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Abstract
Historians have agreed that the gender division of labour in rural households was broadly
similar across the whole of northern and western Europe during the early modern period.
Until recently, however, there has been a lack of detailed data about the historical division
of labour within European countries with which to test the validity of such cross-cultural
generalizations. New research that has collected evidence of work tasks for early mod-
ern Sweden and England now makes it possible to undertake a direct comparison of two
European countries. In this article, the gender division of labour in agriculture, craft pro-
duction and commerce in Sweden and England is compared to demonstrate the complexity
of historical gender divisions of labour. It presents a detailed picture of the gender division
of labour that not only shows differences between the two countries but also demon-
strates flexibility and adaptability in the allocation of work between women and men. As
a consequence, we argue that neither broad generalizations nor single causes are adequate
explanations for the patterns observed.

1. Introduction
Historians have agreed that the gender division of labour in rural households was sim-
ilar across much of northern and western Europe during the early modern period.1
Thus, in England:

Men took the main responsibility for field work: ploughing, maintaining hedges
and ditches,mowing hay, reaping corn and caring for cattle.Women’smain activ-
ities were centred on the house and farm-yard: milking dairy animals, making
butter and cheese, brewing beer, raising poultry, caring for pigs, and growing
herbs and vegetables … Spinning and lace-making provided work for women
and children.2
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While in Scandinavia:

Men may have devoted about half their working time to agricultural work per
se, such as ploughing, harrowing, haymaking, harvesting, threshing and fencing
… Female work included indoor duties but also the tending of cattle, sheep and
poultry, milking and the work connected with various products such as brewing,
slaughtering, salting, smokingmeat and the production of textiles fromwool and
linen.3

Similar generalizations are found in farming advice books and descriptions from
the early modern period. Thus, in England Gervase Markham wrote about ‘the perfect
husbandman … whose office and employments are ever for the most part abroad, or
removed from the house, as in the field or yard’, while the ‘English housewife … hath
her most general employments within the house’, and provided advice to the house-
wife on cookery, preparingmedicines, processing wool and flax, dairying, brewing and
baking.4 In Sweden, Olaus Magnus wrote that peasant women busied themselves with
‘spinning, weaving, baking, brewing, cooking, cleanliness and clothing of children,
making beds, and caring for lambs, calves and other small animals’ while peasant men
carried out ‘heavier tasks such as fieldwork, threshing, taming of horses…, sharpening
of weapons, fencing, and supervis[ing] and tak[ing] care of ploughs and fields.’5

This article compares new evidence of the gender division of labour in two coun-
tries, England and Sweden. It presents a detailed picture of the gender division of
labour that not only shows differences between the two countries but also demon-
strates flexibility and adaptability in the allocation of work between women and men.
As a consequence, we argue that neither broad generalizations nor single causes are
adequate explanations for the patterns observed.

Similarities between societies have been simplified to the level of caricature by
economists seeking to explain the gender division of labour in the long term. For
instance, Alberto Alesina and co-authors suggest that in all pre-industrial societies
based on plough agriculture, or ‘plough societies’, ‘men tended to work outside the
home in the fields, while women specialized in activities within the home’.6 Such gen-
eralizations encourage blanket cross-cultural explanations for the gender division of
labour. Alesina et al. argue that men’s greater physical strength leads them to dominate
plough agriculture.7 Sheilagh Ogilvie offered a careful critique of such approaches in
her groundbreaking study of the gender division of labour in early modern south-west
Germany.8 Yet she too favoured a single-cause explanation, citing guild regulations as
the main reason for women’s exclusion from many forms of work in that region.9

In this article we argue that ‘plough societies’ can encompass a great deal of vari-
ation, and that single factors are inadequate to explain the gender division of labour.
Studies of small-scale agriculture in the modern world have queried the generalization
that agriculturewas predominantly amale activity inwhichwomenmerely assisted and
worked within the home. In an article that summarizes the findings of a host of studies
in development economics, Carmen Deere notes the complexity of divisions of labour
in farming households, pointing to the need to examine not only broad categories such
as cultivation, livestock husbandry and food processing but also finer details at the level
of particular tasks, such as ploughing, sowing and weeding.10 Researchers looking at
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modernpeasant societies emphasize the importance of observing how farmwork inter-
locked with other forms of income-generation, such as craft production and the sale of
produce.11 Most importantly, Deere observes that the gender division of labour varied
‘cross-culturally and regionally … and also, within given regions in accordance with
the prevailing social relations of production and income-generating opportunities’, as
well as between households of different levels of wealth, arguing for the ‘importance
of material conditions in changing social constructs’ such as the gender division of
labour.12 It is likely that similar complexities existed in historical societies. Indeed,
Ogilvie observes that in early modern Europe, ‘gender specialization in arable agri-
culture … varied enormously across regions of central and northern Europe, and even
among different parishes in the same region’.13 From this perspective, it is interesting
to notice how Olaus Magnus added, parenthetically, that women too could be involved
in the taming of horses: not what we might expect from the generalizations made by
historians. Even if it is unclear to what extent his statements reflect Swedish realities,
his remark nonetheless suggests that a flexible division of tasks was not improbable.

Until recently there has been inadequate data to compare details in the historical
division of labour between European countries and test the validity of cross-cultural
generalizations. However, new research that has collected evidence of work tasks for
early modern Sweden and England now makes it possible to undertake a direct com-
parison of two European countries. In this article, the gender division of labour in
agriculture, craft production and commerce in Sweden and England is compared
to demonstrate the complexity of historical gender divisions of labour. For England
the data cover the period 1500 to 1700, while for Sweden it relates to 1550 to 1800.
Although these chronologies are slightly different, they represent periods when a sim-
ilar type of ‘early modern’ economy prevailed in each country, before the introduction
of mechanized production. In both countries women and men each made a significant
contribution to the early modern economy, and there were indeed many similarities
in the gender division of labour at the level of general categories such as ‘agriculture’
and ‘commerce’.14 But within those large categories there were important differences in
who did particular tasks. As the gender division of labour differed significantly from
many of the generalizations offered in the existing literature, we explore the reasons
why it was more flexible and varied.

Sections 2 and 3 introduce the broad contours of economy and society in early
modern Sweden and England and the methods used to collect evidence of women’s
and men’s work. These are followed by three sections (Sections 4–6) looking in turn at
gendered work activities in agriculture, crafts and construction, and commerce in the
two countries. In Section 7, in conclusion, we argue that once the complexity and the
flexibility of the gender division of labour are apparent, it also becomes evident that
cross-cultural and mono-causal explanations of these arrangements are inadequate.

