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Abstract: The study aimed to provide a philosophical and ethical analysis
of the traditional division of responsibilities in the private sphere, assessing its
compatibility with principles of justice and moral autonomy. The research was
grounded in a normative philosophical methodology based on Kantian ethics,
particularly the concepts of the categorical imperative, autonomy of the will, and
moral duty. The findings indicate that the historically established unequal
distribution of domestic labor operates as a_form of social heteronomy, replacing
free moral choice with assumptions rooted in biological determinism. The study
highlights that women’s “temporary poverty,” caused by disproportionate
involvement in unpaid care work, undermines their ethical duty of self-
improvement by limiting access to resources necessary for personal development.
Furthermore, the analysis shows that such traditional arrangements violate the
second formulation of the categorical imperative by treating women as means
rather than ends, reducing their role to supporting the well-being of other
household members. Evidence of this is found in patterns of economic dependence
and restricted career opportunities. From a legal perspective, the patriarchal
model fails to meet the standard of justice as the coexistence of freedoms, since
men’s public opportunities are effectively subsidized by women’s unpaid labor.
The study concludes that genuine equality requires dismantling the public-
private divide and adopting partnership-based models rooted in mutual respect
and shared responsibility.
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Introduction

The issue of justice and equality in the realm of family relations has
become increasingly relevant in modern ethical-philosophical discourse, as
despite substantial advancements in ensuring formal and legal equality
between the sexes, the private sphere remains a space of persistent
asymmetry. The traditional model of distribution of family responsibilities,
which historically assigned women the function of caring and men — public
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activity, today comes into fundamental conflict with the normative ideals of
autonomy and human dignity. In the context of global social
transformations, when women’s economic and political participation
increases, the preservation of patriarchal patterns in everyday life creates a
“double burden” effect, which not only limits the possibilities of self-
realisation of the individual but also undermines the foundations of a
democratic society.

The modern scientific literature actively examines the problems of
justice and gender equality, which indicates a growing interest in the ethical
foundations of social life. Z. Kieliszek conducted a fundamental study on the
concepts of justice in various philosophical traditions, tracing their
evolution from antiquity to the present and identifying common features in
various approaches. As a result, the author established four key dimensions
of modern justice — economic, social, legal, and global — and demonstrated
their importance for the formation of a more equal society, which creates a
theoretical basis for analysing justice at the micro level of the family.* The
transformation of the concept of family in a globalised society was analysed
by S. Wijaya, who focused on the ethical, cultural, and political aspects of
family changes influenced by global processes. The study demonstrated that
globalisation radically changes the definition of family roles and
responsibilities, affects the identity of the modern family, and highlights the
urgent need to adapt public policy to new social realities that go beyond
traditional models.2 A philosophical analysis of the relationship between the
institution of the family and the principles of justice was performed by S.
Olsaretti, reviewing the complex dialectic of family responsibilities to
society and the rights of families to support it. The family was presented as
an ambivalent institution that can both promote and hinder equality of
opportunity, and therefore society must find a balance between supporting
paternity and ensuring the autonomous rights of children.3

The empirical measurement of gender inequality and the effectiveness
of combating it were the subject of a systematic review by M. Guthridge et
al., which analysed a wide range of interventions in education, media, and
social programmes. The results of their analysis showed that most of the
existing measures had only a partially positive effect, and significant
changes at the macro level were not achieved, which indicates the need for
an integrated approach that would cover changes simultaneously at the

1 Z. Kieliszek, «Philosophical views on justice: A study of the concepts of justice in
different traditions of philosophy». European Chronicle, 2024, pp. 28-38.

2 S. Wijaya, «The concept of the family: Philosophical analysis in the context of
modern globalized society». Journal of Contemporary Philosophical and Anthropological
Studies, 2023, pp. 111-123.

3 S. Olsaretti, «Family and justice in political philosophy». Oxford Research
Encyclopedia of Politics, 2023, pp. 76-82.
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micro, meso, and macro levels.4 The problem of gender inequality in a
specific professional context was highlighted by S.G. Smith and J.C.
Sinkford, examining barriers to women’s leadership in global healthcare,
where women make up 70% of the workforce but hold only 25% of
leadership positions. The study uncovered that the COVID-19 pandemic has
enormously deepened this inequality due to a sharp increase in unpaid work
and household responsibilities for women, underlining the need to
implement gender transformation strategies in organisations.5 Similar
trends in higher education and science were analysed by R. Rosa and S.
Clavero, concluding that women in the academic environment continue to
face structural barriers to career growth and recognition. The concrete
results of their work demonstrate that university equality programmes, such
as Athena SWAN, have limited effectiveness due to their local nature and
institutional resistance, and a key condition for change is the recognition
and support of unpaid care work for women in academia.t

The global context of the problem was considered by W. Leal Filho et
al., who assessed the degree of gender mainstreaming in all Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), identifying major gaps beyond the SDG 5
profile.” The results of their analysis indicate that the goals of poverty
eradication, education and urban development require special attention to
effectively implement equality, which necessitates raising awareness and
integrating gender practices in all areas of sustainable development. An
innovative approach to solving the problem was proposed by A. Di Vaio et
al., who explored the potential of blockchain technologies in promoting
gender equality through new corporate governance models. The study
showed that although the social potential of blockchain remains poorly
understood, its transparency and decentralisation can be effectively used to
manage inclusion processes and ensure equal opportunities in the corporate
sector.8

4 M. Guthridge, M. Kirkman, T. Penovic, M.J. Giummarra, «Promoting gender
equality: A systematic review of interventions». Social Justice Research, 2022, pp. 318-343.

