ housewife is the one we carry as an imagined, beatific maternal housekeeper in our collective unconscious. The fake housewife is Donna Reed.”2 The nurturing, domesticated mother once confined and defined by the word “housewife” is now a free-spending party animal who catfights with others of her ilk. By the twenty-first century, the word “housewife,” in American popular culture, seemed to retain almost none of its original meaning at all.


Still, the vision “housewife” conjures, of tract houses and sodded lawns and stay-at-home moms, is imprinted on the nation’s soul. Or at least, it’s the surreal fantasy that the Marvel superhero Wanda spun as a psychiatric response to losing the love of her life in the TV show WandaVision; she reinvents Vision, her deceased partner, as a 1950s suburban dad and herself as housewife. That is, when someone with supernatural powers wields them to create utopia, it looks like Levittown. But Levittown, as we shall later see, spun discontents of its own.


Outside of Wanda and the not-real Real Housewives, there were mentions in the odd obituary,3 or occasional cheeky uses of the word in American media. A regular local TV news installment called “The Harried Housewife®” (yes, it’s registered) offered recipes and homemaking tips.4 But since the Harried Housewife herself, a cookbook author and media personality named Cynthia O’Connor O’Hara, was paid for her work, it’s unclear if she’s actually a housewife. If she just has a part-time job, and it’s centered around domestic duties, perhaps she can still claim the term?


We’ve seen a few twenty-first-century TV series portraying vintage or historical housewives, like Jessica Biel in Candy, about a sweet little 1980s housewife who ends up killing her friend.5 Or Elizabeth Olsen in Love & Death, about a sweet little 1980s housewife who, er, ends up killing her friend. Or Renée Zellweger in The Thing About Pam, about a sweet little 1980s housewife who, um, ends up getting killed by her friend.


To find headlines not referring to Real Housewives or murdering housewives or dead housewives required a bit of Boolean finesse, asking Google to edge out any reference to “real.” Then I accessed a strange new crop of entries. Most non-RH franchise mentions in my inbox referenced women across Asia and Africa who’d been murdered or otherwise in trouble with the law. The word “housewife” implied that the crimes were sensational because of the women’s status as upstanding citizens: married and not working outside the home. As members of a storied class, we expected them to remain above reproach, fulfilling their womanly duties.


“Gunmen Abduct Housewife, Children in Delta Community,” according to an article about a woman named Faith who had disappeared from a Nigerian town.6 Another Nigerian headline: “How Bandits Who Plotted to Rape Housewife Were Nabbed in Kaduna Forest.”7 “Housewife stabbed dead,” reported the United News of Bangladesh.8 “One arrested over rape of housewife in Pirojpur,” reported another Bangladeshi news source.9 What made these stories newsworthy was that the housewives featured in them should not have been newsworthy.


These days, “housewife” is also the translated name of a Croatian cookie, Domacica, manufactured in a Zagreb factory since 1957.10 In 2022, the company designed a campaign to add other professions to the labels—housewife and artist, housewife and lawyer—to “remember that women, in addition to their work, are those who most often take care of the household on a daily basis as well,” per the company’s press release.


You’d think this would be a win, acknowledging the uneven distribution of labor, and that working women in heterosexual marriages still do the bulk of domestic duties and childcare. But the campaign apparently didn’t go over well with Croatian feminists. They interpreted it as saying a housewife—even as a shortbread cookie dipped in chocolate—was not, on its own, enough, that women only retained worth if they contributed financially and vocationally outside the home.


For an almost completely outdated word, people still have a lot of opinions about it. Much as was the case with the word “tomboy,” the subject of my last book, long after the word had gone out of favor in the United States, it endured and caused trouble in other parts of the world, conjuring a vision we’d moved past here—or, at least, a vision we thought we’d moved past.


BEHIND THE WORD


THE WORD “HOUSEWIFE” emerged in the thirteenth century, a combination, obviously, of “house” and “wife.”11 Hus is Old English for dwelling. In Middle English, wif or wyf referred to woman or female, but not a woman married to a man. It was also related to a verb that meant “to neuter,” though as far as I can tell, no one has officially discerned a connection between becoming a wife and metaphorically or physically castrating a husband.