2. Sweden and England: Context
Before embarking on the analysis of work tasks, it is helpful to draw some broad com-
parisons between England and Sweden and their economies in the relevant period.
These had similarities but also important differences. Both countries were dominated
by mixed agriculture, in which livestock husbandry provided dairy products, meat,
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traction and the manure needed to keep arable fields fertile. The repertoire of grain
crops (wheat, rye, barley and oats) and of farm animals (cattle, sheep and goats, pigs,
poultry and horses) was the same. Yet England had a smaller land area and a larger pop-
ulation of 5.2 million in 1700, leading to a population density of 40 people per square
kilometre.15 In contrast, the population of Sweden in 1750 was 1.78 million, with only
4 people per square kilometre.16 The Swedish sex ratio was markedly skewed: in 1750
there were only 88.7 men to 100 women.17 In England, sex ratios show approximately
equal numbers of men and women in the eighteenth century.18 Despite its larger size,
Sweden had less arable land than England: it is estimated that Sweden had 1.5 million
hectares of arable land in 1800, compared to England’s 3.9 million hectares in 1700.19
Sweden’s forests were much more extensive, covering around 70 per cent of the land,
while woodland covered only 9–15 per cent of early modern England.20 Differences in
climate affected agriculture: colder temperatures meant that the growing season was
shorter in Sweden.21 TheSwedish landscape wasmore open, whereasmuch of England
was characterized, even in 1600, by enclosed fields surrounded by hedges. The balance
within the livestock economydiffered: cattleweremore important in Sweden and sheep
in England. It is estimated that there were 0.9 million cattle and 16.8 million sheep in
England in 1600, while in Sweden in 1630 there were 1.7 million cattle but only 0.8
million sheep.22

Contrasts extended beyond the agrarian economy. In 1751, around 10 per cent
of the Swedish population lived in cities and towns, a slight increase compared to
1571 when the estimated share was 7 per cent. The largest city by far was Stockholm
with c. 63,000 inhabitants in 1751. Large parts of northern Sweden lacked towns alto-
gether.23 The urban proportion of England’s population began at a similar level of 5
per cent in 1540 but grew more rapidly to 17 per cent in 1700, when London’s pop-
ulation reached 575,000.24 Throughout the early modern period, the main Swedish
export commodities were various iron and forest products.25 In 1751, 73 per cent of
the exports consisted in iron products and 13 per cent in forest products. The balance
had been similar in 1643.26 England’s exports were dominated by textile manufactures.
In terms of monetary value in 1699–1701 woollen cloth and clothing made up 69 per
cent of England’s exports, other manufactures 12 per cent, foodstuffs 11 per cent and
primary products such as lead, tin, coal, skins and salt 8 per cent.27 This profile was
reflected in a high proportion of men with secondary (manufacturing) sector occupa-
tions in England: this grew from 22–28 per cent in 1600 to 31–42 per cent in 1700.28
Equivalent occupational data are not available for Sweden, but population statistics
suggest that in 1751 around 10 per cent of Swedish men were active in the secondary
sector.29 These figures indicate that England was more commercialized than Sweden,
with a higher urban population and a larger manufacturing sector. Thus, although the
economies of Sweden and England had some broad similarities, they also had several
important differences, making them well suited for a direct comparison of the gender
division of labour and its underlying causes.

3. Methods
The data analysed in this article were collected by two large research projects, the
Swedish Gender and Work (GaW) project and the English Forms of Labour project.30

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0268416025000104 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0268416025000104


Continuity and Change 5

The methods used by the two projects have many things in common. They both spring
from the idea that ‘work’ should be studied as practice: what people do to provide a liv-
ing for themselves and their families rather thanwhat they are called or howmuch they
are paid. Rather than working with occupational titles or wage data, these projects pri-
marily use court records and court-like records to recover descriptions of sustenance
activities that take the form of, or can be easily rendered as, verb-phrases: activities like
‘mow grass’, ‘weave cloth’ and ‘sell herring’, which can then be analysed quantitatively
and qualitatively.31 In doing so, they are able to capture both paid and unpaid forms
of work, giving a fuller picture of the whole economy, and are particularly effective at
identifying women’s work, which tends to be less visible thanmen’s inmany other types
of source material.

While the two projects share the same set of starting principles, there are a number
of important differences between them that need to be addressed to usefully compare
their results. There are two key types of difference: those related to the sources used
by each project, and those related to different decisions they have made about whether
to include, and how to categorize, certain types of activities. The latter set of issues
can be more readily resolved by reworking the two datasets to be consistent with one
another, as outlined at the end of this section. The differences in the court records used
by each project are more difficult to overcome and need to be factored into the analysis
that follows. To facilitate this, it is important to consider how each dataset has been
produced, and from what records.

The English project is focused on court records in which witnesses, plaintiffs and
defendants were asked to describe a series of events connected to a crime or other
legally significant incident, such as the making of a will or an accidental death. In such
cases those giving testimony not only commented on the incident itself but routinely
offered incidental details about what they had been doing at the time or in the lead-
up to the event. For example, Millicent Batchelor of Great Bradford, Wiltshire, told a
local criminal court in 1673 that ‘she was coming from milking’ when she witnessed
an assault which was under investigation.32 This would be recorded as an example of
‘milking’. Such testimony was normally taken down by local officials who interviewed
witnesses in advance of a court meeting, not given in open court, and the resulting
depositions survive in vast numbers for the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

As historians well know, legal testimony of this sort cannot simply be taken as an
accurate reflection of everyday realities. Those deposing often had ulterior motives for
not telling the truth. That said, the method deployed here did not record the crimes
or incidents that were under dispute as work activities, focusing instead on the less
controversial incidental information provided.While these detailsmay not always have
been true either, they needed to be plausible to persuade the court, and can therefore
be treated as reliable accounts of plausible everyday behaviours and activities. This is
especially important when it comes to investigating the gender division of labour: a
witness would be unlikely to describe themselves as performing an activity that was
only ever performed by the opposite sex if they wanted to tell a convincing story.33

Another potential issue with this material is that it could disproportionately record
work tasks that took place in ‘criminogenic’ contexts – a witness might be more likely
to see a crime while in an alehouse or at market than when working in their own home,
and therefore market work would show upmore often than housework.This is more of
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a concern when comparing the relative sizes of work categories than when considering
the gender division of labour within them, which is the focus of this article: where this
material captures a type of work, it tends to capture both women and men perform-
ing it. It is also important to stress that the court records used for the English project
were not all criminal records. There were three main courts whose records were used:
the quarter sessions, the church courts and the coroners’ courts. The first of these were
criminal courts, and the majority of cases related to theft or assault. Church courts
had a rather different profile, though: they had jurisdiction over various moral and
administrative issues, and themain types of cases they dealt with related to defamation,
matrimonial disputes, testamentary disputes and the collection of tithes. The inciden-
tal information reported in such cases originated in a wide range of contexts, including
evidence of people tending to the sick and dying when they heard them declare their
will, to collecting the harvest and therefore knowing how much tithe corn was due.
Few if any of the church court cases were related to criminogenic contexts. Quarter
sessions and church courts were the main sources used, but a small sample of coro-
ners’ reports were also included.34 These were accounts of the events leading up to
an accidental death, and provided examples of tasks as diverse as collecting water from
rivers (leading to drowning), to receiving fatal woundswhile cutting breadwith a knife.
Taken together, evidence from these three courts comes from a range of contexts that
included outside and inside tasks, group and individual tasks, and public and private
tasks.

In total the project collected evidence of 9,650 tasks being performed by specific
individuals, averaging 48 observations per year. Of those tasks, 5,692 fell into the cat-
egories of agriculture and land, crafts and construction, or commerce, and represent
the sample analysed in this article.The precise proportion of these tasks recorded from
each type of court is displayed in Table 1.This table also shows that the data cover three
broad regions of England – the south west, the east, and the north – which between
them include a wide range of rural economies from the lowland arable to the upland
pastoral, as well as coastal communities. The majority of tasks took place in small vil-
lages or market towns, though roughly 8 per cent came from larger urban areas. No
data were collected for the capital, London, but significant provincial cities like Exeter,
Norwich and York (between 10,000 and 15,000 inhabitants in 1600) are represented.
There is limited data available for the first half of the sixteenth century, but a fairly even
spread across the period 1550 to 1700.