5 S.G. Smith, J.C. Sinkford, «Gender equality in the 21st century: Overcoming
barriers to women’s leadership in global health». Journal of Dental Education, 2022, pp.
1144-117.

6 R. Rosa, S. Clavero, «Gender equality in higher education and research». Journal
of Gender Studies, 2022, pp. 1-7.

7 W. Leal Filho, M. Kovaleva, S. Tsani, D.M. Tircd, C. Shiel, M.A.P. Dinis, M. Nicolau,
M. Sima, B. Fritzen, A.L. Salvia, A. Minhas, V. Kozlova, F. Doni, J. Spiteri, T. Gupta, K.
Wakunuma, M. Sharma, J. Barbir, K. Shulla, M.P. Bhandari, S. Tripathi, «Promoting
gender equality across the sustainable development goals». Environment, Development
and Sustainability, 2022, pp. 201-214.

8 A. Di Vaio, R. Hassan, R. Palladino, «Blockchain technology and gender equality:
A systematic literature review». International Journal of Information Management, 2023,
pp. 102-117.
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The influence of crisis phenomena on the dynamics of inequality was
investigated by M. Foley and R. Cooper (2021), who analysed the impact of
the COVID-19 pandemic on the labour market in Australia and the world,
particularly the impact on women’s employment and income. The results
revealed the need for five key areas of action for equitable recovery, among
which the elimination of segregation, the provision of flexible working
conditions and an even distribution of unpaid work are central. The
psychological and social aspects of justice within the family were the subject
of the study by C. Sabbagh and D. Golden, which analysed the application of
the principles of distributive justice in kinship relations. Their research
showed that despite the declarative ideal of equality, real family distribution
practices often remain unequal, and subjective feelings of injustice do not
always arise, which indicates the complex nature of internalising inequality.9

Despite a noteworthy amount of research, there is a need for a deeper
philosophical understanding of the moral foundations of the traditional
division of labour. Most of the existing works focus on sociological or
economic aspects, leaving out the ethical imperatives underlying justice.
This study aimed to conduct a philosophical analysis of justice and equality
in traditional family dynamics through the prism of Kantian ethics. The
following tasks are set to achieve this goal: analyse the concept of autonomy
and individual freedom in the context of gender roles; investigate the
problem of instrumentalization in family relations on the basis of a
categorical imperative; to rethink the concept of justice as the coexistence
of freedoms in the private sphere.

Materials and methods

The methodological approach of the study was normative and
philosophical in nature and was based on the principles of Kantian ethics.
The work employed methods of conceptual analysis and normative
reconstruction to examine the issue of justice in family relations through the
prism of moral autonomy and human dignity. The analytical work took
place in the period from October to November 2025. The theoretical
framework of the work was formed on the basis of a critical analysis of
classical texts of German philosophy, in particular, I. Kant’s work
“Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals”, which served as the basis for
deconstructing the concepts of autonomy and moral duty.:° The work of
leading philosophers such as C. Korsgaard, who developed the concept of
normative self-government,’* and O. O’Neill, whose review on practical

9 C. Sabbagh, D. Golden, «Distributive justice in family relations». Family Process,
2021, pp- 1062-1072.

10 T, Kant, «Groundwork of the metaphysics of morals». 2005.

1 C.M. Korsgaard, «Creating the kingdom of ends». Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996, pp. 45-65.
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philosophy allowed Kantian universalism to be applied to problems of
justice, was used to interpret Kantian ethics in the context of contemporary
social challenges.:2 The analysis of feminist criticism of traditional family
models was based on fundamental works on political philosophy. In
particular, the concept of “sexual contract” by C. Pateman was used to
identify hidden mechanisms of subordination in the private sphere,'3 and
N. Fraser’s “interrupted justice” theory allowed considering the problem of
recognition of unpaid work.14 The work of S.M. Okin became the foundation
for the argument of the thesis about the family as a primary school of moral
education.1s

Statistical and sociological data were used solely for illustrative
purposes — to contextualise the normative analysis and demonstrate the
social significance of the ethical controversies under consideration. The
sample of empirical sources was selected based on relevance and
representativeness, covering key statistical reports and demographic
indicators for European Union and Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD) countries published in 2021-2025.
This chronological focus ensured the validity of the conclusions and took
into account the impact of post-pandemic transformations on the structure
of family responsibilities. To illustrate gender gaps in time allocation and
unpaid labour, data from the Gender Equality Index of the European
Institute for Gender Equality were used, providing quantitative indicators
of disparities in the performance of domestic duties!¢ and their impact on
health and well-being.”7? The economic dimension of the problem,
specifically the impact of marital status on employment and career
opportunities, was analysed on the basis of Eurostat reports on Sustainable
Development Goals and household composition statistics.’® For a
comparative analysis of trends in OECD countries, the materials of reports
on gender equality in a changing world!¢ and general policy reviews were

12 Q. O’'Neill, «Constructions of reason: Explorations of Kant’s practical philosophy».
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989, pp. 34-43.