At some point, the word wifman appeared, the eventual source of “woman.”12 Some believe it’s related to the word “weave.” Apparently nobody knows how “bride” and “woman” became conflated.13 Eventually, “housewife” came to mean, as the Oxford English Dictionary describes it, “A (typically married) woman whose main occupation is managing the general running of a household, such as caring for her family, performing domestic tasks, etc.”


The word “hussy” also meant “female head of household” or thrifty woman, because the house in “housewife” was sometimes pronounced “huss.”14 By the middle of the sixteenth century, “housewife” also meant a “frivolous, impertinent, or disreputable” woman or girl. In the nineteenth century, the meanings split. “Housewife” came to contain the neutral or positive embodiment of a woman running the home, and “hussy” the negative: a woman gone astray.


In the 1900s, “housewife” was also the name of a sewing kit—a woman’s tools in a box. No one seems to have figured out just why this is.


Though it conjures whiteness today, “housewife” wasn’t always limited to white women. A late-nineteenth-century magazine called The Housewife15 advertised in both white and Black newspapers.16 Ads in African American newspapers for household products used the word, often for salves like Mexican Mustang Liniment, which housewives could leverage for “general household use” while the “Lumberman needs it in case of accident.”17 Articles about cooking and cleaning, referencing the “American housewife,” included Black women.18


In 1911, one Mrs. Julian Heath, née Jennie Dewey, founded the National Housewives’ League, of which she remained president until 1932. Heath had worked with Jacob Riis, the photographer and activist dedicated to drawing attention to and improving the lives of the poor, but later she turned her attention to home economics, growing her membership to as many as 800,000 women.19 She founded National Housewives magazine and permitted food manufacturers to advertise in it or pay to display their goods within the league’s headquarters. In 1924, Heath began to appear on WJZ radio, eventually taking to the air five days a week to talk to women about the ways they could and should be handling home affairs. In other words, Heath became a shrewd businesswoman, marketing herself and her media to housewives, while not technically being one—an early version of the kind of housewife influencer that would shake up social media in the twenty-first century (see chapter 12).


Not all housewives were associated with purity; some banded together to demand change (more on that in chapter 4.) A 1914 article on the Housewives’ League of the United States—a different organization than Heath’s—noted that, together, housewives could wield real power in protecting families against predatory merchants, who would put lead weights in turkeys before selling them to housewives by the pound or artificially raise the price of milk.20 In the 1930s, working-class housewives, who understood the strength of unions, organized strikes and pickets to bring down food prices and lower rents.


An open letter in the 1941 Afro-American Courier urged women to join the National Housewives’ League—a third such organization, this one founded by a Black woman—“since women spend or control the spending of 85 percent of all the money passing through the marts of trade.”21


In the 1970s, conservative activist and author Phyllis Schlafly would organize tens of thousands of housewives to successfully campaign against the Equal Rights Amendment.


In other words, housewives have been, at many times, a political class.


HOUSEWIFE, OUTDATED AND TIMELESS


IN A 1976 edition of Good Housekeeping, First Lady Betty Ford took issue with the common phrase “just a housewife”—a phrase women uttered apologetically when asked what they did for a living.22 “We have to take the ‘just’ out of ‘just a housewife’ and show our pride in having made the home and family our life’s work,” she opined, noting that women satisfied as homemakers were just as liberated as the mythical bra burners, and just as important. She was one such satisfied person, she said. (Though, as shown in chapter 10, First Lady is more than a full-time job.)


Ford suggested replacing “housewife” with “homemaker.” That one magazine article may not have single-handedly eradicated the use of the word “housewife,” but she was on to something. “Homemaker” was perhaps more palatable to a changing America, less passive wife and more active caregiver. By the 1970s, “homemaker” had outshined “housewife.”23


Then came the ’80s, and, as we’ll see in chapter 13, even “homemaker” quickly became antiquated. By the ’90s, stay-at-home mom became the corollary to career woman and working mother—which had also become the name of a magazine in 1979.24 (No magazine titled Working Father followed.) The singular archetype now fractured into what looked like multiple paths. (Stay-at-home, meanwhile, was actually a vintage term, a name for people who didn’t travel. When “mom” was first tacked on, the term was written in quotes.25)


Throughout the latter decades of the twentieth century, the percentage of mothers who worked kept veering upward, and the moms who didn’t—whatever we should call them—hit a record low in 1999: 23 percent. Then it climbed again. Pundits interpreted this shift as mothers with degrees “opting out” of the workforce to pursue full-time parenting. But, according to historian Stephanie Coontz, those moms likely stayed home because of the recession; they couldn’t find work.26 To be a housewife wasn’t always a choice; sometimes it was a last resort.