The dataset offers a unique view of the wide range of everyday tasks, both paid and
unpaid, thatmade up the world of work in earlymodern England.The resulting picture
is not perfect. Certain types of work are under-represented in the English sources. An
obvious example is spinning. This appears to be a quirk of the records, whereby this
form of work was so ubiquitous and routine that witnesses rarely commented on it
explicitly as they did most other tasks. A similar dynamic means that childcare is also
under-represented.Themost significant element of under-representation in the dataset
is of women’s work in general. Of all tasks recorded by the project across all categories,
27.8 per cent were performed by women and 72.2 per cent by men. Given that the
method incorporates both paid and unpaid work, it would be reasonable to expect
that women did at least as much work as men, and that this number should be close
to a 50:50 split. The explanation for the imbalance can be found in the fact that female
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Table 1. Work tasks by court, region and time period, England

Tasks % % by F

Court

Quarter sessions examinations 3,005 52.8 24.6

Church court depositions 2,065 36.3 20.8

Coroners’ reports 622 10.9 10.8

Total 5,692 100.0 21.7

Region

South West 2,940 51.7 24.3

North 1,312 23.0 20.4

East 1,440 25.3 17.6

Total 5,692 100.0 21.7

Period

1500−1549 262 4.6 7.6

1550−1599 1,573 27.6 17.3

1600−1649 1,882 33.1 27.8

1650−1700 1,975 34.7 21.2

Total 5,692 100.0 21.7

Note: This table only includes tasks from the three work categories used in this article: agriculture and land, crafts and
construction, and commerce. The sameanalysis for the full dataset of all categories canbe found in Appendix A. Percentage
totals in this and subsequent tables do not all add up to 100.0 due to rounding.

witnesses were equally likely to describe women’s and men’s work, but men were more
likely to describe the work of men, leading to a male predominance in the work tasks
recorded.35 For the English datawe therefore apply amultiplier to the number of female
tasks across all categories and subcategories of work, of 2.59, to ensure that the total
number of tasks in the dataset is split 50:50 betweenmale and female task performers.36
This adjustment relies on the simple assumption that if we were to continue collecting
data using the same proportions of each source type, but only of work tasks done by
women, until we had an equal number ofmale and female tasks, those extra taskswould
be distributed across the categories in the same proportion as the current sample. By
creating a balanced overall sample, we get a more accurate picture of the proportion of
work done by women in each category and subcategory of work, that is, of the gender
division of labour.37

The Swedish court records describe events of legal interest, including both criminal
and civil cases as well as some administrative matters (like granting of permits). The
broad remit of Sweden’s local courts used for this study is an advantage as it increases
the likelihood that any type of work activity will turn up (with the exception of min-
ing, as cases related to mining were handled in special courts that were not consulted
here). The records present named witnesses, plaintiffs, defendants and court officials,
and frequently provide additional information of tangential relevance to the legal issue
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but often of great interest to the labour historian. For example, in a theft case from
Kålland in 1700, the wife of Anders Persson was described in passing as having spun
for payment,38 and in a rape case from1790, AnnaCatharina Lenberg ofÖsterby, north
of Uppsala, told the local court how she and some other young women had made mor-
tar on a September morning.39 ‘Spinning’ and ‘making mortar’ are both verb phrases
included in this study.

Unlike the English records, the Swedish court records are clerks’ summaries of
proceedings and seldom include separate depositions, making it always difficult to
establish exactly whose voice we hear. This in turn complicates the task of estab-
lishing people’s ulterior motives for saying what they did in front of the court and,
consequently, of assessing their reliability. Swedish early modern court sessions were,
however, public events attended by many, and it is unlikely that apparent lies or
entirely implausible accounts would have been accepted without protest. When Anna
Catharina Lenberg told the court that she was making mortar when a man assaulted
her, this could have been her way of depicting herself as an honest and virtuous female
worker. She had not been alone on the occasion, though; others would have been able
to verify or question the statement about her work. Statements about the subsequent
rape were harder to verify as it took place in private, but this was a problem for the
court and less so for the labour historian.40

When some exclusions are made to make the Swedish data compatible with the
English data, such as removing the work category ‘theft’ and others that were not
recorded by the English project, there are 14,229 work activities recorded across all
remaining categories, averaging 57 observations per year. Of those, 4,573 fall into the
three categories analysed in this article: agriculture and land, crafts and construction,
and commerce. The proportion of these work activities recorded from each type of
court, each part of the realm and each period is displayed in Table 2. The Swedish
dataset includes verb phrases from both rural and urban courts, from southern, mid
and northern Sweden and from Finland (part of the Swedish realm in the early mod-
ern period). Most data come from first instance courts (rural häradsrätter as well
as urban kämnärsrätter and rådhusrätter), but some were collected from the appeal
court level (Göta Hovrätt 1636–1675). The urban areas include relatively small towns
like Örebro, Västerås and Linköping (around 2,000 to 3,000 inhabitants in the mid-
eighteenth century), Norrköping (slightly larger) and really small Ekenäs in southern
Finland. Unlike the English dataset, observations from the capital are included, but
Stockholm was significantly smaller than London throughout the period. The major-
ity of work activities originate from villages, hamlets or small towns. The rural areas
include rich grain-producing areas like Västmanland and Södermanland on each side
of Lake Mälaren and Kålland on Lake Vänern. They also include areas in Dalarna,
Jämtland and Västerbotten where the soil was more meagre and animal husbandry
played an important role in the economy.

Certain types of work activities are either over- or under-represented in the Swedish
court records. For example, administrative work is over-represented, especially admin-
istration bymarriedmen,whereas agriculture and forestry, textilework andhousework
are under-represented; in the case of textile work, comparisons with probate invento-
ries and topographical descriptions make this clear.41 It is hard to identify a general
cause for under-representation. In the case of agriculture and forestry – types of work
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Table 2. Work tasks by court, region and time period, Sweden

Tasks % %by F

Court

Rural courts 2,212 48.4 12.1

Urban courts 2,063 45.1 26.3

Courts of appeal 201 4.4 52.2

Church courts 97 2.1 14.4

Total 4,573 100.0 20.3

Region

Götaland 953 20.4 21.4

Svealand 3,055 65.4 22.0

Norrland 409 8.8 10.5

Finland 256 5.5 6.4

Total 4,573 100.1 20.3

Period

1550−1599 98 2.1 6.1

1600−1649 218 4.8 18.3

1650−1699 1,825 39.9 21.3

1700−1749 983 21.5 26.1

1750−1800 1,449 31.7 16.4

Total 4,573 100.0 20.3

Note: This table only includes tasks from the three work categories used in this article: agriculture and land, crafts and
construction, and commerce. The same analysis for the full dataset of all categories can be found in Appendix A.

one would expect to have dominated everyday life in early modern Sweden – the low
accessibility of the legal system in the countryside may be the explanation. As many
rural courts convened only three times per year, incidents of potential interest to the
historian may have been solved outside the judiciary. As in the case of England, both
women and men appear in all categories of work, which reassures us that when the
court material does capture a type of work it does so for men and women alike.