13 C. Pateman, «The sexual contract». Oxford: Polity Press, 1988, pp. 12-17.

14 N. Fraser, «Justice interruptus: Critical reflections on the “postsocialist”
condition». London: Routledge, 1997, pp. 333-341.

15 S.M. Okin, «Justice, Gender, and the Family (Vol. 171)». New York: Basic books,
1991.

16 European Institute for Gender Equality. «Gender Equality Index 2024: Sustaining
momentum on a fragile path». 2024.

17 European Institute for Gender Equality. «Gender Equality Index 2021: Health.
Gender differences on household chores entrenched from childhood». European Institute
for Gender Equality. 2021.

18 EuroStat. «SDG 5 — Gender equality». 2025.

19 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. «Gender equality».
2025.
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used, identifying the stability of patriarchal patterns even in developed
economies.2° The sociological context of the traditional marriage crisis and
the growing number of divorces initiated by women was reviewed on the
basis of analytical materials. The use of the synthesis method allowed
combining the normative requirements of Kantian ethics with empirical
facts of social inequality, forming a holistic view of the injustice of
traditional family dynamics.2!

Results

During philosophical-ethical analysis, a conceptual deconstruction of
traditional gender roles was conducted through the prism of the Kantian
concept of autonomy, reinforced by empirical data on the structure of time
distribution in modern households. The central conclusion of this stage of
the study is that the historically established model of family responsibilities,
which attributes the functions of care to women and the function of material
support to men, comes into fundamental conflict with the basic principle of
moral autonomy, turning women into hostages of “time poverty”. Autonomy
(from the Greek autonomia — self-law), according to I. Kant, is the ability of
the will to determine itself to act independently of any external causes or
sensual inclinations, guided solely by the law of its own reason. In Kant’s
practical philosophy, autonomy of will mean the ability of a rational subject
to independently provide themselves with a moral law and act in accordance
with it, regardless of external inclinations or empirical determinations.
Heteronomy, accordingly, was defined as the subordination of the will to
external factors — social expectations, traditions or natural inclinations —
which deprived moral action of its normative independence. At the same
time, the application of these categories to the analysis of family relations
required a clear methodological caveat. I. Kant’s (2005) historical views on
the institution of marriage and gender roles were formed within the socio-
legal context of the 18th century and contained elements that contradicted
the universalist principles of his own moral theory. In particular, I. Kant’s
concept of marriage as a legal contract of mutual possession of the physical
abilities of partners did not ensure the symmetrical realisation of the
autonomy of both parties and reflected the patriarchal assumptions of his
era. Thus, the critical application of Kantian ethics to the analysis of family
relations in this study did not involve an apologetic reading of the historical
Kant. On the contrary, it was based on a normatively reconstructed version
of his practical philosophy, which made it possible to reveal the internal
tension between the ideals of autonomy and the actually existing social

20 Qrganisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. «Gender equality in a
changing world». 2025.
21 K. Bishop, «Why women file for divorce more than men?» BBC Worklife. 2022.
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structures of family life.

The study established that traditional family dynamics actually replace
moral autonomy with social heteronomism. Heteronomy, by definition of I.
Kant (2005), occurs when the will is determined by external circumstances,
traditions, or coercion. In the context of gender relations, this is manifested
in the fact that the life choice of a person — particularly the choice of
profession, the distribution of lifetime and the priority of goals — is dictated
not by an internal moral law, but by a pre-defined biological characteristic,
that is, gender. Empirical data illustrate the social context of this
heteronomy of this heteronomy in modern society. According to current
data, there is a major gap in the performance of unpaid domestic work in
the European Union: 63.1% of women are engaged in daily cooking and
cleaning, while among men this figure is only 35.7%. From a normative
point of view, this statistical gap is evidence of heteronomy not because of
the fact of cleaning itself, but because of the lack of real exit options and the
structural pressure of social expectations that force the subject to
subordinate their time to the goals of the household, contrary to their own
moral priorities. This statistical disparity creates a situation where a woman
is forced to subordinate her will to external circumstances of everyday life
much more often than a man, which immensely limits her opportunities for
free moral choice and self-determination. Moreover, data analysis shows
that this gap is formed in childhood, which indicates a deep internalisation
of heteronomic norms through parenting mechanisms. Girls are more often
involved in cleaning and caregiving, while boys are more often involved in
gardening or technical maintenance, and these patterns are reinforced in
adult life. From Kant’s point of view, such early social coercion is a violation
of the right to free development of one’s personality since it imposes a
certain type of behaviour on the child not through rational conviction or the
discovery of talents, but through the unavoidable pressure of tradition.
Globally, women spend an average of 2.8 hours more on unpaid care work
than men every day. This “second working day” is not a free choice of an
autonomous subject, but a structural restriction that prevents a woman
from realising her potential as a moral agent. The systematisation of
empirical data illustrating the philosophical problem of loss of autonomy
due to unequal resource allocation is shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Conceptual models of heteronomy and autonomy in family
dynamics through the prism of Kantian ethics

Comparison | Traditional model Kantian ethical model

criteria (Patriarchal/Complementary) | (Egalitarian/Partnership)
Instrumental: a woman as a means | Subject: each family member

Personal . . . .

status of ensuring everyday life and |is an end in themselves
comfort (a means for the purposes | (Zweck an sich selbst), whose
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of another). dignity is absolute.