It’s still hard to figure out how to divide mothers into categories according to employment, and what to call them. If “full-time mom” is what some women prefer, those to whom the moniker doesn’t apply might take offense. Am I only a mother part of the time? Surely the fact that, regardless of my activity, my children occupy 99 percent of my brain space makes me a full-time mom, too? “Working mother” is problematic because, well, motherhood is work no matter what. (LinkedIn recently added “stay-at-home mom” as an official job title, to smooth the way for women to return to work after taking time off, or being forced to take time off, and prevent those glaring resume gaps.)27 We could say “remunerated mothers,” but it sounds like they’re being remunerated for motherhood—an idea some politicians are currently considering—plus, that’s a hard word to spell. Mothers who work outside the home? Mothers with jobs? Mothers without paid work? Should we go back to homemaker? Is that going forward?


Some now consider housewife an insult. Conservative commentator S. E. Cupp offered a small but potent example. A political campaigner came to her door to canvas and asked if her husband was home. “When you go door to door, campaigning for local office, don’t say to the woman who answers (me), ‘Hello! Wow. You look so put together… for a housewife,’” she complained on Twitter. It was straight out of the 1950s. “When a woman answers the door, she’s your voter. Talk to HER. And just because she’s home doesn’t make her a housewife. It might make her the ruler of her domain. Stop looking past us. We are running it all,” she wrote.28 Inherent in this feminist rant was the assumption that a housewife didn’t rule the domain.


Today, stay-at-home mothers tend to be married not to wealthy breadwinners but those in the lower echelons of wage-earning. These women can’t find work that pays more than the staggering cost of childcare. Educated, wealthier women are those less likely to stay at home.29 Among the extant traditional 1950s-style white middle-class families with a homemaker mom, few seem comfortable talking about their lives openly. However, sometimes they take to Reddit. There, husbands joke about their wives being “subs”—meaning submissives, not sandwiches—but say their wives wanted it this way, and the whole family is happy. She makes him a PB&J sandwich every day and puts a love note in his lunchbox.


A woman going by LittlePikaDuck asked if 1950s housewife kink was a thing. (It very much is, if you look on the sexual fetish website FetLife.)30 She fantasized about being a ’50s housewife, she said, and supported by a husband, and wanted to know: Is that bad? She’d been told off by feminists for her desires, and though she considers herself independent, well, she wants to be looked after, too.


One person responded that it’s a relatable desire, but “I’ve found that the men who want to treat you like a 50s housewife are typically BAD. NEWS.” Most of those dudes, she said, believe a woman needs taking care of, and treating women like housewives goes to their heads. Sometimes “cis men take it too far,” she said, and you can tell that it’s not just a kink for them.


Other than a group of women who romanticize 1950s housewives and claim the term as a badge of honor (chapter 12), random Redditors, a trans woman who embraces the term “housewife,” and a woman in a submissive/dominant sexual relationship using “housewife” as a way to express the balance of power, I found few people associating themselves with it.31 “Housewife” was a mostly dormant term to many of us, until President Trump awoke it during his 2020 campaign.


THE HOUSEWIFE TRAP


FOR MARTINE, BEING a housewife manifested as a trap. “Nothing I ever did was enough,” she said. “I was doing so much work: all the grocery shopping and all the cooking and all the cleaning.” Her husband resented any life she forged outside their shared domestic space, the working life she held on to. She didn’t fit his idea of how a woman should be, but had wrangled herself into a state of dependency. After they moved to Sweden, she decided that the marriage wasn’t going to last.


But four years later, when I spoke with her, they were still married, because of the recession and the gig economy and the late start she got—she still needed the low-cost health insurance, and neither of them had expressed any desire to marry again. It wasn’t until she took a full-time job that she finally decided to file for divorce, though he hasn’t yet been particularly cooperative.


Martine sees nothing wrong with people choosing to be homemakers. But she resents how women in homemaking roles have so little economic and social independence, and how hard it is for them to find work when they’re ready to surrender the homemaking role.


“Housewife,” whether a popular term or not, has stayed with us, burdened and besieged us for centuries, deep into the past, its tendrils still reaching into our future. It undergirds our private families and our public policies. The path to freedom—to choice—is to reimagine what constitutes women’s work.















