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The lasting invisibilization of women's domestic, home-based, and salaried work:
“working” and “non-working” women in the French censuses (1861-1896)

Topics & theorical focus

Joan W. Scott has pointed out the ambiguity of the expression “isolated women” (““femmes isolées”)
during the second half of the 19th century in France, designating both clandestine prostitutes (who
did not belong to a declared brothel) and salaried women living alone and doing workpiece in their
homes (Scott, 1990). Indeed, in surveys concerning workers, including the Industrial Statistics
prepared by the Chamber of Commerce, the term “isolated women” refers to a statistical category
of home-based women workers living alone. According to Joan W. Scott, this ambiguity was not
accidental: she pointed out that it was agreed, since the Parent-Duchatelet survey of 1830, that
“occasional” prostitutes were recruited among working women. The conclusions of this survey
remain unclear as to the causes of this observation, between poverty and the immorality of working
women. The ambiguity of the expression “isolated women” resonates with the discourses held by
the proponents of political economy in the same period, for whom the figure of the working
woman is a symbol of disorder and poverty, and who intertwine discourses on the production of
wealth with moral discourses. Joan W. Scott takes as an example Jean-Baptiste Say's theory of
wages, which implies a differential calculation of wages according to gender and which thereby
assumes and encourages membership in a household: a man's wage includes the cost of subsistence
and the cost of reproduction, while a woman's wage requires a family contribution just to cover
primary needs. Women's work is not discouraged in the sense that they can contribute to the
household budget but belonging to a family structure - and working within that structure, under
the authority of the head of the household - is then clearly valued in these discourses.

The author thus shows that the marginalization of working-class women constitutes a “historical
product”: “Historians who treat working-class women as marginal in the process of urbanization
and industrialization are simply blindly perpetuating the terms of the 19th century discourse”
(Scott, 1990: 15, translation by the author). This process of marginalization is to be interpreted
from two angles: a marginalization of working-class women from society for their immorality in
the discourses of the 19th century, but also an “invisibilization” of their role in the industrialization
of the economy. This invisibilization is, at least in part, the work of the proponents of political
economy in the second half of the century: by linking production and market value-creating activity,
and by associating value creation with masculinity, they justify the existence of higher wages for
men while excluding women from the value-creation process, both in terms of their domestic work
and their paid work (Scott, 1990: 8). Women are thus “industrially imperfect workers” (Buret, 1840:
287, translation by the author), whose work only has meaning in relation to the family structure, as
an adjunct to the work performed by the head of the household.

Sara Horrell and Jane Humphries (1995) have emphasized that the study of women's historical
participation in the labor market should not be seen as an ancillary study that “complements” that
of men, but rather as a necessary study to understand the historical data and to avoid certain
misinterpretations of the data, particularly with respect to productivity or household living
standards. It is also well-known today that women have historically played an important role in
industrialization and have been able to contribute significantly to their household budget
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(Humphries and Schneider, 2019; Horrell et al., 2021). However, the need to include women in
history is hampered by a significant lack of data on their participation in the economy and on
household income due to the invisibility of their work. Historical sources are relatively few and
when they exist, they are often biased by the social construction of the role of women prevailing
in their production context. In France, the invisibilization of women's home-based and salaried
work conveyed by the Socété d'économie politique was also reflected in the way in which French
statistical administrations (the Szatistigne Générale de la France and the Office du Travail) reported on
women's activity from the second half of the 19th century. Some works have relied in whole or in
part on census data from the second half of the nineteenth century in England and France and
have highlighted the constructed nature of the figures put forward by the latter, permeated by
discriminatory practices and norms regarding the inclusion of women's participation, particulatly
when they are married (Atkinson, 2012; Grantham, 2012). More recent rates of women's labor
force participation can also be misleading, and under- or over-estimate women's participation
(Stanfors, 2014).

The development of labor statistics in France was part of a long process of institutionalizing
censuses and improving the methods used to count and study the population, both at the national
level (use of household sheets (“fewilles de ménage”) and individual bulletins, fixed-date censuses,
creation of the Conseil supérienr de Statistigues, etc.) and at the international level (creation of the
International Institute of Statistics and of an international nomenclature of professions). It also
responds to the desire to apply a scientific method to the implementation of insurance laws relating
to work to regulate various “occupational risks” (unemployment, work accidents, illness, and old
age): statistics relating to work would constitute a prerequisite for the implementation of these laws,
to avoid arbitrary legislation. Changes in census methods, in the objectives assigned to labor
statistics, and in the economic structure all have an impact on statistical categories. These categories
are evolving, but they still tend to perpetuate forms of invisibilization of women's work. By
following the evolution of the division of the population into a working and a non-working class
(respectively “population active” and ‘population inactive’) drawn from the French censuses between
1861 and 1896, the aim of this communication is to show how, despite changes in the objectives
and criteria of classification, this construction has contributed and still contributes to the
invisibilization of work performed by women.