The. princip le Naturalistic: based on biological | Rational: based on free

of distribution « »

of gender and “natural purpose consent, contract, and the

responsibilities (anthropology). universal principles of reason.

. Autonomous: actions are

Heteronomous: actions are .

Character of . o determined by a moral law

. determined by tradition, custom, ;
the will that a person gives to

or economic coercion.

themselves.

Purpose of the
union

Functional: household survival,
procreation, economic benefits.

Moral: a union of free people
for mutual support and joint

(marriage) moral improvement.
Hierarchical: subordination of a | Parity: the coexistence of the
Justice woman’s private interests to the | freedom of one with the

interests of the “head of the family”
(paternalism).

freedom of the other under the
common law (justice).

Historical context analysis based on secondary sources shows that this
heteronomy has been institutionalised in Western societies for centuries,
peaking in the industrial age with the adoption of the “male-breadwinner /
female-housewife” model. I. Kant’s (2005) ethics strongly rejects any
attempt to derive moral responsibilities from the empirical nature of man.
As the philosopher pointed out, morality cannot be based on anthropology.
It must come from a pure mind a priori. Thus, attributing to a woman the
duty of care only on the basis of her biological capacity to bear children is a
logical error (“naturalistic error”) from the standpoint of critical philosophy,
as it mixes physiological necessity with moral duty. Statistics confirm the
social, not biological, nature of this distribution. In countries with different
cultural norms and policies, the gender gap in time varies — the smallest in
the Scandinavian countries, the largest in countries with a conservative way
of life, which proves the possibility of changing these patterns through the
rational organisation of society.

Modern interpretations of Kantian ethics, in particular, the works of
leading philosophers, have deepened the understanding of how gender
asymmetry undermines subjectivity. The argument is that the capacity for
normative self-management is the essence of the human personality. When
society imposes the role of a housewife as the only option on a woman, it
actually denies her the status of a full-fledged moral agent, reducing her to
an instrumental function. This leads to a situation that social philosophy
defines as “interrupted justice”. Eurostat’s economic statistics confirm this
in practice: 27.5% of women work part-time precisely because of the
responsibilities of caring for children or disabled relatives, while only 7.1%
of men do. This means that a woman is economically and socially
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“punished” by limited resources and influence for performing functions that
are vital for the reproduction of society, but are not recognised as an
autonomous choice. Time, according to I. Kant (2005), is a prerequisite for
the realisation of moral goals, particularly the duty of self-improvement,
which he defined as an “imperfect duty to oneself”. When one group of
people is systematically deprived of free time due to imposed household
responsibilities — women in the EU devote 18.4 hours a week to household
chores compared to 12.1 hours for men — this limits their ability to develop
their talents, cultivate their moral character, and participate in public life.
Thus, the traditional family becomes an institution that systematically
hinders the moral growth of half of its members, violating the principle of
equal opportunities for moral improvement. The study also analysed the
concept of “paternalism” in family relationships. Kant was a well-known
critic of paternalistic government, which treats its subjects as if they were
irrational children, incapable of recognising what is good or bad for them.
The transfer of this criticism to the micro level of the family suggests that
traditional patriarchy, where the husband makes key decisions for his wife,
allegedly “for her own good” or “for the good of the family”, is a form of
despotism. True autonomy requires that each family member has the right
to vote and the ability to determine their own well-being. The lack of
economic independence among women, caused by their concentration on
unpaid work, makes them vulnerable to such paternalism and makes their
will dependent on the will of another, which is incompatible with the dignity
of a free person. Data on the employment gap between mothers and fathers
indicate that the birth of a child often becomes a bifurcation point, after
which a woman loses economic autonomy.

The main aspect of the analysis was the criticism of the so-called
“complementary” approach to gender roles, which postulates that men and
women have different but complementary areas of responsibility. From the
point of view of Kant universalism, this approach is flawed since it reduces
a person’s personality to their sexual function, ignoring the universal nature
of the mind. The categorical imperative in its first formulation requires: “Act
only according to that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it
should become a universal law”. Attempting to universalise the maxim
“women should do housework, and men should do public activities”, we are
faced with a logical contradiction. We cannot rationally want all rational
beings to be limited to the private sphere because that would halt the
development of civilisation, just as we cannot want no one to engage in
caregiving. Consequently, the distribution of these responsibilities solely on
the basis of gender does not pass the test of universalisation and is not a
moral law. A true moral community is a “realm of goals” where each
participant is seen as a sovereign legislator, rather than as a functional
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complement to the other. Theoretical analysis also touched upon the issue
of socialisation and reproduction of inequality. The family, as noted in the
feminist critique of liberalism, is the “first school of justice”. If children grow
up in an environment where freedom is unevenly distributed and where the
mother serves as a support staff, they internalise this inequality as the norm
of human relationships. Data show that gender gaps in household
responsibilities increase with age, confirming that the family reproduces
inequality across generations. I. Kant’s (2005) pedagogy, which emphasises
the education of character and the ability to think independently, requires
reforming the family structure in such a way that it demonstrates equal
respect for the autonomy of both parents, teaching children to see the other
person as an end, not a means.