The most significant element of under-representation in the data, as in the English
case, is of women’s work. Of the total work activities recorded across all categories, 24.3
per cent were by women and 75.7 per cent were by men. The urban records show more
women at work than do the rural ones. In view of the skewed gender ratio in early
modern Sweden, there is reason to assume that women did in fact carry out a larger
share of all work in society than didmen. However, as we do not know the exact gender
ratio prior to 1750, and since the ratio may have varied from one place to another,
we make the conservative assumption that women and men performed the same total
amount of work in society, including both paid and unpaid work. Keeping with the
approach of the English project, a multiplier of 3.11 is consequently applied to adjust
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for the under-representation of female work. This has the result of creating an overall
50:50 split between male and female tasks.42

Many of the differences between the two datasets outlined so far are inherent to
the underlying sources and cannot be easily changed. These differences will be at the
forefront of the analysis that follows. Other differences between the two projects and
their datasets can be more straightforwardly resolved. The two projects use different
sets of overarching categories for sorting work activities into, with the Swedish project
using 16 and the English project 9. This can be overcome by recategorizing activi-
ties into a common set of categories, and this type of analysis has been attempted
previously.43 The result was a very similar gender division of labour at the level of
major categories such as ‘agriculture’ and ‘care’. Instead of repeating this exercise, in
the following analysis we focus on three major categories of work that were already
used by both projects, one from each of the primary, secondary and tertiary sectors:
agriculture and land, crafts and construction, and commerce. This allows us to move
beyond the observation of broad similarities to compare inmore detail the gender divi-
sion of tasks within these key areas of the economy, where more differences become
apparent. To ensure as much consistency as possible we have recategorized tasks from
both projects into consistent sets of subcategories within each of these categories. We
have also removed verb-phrases from the Swedish data that relate to broader respon-
sibilities (for example ‘run a farm’ or ‘work in service’) rather than specific tasks (as
‘mow grass’ or ‘milk cow’) as the English project collected only the latter type of evi-
dence. Activities carried out by people of unknown gender were also removed from
the Swedish data, as these were not recorded for England. As far as possible the data
analysed below have been made compatible across the two projects. This allows us
to narrow our analysis to an exploration of whether any differences identified are
the result of our different sources or of ‘on the ground’ patterns of everyday working
life, rather than differences in decisions we have made about what to record or about
categorization.44

4. Agriculture
As the largest sector of the economy, agriculture dominates traditional descriptions of
the gender division of labour in non-industrial societies. The work activities described
in Table 3 include the core farming activities of animal husbandry and field work
(crop production) and associated activities such as farm transport (moving crops
and equipment within the farm/local area), hedging and fencing to maintain field
boundaries, and digging earth and marl, which in England was used to maintain soil
quality. It also includes other land-management and food production activities such
as wood husbandry or forestry, gathering food and fuel, and hunting and fishing.
Gardening typically involved the small-scale cultivation of fruit and vegetables close
to the farmhouse.

Comparison between England and Sweden in the distribution of agricultural work
activities shows very similar proportions of tasks related to crop cultivation (fieldwork)
but notable differences elsewhere. Some differences are expected. Larger proportions
of wood husbandry and hunting and fishing in Sweden are no surprise given the greater
extent of non-farmed land, although regulations concerning hunting and fishing boost
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Table 3. Agriculture and land, size of sub-categories

ENGLAND 1500−1700 SWEDEN 1550−1800

Total tasks (no.) % of category Total tasks (no.) % of category

Animal husbandry 852 32.3 261 16.1

Dig earth/marl 56 2.1 0 0.0

Farm transport 340 12.9 32 2.0

Field work 812 30.8 528 32.6

Gardening 15 0.6 23 1.4

Gathering food & fuel 211 8.0 88 5.4

Hunting & fishing 168 6.4 289 17.9

Hedging/fencing 30 1.1 119 7.4

Wood husbandry 151 5.7 278 17.2

Total observed tasks 2,635 99.9 1,618 100.0

the recording of these tasks in Sweden. The exclusion of crimes directly related to the
case from the English data leads to under-recording, as hunting most often appears in
prosecutions for poaching in the quarter sessions.45 However, the relatively few tasks
related to animal husbandry in the Swedish material are more difficult to explain given
the importance of livestock in Swedish agriculture. Care of livestock is clearly not well-
represented in Swedish court records.

What is of judicial interest affects what is observable. However, while source biases
influence the proportions between categories, they do not necessarily shape the gen-
der division within each category. Table 4 shows the gender division of labour for the
subcategories of land introduced in the previous table. The adjusted figures provide
the more accurate and comparable figures for women’s involvement. Women’s overall
involvement in these agricultural and land management tasks was very similar in the
two countries, providing almost exactly one-third of work tasks in Sweden and just
over a third in England. There was close similarity in women’s involvement in some
of the larger categories: the proportion of women among those doing field work was
only slightly lower in Sweden, and the proportions engaged in forestry and hunting
and fishing only slightly higher.

However, other categories of work showed substantial differences, demonstrating
the importance of looking within the larger categories at the detailed patterns of work.
The most notable difference is women’s dominance of animal husbandry in Sweden,
where they carried out 70.0 per cent of these tasks; in England women were well-
represented at 46.6 per cent, but not so dominant. Women in Sweden also played a
larger role in farm transport and hedging/fencing – perhaps in connection with their
responsibility for animals.46 In England women were much more dominant in the cat-
egory of gathering food and fuel. Here a key difference was the importance of gleaning
in England: it accounted for 48 of the 88 tasks in this category. Gleaning, picking up
uncollected stalks of grain from the fields after the harvest, was predominantly a female
activity: using the adjusted figures, women carried out 87.5 per cent of these tasks in
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Table 4. Agriculture and land, gender division of labour

ENGLAND 1500−1700 SWEDEN 1550−1800

Total
tasks
(no.) % by F

% by F
adjusted

Total
tasks
(no.) % by F

% by F
adjusted

Animal husbandry 852 25.2 46.6 261 42.9 70.0

Dig earth/marl 56 8.9 20.3 0 0.0 0.0

Farm transport 340 7.9 18.3 32 18.8 41.8

Field work 812 15.9 32.8 528 11.6 28.9

Gardening 15 20.0 39.3 23 30.4 57.6

Gathering food & fuel 211 40.8 64.1 88 13.6 32.9

Hunting & fishing 168 1.2 3.0 289 2.1 6.2

Hedging 30 0 0.0 119 6.7 18.3

Wood husbandry 151 4.0 9.7 278 5.8 16.0

Total observed tasks 2,635 18.0 36.2 1,618 14.1 33.8

Note:Here and in subsequent tables ‘adjusted’means that the femalemultiplier hasbeenapplied (x 2.59 for England; x 3.11
for Sweden), as explained in Section 3. The ‘% by F’ column is based on ‘raw’ data: the number of tasks actually recorded,
without adjustment.

England. Gleaning was never institutionalized in Sweden, but private arrangements
could at times give individuals the right to collect grain from specific fields.47

Field work and animal husbandry were the core activities of the farming econ-
omy. Tables 5 and 6 examine the gender division of labour within them in more
detail. The gendered pattern of field work was remarkably similar in the two coun-
tries. Preparing ground (ploughing and associated activities) was male dominated in
both countries. Here Alesina and his co-authors were correct; where they were wrong
was to assume that this activity dominated agricultural work patterns and consigned
women to domestic labour. Weeding crops was dominated by women in both coun-
tries. In other key crop-related tasks such as sowing and the hay and corn harvests,
women undertook around a third of the labour in both countries. Harvest work was
generally carried out by larger groups of workers, and these teams were often described
with vague terms such as ‘my people’ or ‘the harvesters’, which reduces the number of
examples that can be used for gendered analysis.