The Journal de la Société de statistique de Paris was an important source for discerning the objectives
attributed to the partition: the Société de statistigue de Paris brought together influential statisticians
and administrators who contributed directly to the construction of the partition, and its journal
constituted the “place of synthesis” (Kang, 1992: 5) of the statistics produced in this period. We
processed this source through textual research. The archives relating to the organization of the
censuses have been examined at the Centre des archives économiques et financieres (CAEF). They are
available by year starting with the 1896 census. Each collection contains a variety of documents:
official archives (commission reports, circulars, etc.) as well as internal archives of the census
service (reports and letters from the services sent to the Ministry of Commerce, requests for
funding, instructions, salaries, recruitment examinations, etc.). To cross-check the instructions on
encoding practices and the objectives of the partition with the partition finally constructed at the
aggregate level, we mobilized the tables of the Awnnuaires Statistiques de la France, also published in
the census books.

Expected findings
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The first partition of the population, used for the censuses between 1861 and 1891, makes the
home-based and salaried work of married women invisible by systematically considering the wife
and the children as dependent on the income earned “directly” by the husband when they were
not engaged in an occupation distinct from that of the latter. This construction is based on
sociological and moral choices. The active population is composed of individuals who “directly”
exercised a profession in a particular position: “chiefs or bosses”, “clerks or employees”, “laborers”
or “day laborers, janitors, etc.”. It includes the heads of households but also other members of the
household who declared that they had an occupation distinct from that of the householder. The
inactive population is made up of “family members and domestic servants living off the work of
the former”. The latter are counted in the occupation of the individual for whom they are
“dependent”, which is the household head, and which in case of married couple is usually the
husband. As a result, the first partition does not highlight the weight of the different sectors of
activity according to the number of workers employed in each of them, but according to the
number of individuals “directly” and “indirectly” dependent on them. In this construction,
domestic workers, like other household members, are considered dependent on the income earned
“directly” by the head of the household, whether they contribute to the activity that the latter carries
out or not. The criterion of dependence on which this partition is based consists not only of a link
of economic dependence but also of a link of legal dependence on the head of the household, the
populations considered to be minors being very often associated in this construction with the
inactive population and attached to the individual for whom they are “dependent”.

The partition elaborated in 1896, which is close to the one we know today, improves the
measurement of women's home-based and salaried work but restricts it to the market sphere,
perpetuating the invisibilization of women's domestic work. This change responds to a new
objective affirmed by the Office du Travail, which is to represent the state of the productive forces
in the territory. The modification of the partition criterion leads to several notable changes. First,
the labor force participation rate increased considerably and durably, with a marked increase for
women. Between 1876 and 1891, the share of women in the active population fluctuated slightly
around 30%, while in the 1896 census they represented 34.6% of the active population, an increase
of 5.1 percentage points between 1891 and 1896. From the beginning of the twentieth century
onward, the accounting of women in the labor force is more constant than in the nineteenth
century, which has been attributed in part to the implementation of new counting methods and the
centralization of the counting (Maruani and Meron, 2012). From the perspective of changes in the
partition, several reasons can be given for the increase in the share of women counted as working,.

The main reason for this increase is the shift from the household scale to the individual scale, which
results in the elimination of the criterion of dependence within the household: it is no longer the
position in the household that determines whether one belongs to the working or the non-working
class, but the individual exercise of an occupation, in the sense of market work. This work can be
done inside or outside the household, which implies that a certain number of women who were
previously counted as inactive because they worked within the family structure are counted in the
active population in 1896: the definition of the establishment provided for the 1896 census makes
the family unit an establishment and the head of the family a head of the establishment. Indeed,
the back of the bulletin states that individuals who work at home and are “under the direction of
no one” should consider themselves as head of an establishment and indicate the number of helpers
they employ, “even from their family”. Family members, in turn, must indicate the occupation they
perform for the head of household.
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This “splitting up” of the domestic sphere (Topalov, 1999: 402, translation by the author) through
the erasure of the dependency link within the household was, however, conditional on the
delimitation of what constituted a professional activity, particularly regarding work performed
within the family unit: the distinction made in the 1896 census between domestic servants and
housewives was an indicator of the emergence of the definition of activity as market activity. In the
1896 census, the instructions for the agents in charge of counting the data emphasized in the same
sentence that domestic servants should be considered as working individuals, while the forms of
women “who declared themselves to be housewives” but who only did “their housework”, “will
be rejected and set aside”. By contrasting housewives and domestics, the instructions for the 1896
census seem to make a comparison between the paid work of servants and the unpaid domestic
work of women. From then on, the status of worker was attributed in principle to any individual
working “in the limited field of production” (Fouquet, 2004: 55, translation by the author).
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