Summarising the results of the first stage of the study, it can be argued
that traditional family dynamics, supported by statistical data on the
unequal distribution of time and work, are a structural obstacle to the
realisation of the Kantian ideal of an autonomous personality. It replaces
the freedom of self-determination with biological determinism and social
pressure, turning moral agents into hostages of gender expectations.
Overcoming this injustice requires not just a redistribution of tasks but a
fundamental change in understanding the nature of family obligations from
a model based on status and tradition to a model based on the contract of
free and equal individuals who jointly determine the conditions for their
coexistence and development. This implies the recognition of domestic
work and care as common human responsibilities, rather than as a specific
“female assignment”, which is a prerequisite for establishing true justice in
the private sphere.

The methodological basis of this stage is the second formula of the
categorical imperative of I.Kant (2005), known as the “formula of
humanity,” which requires acting in such a way that humanity, both in one’s
own person and in the person of anyone else, is always treated as an end and
never merely as a means. In the context of family relations, this means that
the moral problem lies not in the fact of division of labour itself, but in
whether both partners retain equal control over their own time, life goals
and opportunities for self-realisation. From a normative Kantian
perspective, instrumentalization is not reduced to the presence of
assistance, care or functional specialisation of roles. It arises when one
partner’s time, energy, and practical priorities are systematically
subordinated to the goals of the other, while the opportunity for
symmetrical influence on the joint life project is absent or significantly
limited. Thus, Kantian ethics does not deny the uneven distribution of tasks
as such, but recognises as morally unacceptable a situation in which one
partner effectively loses autonomy over their own time and life plans,
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becoming a resource for the realisation of the other’s goals. It is the
systematic subordination of time and goals, rather than the division of
responsibilities itself, that is the defining feature of instrumentalization in
the private sphere.

The application of this principle to the analysis of the household sphere
revealed that the traditional gender division of labour functions as a
systemic mechanism that reduces a woman to the status of a tool for
ensuring the life of other family members, violating her moral status as an
end in itself. The study determined that the essence of instrumentalization
in a family context is to alienate the time and vitality of one partner (mostly
female) to meet the needs and career ambitions of the other (mostly male)
without proper reciprocity or symmetrical compensation. Statistics from the
European Institute for Gender Equality (2024) illustrate the social
conditions in which such asymmetry persists: in the European Union, 63%
of women aged 18-74 are engaged in daily cooking and cleaning, while
among men this figure is only 36%. This gap becomes even more noteworthy
in households with children, where women factually bear the burden of a
“second shift”. From Kant’s standpoint, this state of affairs is morally
unacceptable since it turns one person into a resource for the comfort of
another. A man who is relieved of routine duties due to his wife’s unpaid
work gets the opportunity to invest his time in professional development,
public activities, and self-realisation. Meanwhile, a woman whose time is
absorbed in serving the household needs of the family is deprived of the
opportunity to pursue her own goals, becoming only a means for the
prosperity of the household. Critical analysis of the concept of “consent” in
this context is the main element of the study. Kantian ethics allows the use
of another person’s labour, but only with free and rational consent, which is
not forced. However, sociological data call into question the voluntary
nature of the traditional distribution of roles. According to the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (2025), even when women
work full-time in paid jobs, they still perform the lion’s share of household
responsibilities, which indicates the pressure of social norms rather than
free choice. A situation where a woman “agrees” to an unequal distribution
of responsibilities under the pressure of economic dependence or cultural
stereotypes does not meet the I. Kant (2005) criterion of autonomous
consent. This is a form of structural coercion, where the subject’s will obeys
external circumstances, turning it into an object of manipulation by
tradition. The economic dimension of instrumentalization is revealed
through an analysis of the impact of family responsibilities on professional
implementation. Statistics show that the gender gap in employment reaches
its peak among couples with children. For the age group of 25-54 years, this
gap is 16.5% in favour of men. In addition, 27.5% of working women in the
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EU are forced to work part-time precisely because of the need to care for
children or disabled relatives, while among men this reason is marginal —
only 7.1%. Such statistics show that women systematically sacrifice their
economic independence for the good of the family. According to Kant,
economic dependence is a threat to moral integrity because it forces a
person to please the person on whom they depend, undermining their
ability to act solely out of respect for the moral law. When a woman becomes
financially dependent due to performing unpaid work, she risks becoming a
“material appendage” of the household, whose existence is justified only by
utility for others.