While arable agriculture emphasizes strong similarities in the gender division of
labour, animal husbandry emphasizes the differences. As we have already seen, women
did a much higher proportion of this work in Sweden. They made up two-thirds or
more of those carrying out these tasks in every subcategory of animal husbandry
except care of pigs, where they made up 52 per cent, and care of horses. Caring for
horses was the only subcategory where women were not in the majority. The picture
for England was much more mixed. Women dominated milking and did the majority
of work caring for pigs and poultry. They are well represented in the other subcate-
gories of animal husbandry work, but outnumbered by men. Given the dominance of
sheep among English livestock, the contrast in gendered patterns of labour between
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Table 5. Agriculture and land, types of field work

ENGLAND 1500−1700 SWEDEN 1550−1800

Total
tasks
(no.) % by F

% by F
adjusted

Total
tasks
(no.) % by F

% by F
adjusted

Prepare ground 178 3.9 9.6 193 4.7 13.2

Sowing 37 16.2 33.4 100 12.0 29.8

Weeding 27 74.1 88.1 7 57.1 80.6

Hay harvest 157 18.5 37.0 121 14.0 33.7

Harvesting crops 377 15.9 32.9 69 21.7 46.3

Other/unspecified 36 19.4 38.5 38 10.5 26.8

Total observed tasks 812 15.9 32.8 528 11.6 28.9

Table 6. Agriculture and land, types of animal husbandry

ENGLAND 1500−1700 SWEDEN 1550−1800

Total
tasks
(no.) % by F

% by F
adjusted

Total
tasks
(no.) % by F

% by F
adjusted

Care of cattle 152 23.0 43.8 39 41.0 68.4

Milking 97 91.8 96.7 20 100.0 100.0

Care of sheep 274 9.9 22.1 7 71.4 88.6

Shearing sheep 75 14.6 30.4 0 0.0 0.0

Care of pigs 19 42.1 65.6 23 26.1 52.3

Care of poultry 40 47.5 70.0 2 50.0 75.7

Care of horses 152 13.1 28.3 74 16.2 37.6

Other animals 29 13.8 28.6 13 53.8 78.4

Provide fodder* 11 18.2 35.7 14 64.3 84.8

Move, herd, watch* 3 0.0 0.0 61 49.2 75.1

Unspecified 0 0.0 0.0 8 75.0 90.3

Total observed tasks 852 25.2 46.6 261 42.9 70.0

*Unspecified animals.

England and Sweden in this category is particularly notable. It was a male-dominated
task in England but a female-dominated one in Sweden. In contrast to the Swedish
areas under study, English sheep were often kept in large herds by professional male
shepherds or other male servants. In Sweden the typical animal herder was female, the
vallpigor (‘herding maids’).

To summarize, the similarity in the overall proportion of agriculturalwork tasks car-
ried out bywomen in the two countries hides some important differences.Most notable
was women’s dominance of animal husbandry in Sweden. The usual explanations for
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the gender division of labour offer little explanatory value in this case: caring for live-
stock was physically strenuous and often took place far from the farmhouse; it was
not regulated by guilds.48 The scale of farming offers no easy explanation either; while
some men in England cared for large herds of sheep, they also cared for small herds. In
both England and Sweden cattle were typically kept in small herds, yet women’s work
in this area was much more prominent in Sweden.

5. Crafts and construction
Peasant households frequently engage in a broad range of economic activities, not
just agriculture. In fact, the non-agricultural activities are often essential for their sur-
vival.49 The same was true of early modern households in general: the combination
of various types of work made households less economically vulnerable. This section
looks closer at secondary sector work: the construction of buildings and the produc-
tion of commodities for own use or sale. These kinds of work grew in importance after
the arrival of industrialization and were then often masculinized. In the period we
are looking at, secondary sector work tended to be smaller scale and there is reason
to believe that it engaged many women, although it has previously proved difficult to
measure their contribution directly.50

As Table 7 shows, the composition of the two datasets for crafts and construction
is similar, with the exception that there is less textile work and more building work
recorded for Sweden than for England. We think that textile work is under-reported
in both countries, but that the size of the textile industry in England means that it is
not surprising that this is a larger category than it is for Sweden.51 The difference in the
size of the ‘buildings’ category for each country is less straightforward to explain. The
sources for both countries seem to capture the same range of activities; for instance,
they include not only newly constructed buildings but also a lot of maintenance and

Table 7. Crafts and construction, size of sub-categories

ENGLAND 1500−1700 SWEDEN 1550−1800

Total tasks (no.) % of category Total tasks (no.) % of category

Textile production 254 27.0 86 9.6

Clothes, shoes 185 19.6 205 22.8

Buildings 170 18.0 317 35.2

Groundworks 63 6.7 100 11.1

Mill maintenance 29 3.1 24 2.7

Mining/Quarrying 36 3.8 6 0.7

Metal work 87 9.2 67 7.4

Woodwork 73 7.7 67 7.4

Other 45 4.8 28 3.1

Total observed tasks 942 99.9 900 100.0
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repair work. In Sweden some building activities required the completion of an appren-
ticeship (within a guild), and conflicts about whether or not a person had fulfilled
this requirement ended up in court and show up in the sources used here.52 While
apprenticeships were also required for many forms of building work in England, these
restrictions were not enforced in the court records drawn upon for this project, and
this may be part of the explanation for why building activities are a smaller proportion
of the English dataset.

Another factor has more to do with different building types than source differences.
In Sweden, the wooden constructions that both people and animals lived in were rela-
tively simple to take apart and move to a new place (see Figure 1). Court records show
people doing this all the time.53 In England, more permanent structures meant that
processes of construction and deconstruction were more infrequent and thus captured
less often. In Basingstoke, Hampshire, in 1585, John Ewens did ‘help tile’ the roof and
‘mend and fill upwithmortar certain brakes and holes in the inside of the walls’ of John
Potter’s house, where ‘the weather had so driven away the earth from the rods in cer-
tain places of those walls’.54 While the wet English weather meant that regular repairs
were necessary, the use of stone, brick and cob (earth), as well as timber, combined
with tiled or thatched roofs, meant that buildings were not easy to dismantle and move
(see Figure 2).55

Table 8 shows that in both countries women performed around 42 per cent of all
activities in crafts and construction, and that their presence wasmost striking in textile
production and, to a lesser extent, in production of clothing and shoes.

What is especially striking, though, is the degree to which women dominated textile
production in Sweden, performing 98.5 per cent of tasks. A more detailed breakdown

Figure 1. An example of typical Swedish buildings from the period. Skruven två mil norr om Stockholm:
Tecknat efter naturen av A F Cederholm 1813. Image info: https://www.alvin-portal.org/alvin/
imageViewer.jsf?dsId=ATTACHMENT-0001&pid=alvin-record%3A94202&dswid=1790
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Figure 2. An example of typical English buildings from the period. Markers Cottage, Town End,
Broadclyst. Image info:https://www.geograph.org.uk/more.php?id=5124774

Table 8. Crafts and construction, gender division of labour

ENGLAND 1500−1700 SWEDEN 1550−1800

Total
tasks
(no.) % by F

% by F
adjusted

Total
tasks
(no.) % by F

% by F
adjusted

Textile production 254 46.1 68.9 86 95.3 98.5

Clothes, shoes 185 41.1 64.4 205 24.4 50.2

Buildings 170 1.2 3.0 317 8.5 22.5

Groundworks 63 1.6 4.0 100 6.0 16.8

Mill maintenance 29 0.0 0.0 24 0.0 0.0

Mining/quarrying 36 2.8 6.9 6 0.0 0.0

Metal work 87 2.3 5.7 67 3.0 8.4

Woodwork 73 0.0 0.0 67 1.5 4.3

Other 45 15.6 32.3 28 7.2 18.8

Total observed tasks 942 22.0 42.1 900 19.0 42.0

of the component parts of textile production shows the very different organization of
this work in the two countries (Tables 9 and 10). In Sweden, women dominated all
aspects of textile production, with the weaving of linen the only area with a notable
male contribution. In England the sources providemore detail on the component tasks
around wool processing and show that women dominated many of these – cleaning,
carding and spinning – and were involved in all areas of textile production to some
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Table 9. Textile production, gender division of labour, Sweden 1550–1800