CHAPTER 2



The Neolithic Housewife




The Greek word oikos, meaning house, is the root of the word ecologist, which could be defined as, among other things, housewife.


—Rebecca Solnit1




During the five weeks they’d been digging at Wilamaya Patjxa, a site of barren grasslands high in the Andes where the sun was bright and the air cold and thin, the archaeologists and their local Aymara collaborators had already excavated dozens of 9,000- to 11,000-year-old projectile points and five skeletons. But this skeleton, WMP6, was different.


As archaeological assistants Mateo Incacoña Huaraya and Nestor Condori Flores carefully dusted off the emerging bones, they found the skeleton crouched on its left side, surrounded by a “big game hunting kit”: projectile points for dispatching vicuña and deer alongside cutting and scraping tools for processing animal hides.


“He must have been a great chief, a great warrior,” one of the excavators said. Lead archaeologist Randy Haas, assistant professor of anthropology at the University of California, Davis, thought: That’s possible.


After carefully documenting the findings, the team gently placed the bones in tissue paper, set them in a box, and carted them back to their lab in the nearby town of Puno, on the shores of Lake Titicaca. There, a few weeks later, anthropologist Jim Watson of University of Arizona began an analysis of the 9,000-year-old skeleton. The bones belonged to a seventeen- to nineteen-year-old, but he found that the long bones, like the femur, tibia, and fibula, were lighter and thinner than he’d expect for a male.


Forensic scientists Glendon Parker and Tammy Buonasera had invented a way to test the sex of an ancient skeleton through analyzing proteins in tooth enamel, so Haas had them test WMP6. “That was the moment of, ‘My gosh, our hunter was a huntress,’” Haas said.


Haas didn’t approach archaeology from a feminist perspective. He hadn’t set out to prove a hypothesis about division of labor among the sexes in the early Americas. “I didn’t come into it thinking about the gendered aspects of human economies,” he told me. His interest is in inferring human behavior from material remains that people leave behind. Haas wants to know what people were doing.


And yet, his discovery presented a challenge to the oft-told tale, the archetype of man-the-hunter and woman-the-gatherer. Historically, many believed those archetypes translated to man-the-breadwinner and woman-the-housewife. If once woman roamed the plains in search of berries, nuts, and seeds, later she roamed the aisles of the supermarket—or, these days, the pages of Instacart—in search of provisions to feed her hungry young. But people often assumed it was the meat, or, later, the money to buy it—men’s work—that really mattered.


Haas might have assumed something similar had he not stumbled upon what he called this “serendipitous” discovery. He then compiled data from published archaeological investigations of 429 burials, from between 8,000 and 14,000 years ago, finding twenty-seven with determinable sex who’d been buried with hunting instruments. Of those, sixteen were male. Eleven were female. His meta-analysis, “Female Hunters of the Early Americas,” was published in Science-Advances in 2020. He concluded: “Early females in the Americas were big-game hunters.”2


“I think what these data are telling us are that sexual division of labor that we understand in Western society is not a given; there’s nothing intrinsic about it,” Haas told me. “There is much more fluidity in probably the first ninety percent of our species’ existence, over which most of our cultures and biology evolved.”


That is, the sexual division of labor might have been fundamentally different in the past, and the man-hunter/woman-gatherer trope may be more myth, and misunderstanding, than settled history.


RETHINKING THE WAY-BACK


FOR YEARS, ARCHAEOLOGISTS and anthropologists didn’t ask the sex of someone who’d been buried and unearthed with hunting materials, because they assumed such a skeleton belonged to a man. Sex was determined not by science but by gender bias. Take the case of Bj 581, a 1,000-year-old Viking skeleton discovered in 1878 by Swedish archaeologist Hjalmar Stolpe. Bj 581 had been buried with “a sword, an axe, a spear, armour-piercing arrows, a battle knife, two shields, and two horses, one mare and one stallion; thus, the complete equipment of a professional warrior,” per a study by Charlotte Hedenstierna-Jonson and others in the American Journal of Biological Anthropology.3


In 1975, the Swedish History Museum inventoried the remains of Stolpe’s digs. When an osteo-archaeologist named Berit Vilkans logged Bj 581’s bones, she found the thin, slender bones of the forearm and what was left of the pelvic bone resembled a woman’s more than a man’s, and suggested perhaps the master hunter was female. Her fellow scientists were unconvinced.4


In 2016, Anna Kjellström, an osteo-archaeologist from Stockholm University, looked anew at Vilkans’s report and came to the same conclusion, but she encountered resistance, too. Then, in 2017, scientists tested the DNA. A genome-wide sequence data confirmed the absence of a Y chromosome: Bj 581 was female.