A unique form of instrumentalization identified in the course of the
study is the phenomenon of “single motherhood” as a consequence of the
collapse of the traditional model. Data show that the vast majority of single-
parent families are headed by women: 5.4% of women aged 25-54 are single
mothers, compared to only 1.0% of men in the same category. This indicates
that women are disproportionately responsible for the consequences of
family life, while men often retain greater freedom from child care
obligations. This state of affairs violates the principle of universality of
moral duties, since parenting, which by its very nature is a common
responsibility, in practice turns into a duty of one gender, which again
reduces women to the function of caregivers and educators. The study also
drew attention to the ethical aspect of “duty to oneself”. I. Kant (2005)
argued that a person has a duty not to allow others to despise their dignity
and not turn themselves into a means for other people’s purposes (servility).
Systematic performance by women of routine and “invisible” work
(washing, ironing, cleaning), the participation of men remains minimal and
can lead to internalisation of feelings of inferiority. According to profile
reports, women are significantly more likely than men to engage in routine
household tasks that do not contribute to personal development, while men
are more likely to engage in more creative or technical aspects of homework.
Consent to the role of “maid” in your own family is, according to I. Kant
(2005), a violation of the duty of self-respect. A moral agent must stand up
for their equality and not settle for relationships where their interests are
systematically ignored. On the other hand, the study determined that the
traditional family model also instrumentalises men, albeit in a different
way. Reducing the role of the husband exclusively to the function of
“breadwinner” and “defender”, the patriarchal system considers him as a
means of material support. This leads to the alienation of men from the
emotional sphere and the process of raising children. Evidence confirms
that men spend much less time caring for and educating their own children,
which limits their moral experience and empathy development. Kantian
ethics, which emphasises the comprehensive development of human
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abilities, condemns such one-sidedness. A person who is considered by the
family only as a source of income is also not perceived as a complete goal in
themselves, and their human essence is reduced to an economic function.
The key ethical differences between existing traditional practices and the
normative Kantian ideal are summarised in Table 2.

Table 2. Comparative characteristics of family relationship models: from

instrumentalization to the “realm of goals”

Comparison
criteria

Traditional model
(Patriarchal/Complementary)

Kantian ethical model
(Egalitarian/Partnership)

Personal
status

Instrumental: a woman as a means
of ensuring everyday life and
comfort (a means for the purposes
of another).

Subject: each family member
is an end in themselves
(Zweck an sich selbst), whose
dignity is absolute.

The principle

T Naturalistic: based on biological | Rational: based on free
of distribution « »
of gender and “natural purpose” | consent, contract, and the
responsibilities (anthropology). universal principles of reason.
. Autonomous: actions are
Heteronomous: actions are .
Character of . o determined by a moral law
. determined by tradition, custom, ;
the will . . that a person gives to
or economic coercion.
themselves.

Purpose of the
union

Functional: household survival,
procreation, economic benefits.

Moral: a union of free people
for mutual support and joint

(marriage) moral improvement.
Hierarchical: subordination of a | Parity: the coexistence of the
Justice woman’s private interests to the | freedom of one with the

interests of the “head of the family”

freedom of the other under the

(paternalism). common law (justice).

A separate aspect of the analysis was the problem of “justice in the
family” as a prerequisite for civil justice. S.M. Okin (1989) rightly pointed
out that the family is the primary school of moral education. If the
relationship between parents is based on the principles of exploitation and
instrumentalisation (one serves, the other consumes services), this distorts
the moral consciousness of future citizens. Children who watch their mother
sacrifice her interests for their father learn the false maxim that some people
(men) are more important than others (women). This contradicts the
categorical imperative, which requires recognition of the equal absolute
value of each individual.

Summarising the results of the second stage of the study, it can be
stated that the traditional division of labour is a form of systematic and
institutionalised instrumentalization, which is fundamentally incompatible
with I. Kant’s (2005) ethical ideal. True moral community in the family is
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possible only if the partner is completely rejected as a means to meet
domestic or economic needs. The transition to an ethical family model
requires that domestic work and care be considered as common
responsibilities necessary for maintaining life, which should be distributed
on the basis of mutual respect, fairness, and consideration of the interests
of both partners as equal moral agents. Only this approach ensures
compliance with the requirement to consider humanity in the person of
everyone as the ultimate goal.

The final stage of the study is devoted to the analysis of traditional
family dynamics through the prism of Kantian philosophy of law and
modern theories of social justice. While the previous divisions concentrated
on internal moral autonomy and interpersonal ethics, this section considers
the family as a basic political unit, the structure of which determines the
architecture of society in general. The methodological foundation here is the
Kantian definition of law as a set of conditions under which the arbitrariness
of one person can be combined with the arbitrariness of another in
accordance with the general law of freedom. The application of this criterion
to the gender division of labour revealed that the traditional family model
does not meet the requirements of legal justice since the freedom of one
subject (a man) is systematically realised by restricting the freedom of
another (a woman), and not in harmonious coexistence with it. The study
revealed that the key problem of traditional dynamics is the artificial
separation of the public and private spheres, which takes family relations
beyond the principles of justice. As stated by C. Pateman (1988), classical
liberal theory ignores the fact that the “social contract” between citizens has
historically been based on the previous “sexual contract” that subordinated
women to men in the private sphere. The empirical data indicate that this
contract is still in force: women, being formally equal citizens in the public
sphere, remain de facto subordinate in the private sphere due to the unequal
distribution of resources and time. According to Eurostat, the gender
pension gap in the EU is 26%, which is a direct economic reflection of the
injustice of the division of labour accumulated during life. A woman who
spends years on unpaid nursing work finds herself in a state of addiction in
her old age, which contradicts the I. Kant (2005) ideal of civic
independence. Women are significantly less represented in political power
and leadership positions correlates with their overload with household
responsibilities. This indicates a correlation between inequality in the
private sphere (micro level) directly translates into inequality in the public
sphere (macro level). Kant’s requirement of “publicity” of law means that
the principles governing people’s lives must be open and justifiable to
everyone. The traditional division of roles, often justified by “nature” or
“love,” does not stand up to public scrutiny for fairness, as it gives
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unjustified privileges to one group at the expense of another.