Total tasks (no.) % by F % by F adjusted

Unspecified work with wool 5 60.0 81.8

Unspecified spinning 31 100.0 100.0

Spin wool 17 100.0 100.0

Spin hemp 1 100.0 100.0

Prepare flax 6 100.0 100.0

Unspecified weaving 18 100.0 100.0

Weave linen 2 50.0 75.0

Bleach, dye 6 83.3 94.1

Total observed tasks 86 95.3 98.5

Table 10. Textile production, gender division of labour, England 1500–1700

Total tasks (no.) % by F % by F adjusted

Process flax/hemp 10 30.0 52.6

Gather wool* 48 29.2 51.6

Clean wool 14 64.3 82.3

Card/comb 10 60.0 79.5

Spin 57 98.2 99.3

Wind yarn 8 37.5 60.8

Organize 21 28.6 50.9

Transport 5 100.0 100

Dyeing 18 33.3 56.4

Weave 42 11.9 25.9

Finish textiles 15 6.7 15.6

Other 6 50.0 72.1

Total observed tasks 254 46.1 68.9

*This does not include sheep shearing, which is categorized as animal husbandry.

extent, butmen dominated theweaving of cloth and the finishing processes.These later
processes weremore heavily controlled by apprenticeships, whichwas important to the
gender division of labour in English textiles. Yet in Sweden men did not take control of
weaving tasks.The striking difference between the two countries here is likely related to
the fact that textile production in England was a major domestic and export industry
and required the labour of both women and men to sustain it – providing income-
generating opportunities for both. In Sweden, where textile production was smaller
scale and more domestically oriented, it may have been less necessary, or desirable, for
men to direct their labour into textile production rather than into other trades such as
timber and mining.56
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We can identify other interesting differences where women turned up in other types
of craft. In Sweden they were visible in the building sector, where they accounted for
almost a quarter of adjusted observations: they made mortar and some – although
not many – cases strongly suggest that they took part in actual housebuilding and
house repair. Anna, a soldier’s widow, was described as having erected three build-
ings together with her late husband: the house where they lived, the cowshed and
the pigpen.57 Like men, women could get involved in conflicts with non-apprenticed
craftsmen, or be accused of being non-apprenticed themselves and therefore not per-
mitted to carry out some forms of work.58 They also undertook groundwork like
putting gravel on bridges.59 In England, in contrast, evidence of women working in
the building sector, or undertaking groundwork, is very rare. There is one example
of a pregnant woman carrying thatch up a ladder to assist a male thatcher who was
repairing her roof; one of a married woman working with her husband to build a little
dovecote in their field; and one where a man and women worked together to redi-
rect a water course.60 Yet these are the only observations of women working in these
areas. They suggest that when they did so women in England were usually working on
tasks alongside men, rather than undertaking specific tasks in the sector that might
be seen as women’s work. There were no doubt more occasions where this co-working
occurred, but men did not mention their female co-workers in their testimony, as we
know men routinely under-reported women’s work.61

That said, there does appear to have been a significant national difference, with
women more prominent in construction and repair work in Sweden than in England.
One reasonmay have been the ease with which Swedish timber constructions could be
taken apart and moved, reducing the need for specialist knowledge, tools and to some
extent physical strength. Yet we should not over-emphasize the importance of build-
ing materials, as there were timber buildings in England too and women are known
to have taken active part in the construction of large stone and brick buildings in
Stockholm. Whatever the reasons, this serves as another example of the flexible nature
of the gender division of labour and its adaptability in different national and local con-
texts. Moreover, there is evidence that women’s involvement in construction work also
varied over time in both countries. While women were seldom recorded doing such
work in early modern England, there is evidence from the medieval period of women
being employed as building labourers.62 In Sweden, women were active as producers
and carriers ofmortar on nineteenth-century building sites and there are images show-
ing them in this role from the late seventeenth century. But after 1900, women left the
trade as a consequence of male competition.63 This chronological variation reinforces
the point that the gender division of labour was malleable and contextual, not fixed
and universal.

6. Commerce
The tertiary sector – including the provision of services, commerce, transport, man-
agement and administration activities – is generally regarded to form only a small part
of non-industrial economies.64 Yet both the Swedish and English projects have found
work of this kind to be far more prevalent than estimates based on occupational titles
would suggest. In part this is because these approaches include unpaid women’s work,
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which often fell in this sector, but another major factor is that both projects have found
plentiful evidence of both women and men engaging in instances of commercial activ-
ity, such as the buying and selling of goods, related negotiations and trips to and from
the market. This section explores the gender division of labour within the category of
commerce. While there has been important research on women’s commercial activity
in the period, the data from our projects allow us to quantify their contributions to this
sector in new ways.65

In Sweden and England these types of observation are overwhelmingly made up
of fairly straightforward instances of individuals buying and selling goods, as we can
see from Table 11, but there are a small number of other types of commercial activity
in both datasets. ‘Going to market’ was recorded more often in the English material,
though this may well have more to do with the nature of the sources than such activity
being more frequent – witnesses often reported being on their way to or from market
when they overheard defamatory exchanges or witnessed criminal activity, so this was
often reported as an incidental detail of the sort that is more common in the English
sources than the Swedish, which did not include more elaborate witness depositions,
but rather summaries of court officials. Both projects record plenty of examples of buy-
ing and selling at markets, but in both cases these were recorded as buying and selling
tasks, not ‘go to market’ tasks.

Once again, the data becomes more revealing when we turn to examine the gender
division of labour within commerce and its subcategories, as shown in Table 12. The
adjusted figures show that women were well represented in all activities in both coun-
tries, and the overall proportion of commercial tasks undertaken by women of 51.5 per
cent in Sweden and 48.0 per cent in England demonstrates that the division of labour
in this sector was remarkably even. There are some interesting national differences at
the subcategory level, not least of which is that women undertook a higher proportion
of sales tasks in Sweden than England (56.9 per cent versus 42.9 per cent) and were
more dominant in running shops and stalls too (54.2 per cent versus 45.1 per cent).
Why women were more prominent in selling activity in Sweden than England is not
immediately obvious, but an examination of what women, and men, were selling in
each country provides some clues.

Table 11. Commerce, size of sub-categories

ENGLAND 1500−1700 SWEDEN 1550−1800

Total tasks (no.) % of category Total tasks (no.) % of category

Buy 1,053 49.8 900 43.8

Sell 819 38.7 1,031 50.2

Exchange 75 3.5 38 1.8

Go to market 131 6.2 28 1.4

Run shop/stall 37 1.7 58 2.8

Total observed tasks 2,115 99.9 2,055 100.0

Notes: ‘Exchange’ includes ambiguous dealings such as price negotiations or viewing goods to assess/value them, where
it is unclear if a sale occurred. ‘Go to market’ is essentially a travel activity of going to or coming from the market. ‘Run
shop/stall’ records tasks related to doing so that were not specific sales or purchases.
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Table 12. Commerce, gender division of labour

ENGLAND 1500−1700 SWEDEN 1550−1800

Total
tasks
(no.) % by F

% by F
adjusted

Total
tasks
(no.) % by F

% by F
adjusted

Buy 1,053 28.6 50.9 900 21.4 45.9

Sell 819 22.5 42.9 1,031 29.8 56.9

Exchange 75 25.3 46.6 38 10.5 26.8

Go to market 131 32.8 55.8 28 10.7 27.2

Run shop/stall 37 24.3 45.1 58 27.6 54.2

Total observed tasks 2,115 26.3 48.0 2,055 25.5 51.5

Table 13. Types of goods sold by women andmen compared, Sweden 1550–1800

Instances
sold by
women
(no.)