Some scientists remained skeptical, suggesting that the weapons had been used as scrapers or knives, not to kill animals: women’s tools. Maybe she’d been buried with her hunter husband, but his skeleton had decomposed. Maybe the graves had been mixed up.


But other scientists and historians realized that they had to rethink their assumptions and generalizations about the gendered organization and social orders of ancient cultures.


After all, some past societies, including Vikings, had complex gender roles. Vikings were indeed patriarchal, but women might have had more freedom than they did in later Christian Europe. They fished and could travel and divorce their husbands. Maybe that had been lost on the men dusting off bones in the nineteenth century. Even back in the Middle Ages, stories of fierce female Viking warriors abounded, but those stories had been downgraded to myths by later Europeans.


Since the 2000s, archaeologists have been studying a 2,500-year-old tomb5 in southern Russia.6 It contained the remains of four female warriors, from ages twelve to fifty or so, buried with iron arrowheads and knives, animal bones and jewelry, among other items. These women were likely part of a nomadic tribe called the Scythians, thought to be the inspiration for the mythical Amazons. Archaeologists also found another eleven burials of women with weapons. Female hunters were certainly not limited to the Americas.


When WMP6 proved to be female, Haas found himself rethinking the generalizations that had permeated his own education and research. Paleolithic societies especially seemed to have quite different gender roles than modern, or even Neolithic, societies. Haas believes that communal hunting, rather than a strict, gendered division of labor, has “deep evolutionary roots.”


THE PALEOLITHIC HUNTRESS, THE NEOLITHIC HOUSEWIFE


ANATOMICALLY MODERN HUMANS—THAT is, people like us—likely evolved around 250,000 to 300,000 years ago. But up until about 12,000 years ago, during the Paleolithic Era, or the Old Stone Age, humans lived what Haas calls a “residentially mobile lifestyle.” As nomads, they roamed the land in search of food for which they could hunt or forage, with the rudimentary tools they’d figured out how to engineer.


At the end of the last Ice Age, sometime between 14,000 and 20,000 years ago, humans likely crossed a land bridge from Siberia across the Bering Strait and made it to what we now call Alaska. If this is true, these would have been the first Americans, our indigenous people; archaeologists call them Paleoindians.7


This, said Haas, might have been the best time and place to be human, and to be a woman. In nomadic tribes, women didn’t have to leave children behind to secure food. That painful choice between tending to children and providing for them hadn’t yet evolved. Let’s assume that living in a small clan, a communal society, was the equivalent of accessing paid family leave and universal childcare. Reproduction rates were high, and so were the number of resources. Enough people existed for a supportive community but not so many to invoke massive competition for the Americas’ abundant game: woolly mammoths and giant sloths, massive camels and enormous bison.


When the main source of food was live game—very, very large live game—that’s where the community would have focused its resources. “[Big game] is what gives you the most bang for your buck,” Haas said, so it made sense from an economic perspective that everybody invested efforts and resources pursuing big game together.


Haas believes that somewhere between 30 and 50 percent of females participated in hunting. As an early gender-neutral activity, it may have been our first co-ed sport.8 Some of that has to do with the hunting technology, because even then men on average had evolved to be bigger and stronger than women. Pre-pubertal females might have been the right age to master the atlatl, or spear-thrower, but later, heavier bow-and-arrow technology might have been easier for males.9


Of course, women wouldn’t be chasing massive bison while breastfeeding or caring for toddlers too young to hunt, but since their home bases were temporary, females had no separate domestic sphere to inhabit.


Then ecological conditions changed. Haas believes that because humans were a novelty for much of the big game in the Americas, the naïve animals weren’t particularly rattled by them. “Flight-initiation distance”—the distance at which one can approach an animal without it running away—might have been pretty small in the Paleolithic Era, rendering big game easier to catch and thus easier to overhunt. Some of those mammoths and giant camels might have gone extinct in part because humans were populating the landscape at a higher rate than the animals; lots of demand, and a supply that finally dried up.