The main aspect of the study was the concept of N. Fraser (1997) on
equity as “participatory parity”. According to this approach, justice requires
social conditions that allow all members of society to interact with each
other as equals. Traditional family dynamics violate this condition in two
dimensions: distributive (material inequality due to unpaid work) and
recognition (cultural impairment of care work). Statistics show that areas of
activity related to care (education, health) remain the least paid and
feminised. This points to the systemic problem of non-recognition of the
value of reproductive labour, which is the foundation of society, but is
considered a “private matter” of women. From the point of view of Kant’s
philosophy of law, the state that allows such structural injustice does not
fulfil its main function — guaranteeing equal external freedom for all
citizens.

The study also analysed the impact of this dynamic on the concept of
“civil independence” (Selbstandigkeit). For Kant, the ability to provide for
oneself was a prerequisite for active citizenship. In today’s environment,
when 32% of women working part-time do so because of the lack of
affordable care services, they are effectively deprived of this civic
independence. This creates a class of “dependent citizens” whose political
interests are often ignored or represented by their husbands, which is a relic
of the patriarchal way of life. True justice requires the restructuring of public
institutions (in particular, the care system for children and the elderly) so
that care responsibilities do not become an obstacle to civic and economic
participation. Special attention was paid to the issue of the contractual
nature of marriage in Kantian philosophy. Kant saw marriage as a legal
contract that ensures equal ownership of each other. Although some of
Kant’s views on marriage were limited by his time, the very idea of legal
equality of partners is revolutionary for the criticism of traditionalism. If a
prenuptial agreement (public or unspoken) places the entire burden of
everyday life on one party, it becomes a bonded contract that cannot be
recognised as fair in a state governed by the rule of law. Current evidence
that women initiate divorce more often than men, often citing unequal
distribution of responsibilities, indicates a crisis in the legitimacy of the
traditional prenuptial agreement in the face of growing female autonomy.

Summarising the results of the third division, it can be argued that
justice in the family is not a matter of private integrity, but a matter of public
law and the political structure of society. The traditional gender division of
labour violates the Kantian principle of co-existence of freedoms, creating
systemic obstacles to women’s enjoyment of their rights and opportunities.
Achieving equality requires deconstructing the public/private dichotomy
and recognising that a democratic society cannot exist based on an
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undemocratic family structure. A fair family dynamic is an organisation of
living together that allows both partners to combine care responsibilities
with professional and civic realisation, ensuring that everyone has the status
of an independent legal entity worthy of respect and recognition.

Discussion

The results obtained in the course of this study on the ethical and legal
failure of the traditional model of distribution of family responsibilities are
confirmed and theoretically deepened in a wide range of modern scientific
works covering philosophy, sociology, and law. The analysis of Kant’s
concept of autonomy, which is incompatible with the instrumentalization of
women in the family, resonates with the conclusions of T. Baron and C.
Cowley (2024). The researchers emphasised the ambiguity of the concept of
“family” and its role in the formation of identity, which confirms the thesis
of this study that the structure of family relations is not a private matter, but
fundamentally affects the moral status of the individual. Moreover, their
analysis of philosophical approaches to family ties reinforces this claim that
different ethical systems (including Kantianism) can interpret parental love
differently, but the demand for equal respect for the individual remains a
universal imperative that the traditional model systematically ignores.22
Thereby, the problem of conflict between tradition and human rights
identified in this paper finds parallels in the analysis of Confucian
philosophy conducted by Y. Li (2022). The author noted that attempts to
modernise traditional ethical systems (such as the CPF in China) run into
internal contradictions between maintaining hierarchy and the need to
solve demographic problems. This correlates with the conclusion of this
study that “cosmetic” changes in traditionalism without abandoning gender
subordination are ineffective. The empirical data on women’s “time
poverty” used to illustrate the violation of Kantian duty to self-improvement
are consistent with the results of global sociological research.23 G. Schouten
(2022), having analysed the gender division of labour, confirmed that
modern labour markets not only reflect but also exacerbate this inequality,
as women’s unpaid work becomes a structural prerequisite for the
functioning of the economy. This echoes the thesis of this study about
economic dependence as a form of loss of civil autonomy.24 Moreover, the
impact of domestic workload on mental health identified in the study finds

22 T. Baron, C. Cowley, «Philosophy of the family: Ethics, identity and
responsibility». London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2024, pp. 68-74.