Instances
sold by

men (no.)

% of
women’s
sales

% of
men’s
sales

% sold by
women
of total

% sold by
women
of total

(adjusted)

Agricultural
produce

20 128 6.5 17.7 13.5 32.7

Livestock 22 115 7.2 15.9 16.1 37.3

Farm foods
(processed)

162 168 52.8 23.2 49.1 75.0

Miscellaneous
consumables

19 90 6.2 12.4 17.4 39.6

Manufactured
goods

84 223 27.4 30.8 27.4 53.9

Total observed
instances

307 724 100.1 100.0 29.8 56.9

As can be seen in Tables 13 and 14, in England and Sweden alike the majority of all
sales activities for both women and men were connected to the agricultural economy,
including agricultural produce, livestock and farm-produced foods. But there are some
notable differences within that broader similarity. While women did play an essential
role in selling agricultural products in the Swedish case (32.7 per cent), they did so
to a lesser extent than in England (44.4 per cent). In both countries men were more
likely to sell field crops and animal skins, whereas women made a notable contribution
to selling milk and grain. A major difference is that the sale of wool does not appear
in the Swedish records, but was a major agricultural product sold in England, by both
men andwomen: it is this involvement inwool sales that explains the higher proportion
of women’s sales of agricultural products in that country. As we saw in the crafts and
construction section, the relative size of the textile trade in each country affected the
gender division of labour.
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Table 14. Types of goods sold by women andmen compared, England 1500–1700

Instances
sold by
women
(no.)

Instances
sold by

men (no.)

% of
women’s
sales

% of
men’s
sales

% sold by
women
of total

% sold by
women
of total

(adjusted)

Agricultural
produce

34 110 18.5 17.4 23.6 44.4

Livestock 27 234 14.7 36.9 10.3 23.0

Farm-foods
(processed)

42 93 22.8 14.7 31.1 54.0

Miscellaneous
consumables

10 36 5.4 5.7 21.7 41.9

Manufactured
goods

71 161 38.6 25.4 30.6 53.3

Total observed
instances

184 634 100.0 100.1 22.5 42.9

In the Swedish case, more than half of all goods sold by women (52.8 per cent)
were processed farm foods and women undertook three-quarters of all such sales. In
England, the respective figures were just 22.8 per cent and 54.0 per cent. These types
of sale account for women’s greater prominence in the ‘sell’ category in Sweden overall.
The sale of breadmade up just over half of the instances of women selling farm foods in
Sweden, whereas in England it was less than a quarter. First impressions here suggest
that bread selling was a more important part of women’s work repertoires in Sweden
than in England, but closer inspection of the cases in which bread selling arises sug-
gests that this may in fact be due to differences in the source base of the two projects.
Cases of women selling bread in Sweden appear in the records when they infringed on
the rights of themale bakers’ guild, or those exceptions where poorer womenwhowere
given a permit to bake and sell bread to support themselves. While bread making and
sales were regulated in England, this was done through urban or manor courts, nei-
ther of which were used for the data collected here. Instead, references to bread selling
in England were incidental rather than regulatory, and this type of evidence was not
inherently more likely to capture women’s bread-selling activities than men’s, as were
the Swedish regulatory records.

This serves as a reminder that, even with the adjustments to the data we have
made for this analysis, the gender division of labour seen in the results can in some
cases still be influenced by differences in the records. But that does not mean that
such evidence has little value in helping us to understand the reasons behind the
gender division of labour more generally: indeed, it is a reminder that commerce,
like crafts, could be heavily regulated, and that the more even gender division of
work in this category cannot simply be seen as a consequence of commercial activ-
ity being in some way ‘freer’ and less subject to patriarchal controls than other areas of
work.

Adifference between the data for the two countries that appears to tell usmore about
variations in practices on the ground is that the proportion of women selling livestock
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is higher in Sweden than in the English case (37.3 per cent compared to 23.0 per cent).
Men did still dominate livestock sales in Sweden, which primarily involved the sale of
cattle and horses, but it is notable that there was not a particularly distinct division of
labour around who sold what, with both women and men involved in the sale of large
animals. In a court case in 1763, we are told about a wife who, on several occasions,
visited markets and sold and bought oxen, a steer and cows.66 In England, not only
did women undertake a smaller proportion of livestock sales but the type of animals
sold was more clearly gendered: 14 of their 27 livestock sales related to poultry, though
the others did include pigs, cattle, sheep and a horse. For men, sheep were by far the
largest category, accounting for 65.8 per cent of their 234 livestock sales, followed by
cattle (22.2 per cent) and horses (9.4 per cent), in addition to some poultry and pigs.
In short, men dominated the sale of larger animals, and animals kept and often sold in
large flocks.

These were also the sorts of transactions that involved larger sums of money, which
is reflected in the fact that the average value for the livestock sold in ‘sell’ tasks done
by men in the English dataset was 696 pence, whereas for women it was just 15 pence.
It may be that access to large amounts of capital or credit explains why men dom-
inated trading in this type of animal in England, whereas women generally traded
in smaller and lower-value livestock.67 In the Swedish data, livestock sales normally
involved the sale of a single animal or a pair, rather than large herds, so trading in
livestock was less dependent on access to extensive credit or capital; this may help
explain why women were more prominent in livestock transactions in Sweden than in
England.

According to the Swedish sample, manufactured goods accounted for approxi-
mately the same proportion of goods sold by women as they did for goods sold by
men (27.4 per cent women and 30.8 per cent men), but here they were partly selling
different kinds of goods. Men mainly sold metalware, accounting for 45.7 per cent of
223 instances of selling manufactured goods, primarily ironware of various sorts (iron,
bar iron, pig iron). There were, for example, ten men (bergsmän) and one widow who,
in 1791, sold pig iron to an iron master.68 Only occasionally did women sell iron, and
metalware sold by women was mostly different silver items. The most common man-
ufactured goods sold by women were clothes of various kinds, such as hats, gloves,
scarves, sweaters, skirts and so on, and shoes and fabrics, most probably not self-made
but sold second-hand.69

In England, metalware was also the largest category of manufactured goods sold
by men, accounting for 24.6 per cent of 161 instances of such sales, but women were
also involved in metalware sales, and it was the third largest category of manufactured
goods they sold (11 of 71), behind yarn/textiles/lace (27 of 71) and clothing/napery (18
of 71). In 1662, a Wiltshire woman sold three pieces of iron from an old cartwheel to
a blacksmith for 20 pence.70 So, while it was the case in both countries that men were
more likely to sell metalware, and women more likely to sell textile and fabric-related
goods, there was not a strict division of who sold what in either country, and the pro-
portionate involvement in selling different types of goods varied between the countries
across categories. In the case of commerce, we can see that the gender division of labour
was not only fairly equal overall but particularly fluid and flexible in relation to selling
specific types of goods.
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7. Conclusions
This article sheds new light on the gender division of labour in early modern Europe.
It has done so by approaching the issue in several novel ways. One is that it draws
on direct empirical evidence of women and men engaged in specific work activities,
rather than relying on the generalized observations of prescriptive literature. Another
is that it has offered an in-depth comparison of this type of data for two countries for
the first time. To make this comparison effective, the datasets for Sweden and England
have been carefully crafted to ensure a high degree of similarity between what is being
analysed.This includes the application of amultiplier to ensure that the overall propor-
tion of tasks done by men and by women in each country is 50 per cent, which allows
for meaningful comparisons of the gender division of labour within the categories and
sub-categories that make up the economy as a whole.