Thus, people started eating lower-ranked resources like plants and smaller game like vicuña and alpaca. When their “diet breadth” expanded, their mobility patterns and how they organized their use of the landscape shifted. Rather than fully nomadic tribes in frequent motion, moving home base to be near big game and moving again when the resource was depleted, humans began to slow down some. They placed a home base in a location central to resources, called “central place foraging”: setting up camp according to migration patterns or which plants are in season. “You go out, you harvest those resources, and you bring them back to your house,” said Haas.


Now that there was a thing called home, somebody had to stay behind and tend to it. It no longer made sense for everyone to participate in hunting. It was time to divide the labor, raising the question: If some people have to stick near home, and others have to roam farther and stay away longer in search of calories, and then head back—well, who’s going to do what?


Traveling with infants is a challenge, especially when humans had to voyage farther to hunt. So is keeping them quiet when the game grew scarce and the flight-initiation distance increased. A division of labor by sex probably started to seem logical. “All of these things contribute to a family unit saying, ‘Look, it’s probably going to make more sense now if we let males take care of the hunting side of the economy and females take care of the gathering side,’” Haas said. “And this is something that I think probably would only have happened in the last ten thousand years.” (Not all anthropologists agree with Haas, of course.)


The man-the-hunter, woman-the-gatherer model that many of us think of as the natural order of things has only been our way of life for a tiny fraction of our existence, and this happened less due to biological destiny than as a result of shifting ecological conditions; the landscape shaped our division of labor.


The introduction of agriculture reinforced and further constrained gender roles. Hunter-gatherer women were likely pregnant or breastfeeding for most of their adult lives, which causes “physiologically induced amenorrhea”—a woman can’t get pregnant if she’s constantly breastfeeding. Thus, the birth rate was relatively low.


But once we stopped hunting and foraging, humans lived more sedentary lives and stored food to feed children, which led to an increase in the birth rate. And that’s what tied women to the domestic sphere. Once we solidified the notion of home, we also set a woman’s place within it: the idea of housewife. But that took thousands of years.10


THE MAKING OF MAN-THE-HUNTER MYTHS


SO WHY THE pervasive narrative of man-the-hunter and woman-the-gatherer, confirmed by plenty of research? Anthropologists compiling ethnographies in nineteenth- and twentieth-century North and South America “seemed to show a fairly strong sexual division of labor pattern,” Haas said. “In many indigenous societies, men tend to do the hunting, and women tend to do either processing of some of those hunted goods or foraging of plants and small game and fishing and things like this.”


Yet when ethno-ecologist Jeanine M. Pfeiffer combed through 220 ethnographic studies to create a meta-analysis, she discovered that the hunter/gatherer narrative wasn’t cleanly supported by the research that promoted it. Rather, women in both ancient and recent societies hunted wild pig, monkeys, kangaroos, python, mongoose, and caribou, across multiple continents. They participated in game hunting—big and small alike—and dived for wild seafood.11


Women might use different technology or techniques than men. Bun women in Papua New Guinea and Baka women in southwest Cameroon use nets or make dams to fish, but men use botanical toxins. In other cultures, women and men fish for different species, leading to “gender-based knowledge systems.”12 Even if they didn’t hunt themselves, women sometimes contributed knowledge of tracking patterns. “Women’s insider knowledge,” says Pfeiffer, “enables households, whether they’re female-headed or not, to survive and thrive in a way that they never would if they were solely male-headed.”


In almost every culture, the gendered division of labor starts early, but it isn’t always divided the same way. Chipewyan women were likely to hunt if they didn’t have children, while in other agrarian societies, younger men steered clear of tending to plants, but doing so was a respectable activity for older men.13 In some cultures, weaving, preparation of skins, or gathering fuel is women’s work. In other cultures, it’s men’s. Gender roles in these cultures aren’t always static, or unaffected by age, ability, or environment—or always similar to Western roles. It made sense to divide labor by sex, but there’s still no overarching human agreement about which sex should do what.


Meanwhile, many of us thought that hunting mattered more than gathering, or that male caloric contributions exceeded female contributions. But some studies have shown that women provided the majority of household calories in certain communities, and that gathered foods have, for thousands of years, made up a much larger percentage of diets than hunted foods.


