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As societies are transforming, reaching escalated levels of modernization and transgressing the
boundaries of orthodox definitions for societal roles, the term ‘housewife’ is perceived ambiguous in
global social discourse and labour terminology.

The ambiguousness of the term ‘housewife’ is evident through comparison among societies, within
societies and within social institutions. This paper then examines the reasons for and the social
implications of the ambiguity of this term in a wider comparative perspective. A two—stage
methodology was used in an effort to critically unearth the core of this ambiguity. Firstly, survey data
obtained from research recently conducted in Japan was used to highlight the challenges posed by the
ambiguousness of this term. Secondly, a quadruple checkpoint system was designed to concretize the
meaning of ‘housewife’.

The paper concludes by discussing the complexities brought about by the cultural plurality in defining
what it means to be a housewife. A functional universal definition is recommended. However,
discovering the rationale for the ambiguity of the term ‘housewife’ seems to be tantamount to seeking
inflexible and distinct definitions for an ambiguous role rather than seeking an ambiguous term for a

distinct role.
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