There are still limitations to this data. Most obviously, the sizes of some of the
categories of work captured by each project are implausibly small. This is true of spin-
ning in both countries, whereas others are recorded more frequently in one country
than in the other, such as animal husbandry being less visible in Sweden than in
England. There are a variety of reasons why such activities might be under-reported
by the sources, and caution needs to be exercised when comparing the relative sizes
of work categories both within and across the two countries.71 These issues are less
significant for the main purpose of this article, which is analysis of the gender divi-
sion of labour. While some forms of work are more visible than others in the sources,
when a type of work is captured, the evidence is more reliable at capturing the propor-
tions of it that were performed by each gender. There are some exceptions, especially
where regulations had a strong gendered dimension – as we have seen in the case of
women’s bread selling in Sweden – but, overall, we are confident that our analysis of
differences in the gender division of labour reflects differences on the ground in each
country.

Women’s contribution to all the main areas of economic activity examined here was
substantial, and at the level of overarching categories the proportion of work done by
women was remarkably similar between the two countries. Women performed 34–36
per cent of agricultural work, 40 per cent of crafts and construction, and 48–52 per cent
of commerce. There were also some similarities within these categories: for instance,
women’s participation in field work was similar at 29–33 per cent and women in both
countriesmade up 53–54 per cent of those sellingmanufactured goods. At a superficial
level these findings appear to support cross-cultural generalizations that suggest that
the gender division of labour was similar across northern and western Europe, or even
in all ‘plough societies’.

Yet there were also important differences in the gender division of labour between
the two countries. Women dominated livestock husbandry in Sweden, carrying out
70 per cent of tasks compared to only 47 per cent in England. In Sweden women
almost monopolized textile production, undertaking 99 per cent of tasks compared
to 69 per cent in England, while in England women did more clothing production: 65
per cent of tasks compared to 50 per cent in Sweden. Women played a noticeable role
in construction and groundworks in Sweden, accounting for 23 per cent and 17 per
cent, respectively; in England women were almost absent from these forms of work.
Women were more involved in selling livestock in Sweden, comprising 37 per cent
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of those carrying out this task compared to 23 in England. These differences may be
partly explained by the female bias in Sweden’s sex ratio, with only 88.7 men per 100
women. The more important point, however, is that because both men and women
took part in almost all types of work, this gave the gender division of labour flexibility.
The differences between the two countries indicate that the gender division of labour
was adaptable. Just as in the modern peasant societies surveyed by Deere, the gender
division of labour varied with local circumstances.

A close examination of the differences between Sweden and England suggests that
neither broad generalizations nor a single cause can explain the gender division of
labour. Alesina et al. argue that men’s physical strength allowed them to dominate
plough agriculture, resulting in women working in or near the farmhouse. We show
that ploughing was a very small proportion of work repertoires even in these two pre-
dominantly rural societies, and that women dominated some activities that required
physical strength and working well away from home, such as livestock husbandry in
Sweden. Ogilvie found that guild regulation structured the overall gender division of
labour in early modern south-west Germany, by excluding many women from certain
types of work. We found that guilds and apprenticeship regulations affected the gen-
der division of labour in some forms of work such as manufacturing, construction and
certain types of commerce. But the all-encompassing nature of guilds in Ogilvie’s study
area makes them a special case. Similar regulations did not structure other areas of the
economy in Sweden and England, such as agriculture and most of commerce.

In the examination of commerce, we came closest to revealing the complexity and
inter-relatedness of the gender division of labour. In England, women’s higher partici-
pation in selling farm products was caused by their role in selling wool, which was in
turn related to the importance of both sheep farming and the textile industry.Women’s
lesser role in selling livestock in Englandwas in part due not only to their lesser involve-
ment in livestock farming compared to Sweden but also to the size of herds being
traded, and women’s lesser access to capital and credit, which allowed men to dom-
inate larger transactions. In Sweden the size of transactions was generally smaller and
the balance betweenmen andwomenmore equal. Guild regulations led to higher num-
bers of women being recorded selling bread in Sweden. Any explanation of women’s
involvement in commerce needs to encompass all these influences.

Some differences in the gender division of labour between the two countries are
inherently difficult to explain. Why did women dominate livestock husbandry and
take a fuller part in construction work in Sweden but not in England, for instance?
An acknowledgement of the complexity of the reasons behind the gender division
of labour also means that we should not always expect to find obvious explanations.
Nonetheless, while we cannot explain all the differences observed, we can confidently
conclude that the gender division of labour in early modern Sweden and England, and
likely the whole of northern and western Europe, was varied, flexible and adaptable.
Its causes are likely to have been equally variable, relating to the particular economic,
social and cultural circumstances in which women and men engaged in their struggles
to make a living.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article (Appendix A) can be found at
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0268416025000104.
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French Abstract
C’est d’un commun accord que les historiens pensaient que la division sexuelle du travail,
dans les ménages ruraux, avait été plus oumoins dumême ordre à travers l’Europe duNord
et toute l’Europe occidentale à l’époque moderne. A vrai dire, jusqu’à récemment, on ne
disposait pas de données historiques suffisamment détaillées sur la répartition genrée des
tâches au sein des pays européens, permettant de tester la valeur de ces généralisations sur le
comportement culturel différentié en milieu paysan en ce domaine. De récentes recherches
ont permis de documenter précisément quels travaux accomplissaient hommes et femmes
des campagnes en Suède et en Angleterre à cette époque. Voilà qui autorise désormais une
comparaison directe entre deux pays européens sur cette question. Le présent article com-
pare la division sexuelle du travail en distinguant lesmilieux de l’agriculture, de l’artisanat et
du commerce en Suède et en Angleterre. Il démontre la complexité de la répartition genrée
du travail. Nous présentons un tableau détaillé de ces résultats qui non seulement mettent
en lumière les différences entre les deux pays, mais révèlent flexibilité et adaptabilité dans
l’affectation des tâches entre femmes et hommes. En conséquence, nous soutenons que les
modèles de comportement observés en la matière ne sauraient justifier ni généralisations
ni causes uniques pour les expliquer.

German Abstract
Historiker sind sich darin einig, dass in der Frühen Neuzeit die geschlechtsspezifi-
sche Arbeitssteilung in ländlichen Haushalten im gesamten nördlichen und westlichen
Europa mehr oder weniger ähnlich ausgeprägt war. Bis vor kurzem mangelte es jedoch
an detaillierten Daten über die historische Arbeitsteilung innerhalb europäischer Länder,
um die Validität solcher kulturübergreifenden Generalisierungen zu überprüfen. Neuen
Forschungen verdanken wir Hinweise auf die Verteilung vonArbeitsaufgaben für das früh-
neuzeitliche Schweden und England, die es nun ermöglichen, zwei europäische Länder
direkt miteinander zu vergleichen. In diesem Beitrag wird die geschlechtsspezifische
Arbeitsteilung in der Landwirtschaft, im Gewerbe und im Handel in Schweden und
England verglichen, um die Komplexität der historischen Arbeitsteilung zwischen den
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Geschlechtern zu unterstreichen. Er bietet ein detailliertes Bild der geschlechtsspezifi-
schen Arbeitssteilung, das nicht nur Unterschiede zwischen den beiden Ländern zeigt,
sondern auch unterstreicht, wie flexibel und passgenau die Arbeit zwischen Frauen
und Männern zugewiesen wurde. Im Ergebnis lautet unsere These, dass weder grobe
Verallgemeinerungen noch Einzelursachen eine angemessene Erklärung für die zu
beobachtenden Muster liefern.
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