“Throughout history, including all the way up to the present, women are far more engaged as primary breadwinners than we have ever been given credit for,” Pfeiffer told me. By primary breadwinners, she means women as gatherers and hunters and fishers, providing up to 80 percent of the sustenance of a household, plus “all the uncompensated labor that women do.”


One thing that does seem common across cultures: Women tend to carry what Pfeiffer calls a “triple load”: agricultural tasks and/or gathering of natural resources outside the home, childcare, and household maintenance—like most modern Western working mothers. Time-budget surveys around the world show that generally women do the literal and figurative heavy lifting or work longer hours at menial tasks.


The division of labor by sex thus is not necessarily about which sex is superior, or about what women and men should do respectively. It’s really just about efficiency.


THE MISSION CHANGES


SO HOW DID we continue to get the story so wrong, so narrow, when the reality is so broad? As Pfeiffer put it: “Cultural naïveté among Western academicians studying other societies can lead to narrow assumptions about men’s or women’s roles in those societies.”14 Some of these cultural blind spots developed because men ventured into indigenous communities and spoke only with other men; they didn’t always see with their own eyes what women did. What you come away with depends on whom you talk to.


One oft-made assumption was that a society’s elders are the most knowledgeable, and since men tend to have more status in indigenous societies, ethnographers would end up interviewing older men. In some of these societies, men’s and women’s lives and roles were quite different, so any information about women was filtered through men’s perspectives. Sometimes men and women spoke different dialects, but often translators were male; they might not even have been able to communicate with women, excluding entire subcultures of them. These write-ups really were history, not herstory. (Though the field of archaeology remains predominantly male, women have made steady gains and may overtake men in the future—contributing to different data sets.)15


Some archaeologists and anthropologists struggled to comprehend shifting modern and ancient gender roles because they assumed that modern hunter-gatherer societies retained much in common with ancient ones. But modern hunter-gatherer societies lived differently than they might have thousands of years earlier. They might not have been watching TikTok or perusing the Walmart’s pink and sparkly girls’ clothes section, but they’d been reached by missionaries and anthropologists with Western gender views. These indigenous communities, even if remote, weren’t untouched by the modern world.


“The foragers that live today or lived recently are embedded in world economies,” Haas said. “They’re influenced by missionization. They’re influenced by agriculturists. They’re part of those economies.” So we can’t rely on them to tell us about gender roles of bygone eras.


“The ethnography we’re looking at is only [from] the last hundred years. A hundred years out of two hundred thousand years is just a drop in the bucket,” Haas said. “Why should we expect the environment that recent hunter-gatherers inhabit today was anything like what it was ten thousand years ago, twenty thousand years ago, thirty thousand years ago?”


HUNTER-GATHERER HIERARCHY?


EVEN ONCE SUCH a thing as “women’s work” existed, long past the Neolithic Era, people didn’t automatically devalue the work associated with women. Several studies have shown that, Haas wrote, “both women and men in ethnographic hunter-gatherer societies govern residence decisions.”16


In 1896, archaeologists began to excavate a 650-room building called Pueblo Bonito in New Mexico’s Chaco Canyon.17 Chaco society lasted from roughly AD 850 through 1250, with Pueblo Bonito as the largest building in this particular settlement.18 There, archaeologists found a burial crypt containing the remains of fourteen people.


When they recently analyzed those remains’ nuclear genome data and mitochondrial DNA, they determined “the persistence of an elite matriline in Chaco for 330 years”: a female-led dynasty.19


Also consider the Tibetan Khasi, both matriarchal and matrilineal: Women inherit the property, and upon marriage the man relocates to the woman’s house.20 Historically in this culture, women assumed the breadwinner role, but more recently both sexes work. And while we’re at it, consider that the female hunter who’s so unfathomable to modern humans is a staple of ancient polytheistic religions. The ancient Mesopotamian goddess Inanna has been called “a raging destroyer feared by deities and humans alike,” and Athena was born with shield and helmet, ready to fight.21


Gender roles evolved over time and culture and landscapes and conditions, largely due to external circumstances—not because men were better than women, or more deserving of leadership positions, but because ecological considerations led to the most logical division of labor. Think of it as early egalitarianism, of cooperation. Ecology, not just biology, adumbrated the boundaries of women’s work.


Contrary to the pervasive myth that men have always been hunters and women gatherers, the lesson these complex histories teach us is this: Working mothers have been the norm from the beginning of human history.
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