23 Y. Li, «Confucian philosophy of family: interpretation or justification?» Asian
Philosophy, 2022, pp. 152-163.

24 G, Schouten, «Gender and the division of labor». In: C.M. Melenovsky (Ed.), The
Routledge Handbook of Philosophy, Politics, and Economics (pp. 239-251). New York:
Routledge, 2022.
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direct empirical confirmation in the paper of C.M.M. Carneiro et al. (2023).
The authors determined that women performing 95.2% of unpaid work
leads to a high level of conflict between family and work, which enormously
increases the risk of depression. This confirms Kant’s argument that
instrumentalization is not only an ethical error but also a real harm to
human dignity and well-being. Notably, this study expands on this
conclusion, demonstrating that psychological harm is caused both through
physical exhaustion and moral humiliation, which occurs as a result of a
systematic devaluation of a woman’s contribution to family well-being,
which contradicts the duty of self-respect.25

The central aspect of the discussion is the perception of justice. The
results of this study on the discrepancy between the traditional model and
the Kantian universality criterion contrast with the psychological
observations of T. Koster et al. (2022). The authors state that even with an
objectively unequal distribution of responsibilities, women often rate it as
fair. This confirms the thesis of internalisation of heteronomy put forward
in this paper. Subjects brought up in conditions of inequality tend to
rationalise their subordination.26 However, A.M. Gordon et al. (2022)
added a major caveat: feelings of gratitude on the part of a partner can buffer
the negative effects of inequality. This indicates that interpersonal ethics
(respect, appreciation) can temporarily mitigate structural injustice,
although, according to the findings of this paper, this does not replace the
need for legal equality.27

The problem of the sustainability of gender patterns, even in the
context of equality, policies analysed in this study find an explanation in the
work of E. Jaspers et al.. The authors clarified that change is slow due to a
combination of resource constraints and deep-rooted norms, which makes
progress non-linear.28 This is reinforced by the findings of H. Kleven et al.,
who, using the example of Austria, showed that even a large-scale expansion
of family policy (kindergartens, vacations) had little impact on the
convergence of incomes of men and women. This confirms the main

25 C.M.M. Carneiro, P.D.S. Pinho, J.R.B. Teixeira, T.M.D. Aratjo, «Unpaid domestic
work: persistence of gender-based labor division and mental disorders». Journal of Public
Health, 2023, pp. 31-37.

26 T, Koster, A.R. Poortman, T. van der Lippe, P. Kleingeld, «Fairness perceptions of
the division of household labor: Housework and childcare». Journal of Family Issues,
2022, pp. 679-702.

27 A.M. Gordon, E., Cross, E. Ascigil, R. Balzarini, A. Luerssen, A. Muise, «Feeling
appreciated buffers against the negative effects of unequal division of household labor on
relationship satisfaction». Psychological Science, 2022, pp. 1313-1327.

28 E, Jaspers, T. Van der Lippe, M. Evertsson, «Gender inequality, households, and
work». In: K. Gérxhani, N. de Graaf, W. Raub (Eds.), Handbook of Sociological Science (pp.
176-195). 2022.
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conclusion of this study: institutional reforms are not enough without
changing the ethical paradigm and deconstructing the concept of “natural
purpose” of women.29 In the context of family stability and divorce, the
results of G. Thielemans et al. demonstrated a pattern. In Denmark, the risk
of divorce is lowest when men do about 40% of the work. This empirically
confirms Kant’s idea that justice (such as the coexistence of freedoms) is a
condition for the stability of the union. Complete asymmetry, along with
complete equality (in certain contexts), can create tension, but it is the
movement towards parity, which is ethically justified in this study, that
turns out to be pragmatically beneficial for family preservation.3°

A new dimension of the discussion is the concept of “cognitive work”
(planning, family management), which often remains invisible. A. Haupt
and D. Gelbgiser proved that unequal distribution of cognitive load is a key
factor in conflict in women. This expands the understanding of
instrumentalisation proposed in this paper.3t Women are used not only as
physical labour but also as an intellectual resource for managing household
affairs, which exhausts their mental reserves for other areas of life. R.
Rinaldo and I.M. Whalen, using the example of the COVID-19 pandemic,
showed how cultural norms prioritise men’s careers, forcing women to take
on an additional burden even in families with two incomes.32 This illustrates
the thesis of this study that the “prenuptial agreement” often contains
unspoken clauses about the subordination of women’s labour. The legal
aspect of the problem, considered through the prism of the definition of
“family”, was analysed by K.K. Baker. The author criticised the functional
approach in law, which, trying to be inclusive, often reproduces
heteronormative standards.33 This echoes criticism of the naturalistic
approach in this study. Attempts to define the family by performing
traditional functions (care) reinforce, rather than overcome, inequality. On
the other hand, S. Hu and Z. Mu, using the example of China, demonstrated
how intergenerational living can widen the gender gap, turning the family

29 H. Kleven, C. Landais, J. Posch, A. Steinhauer, J. Zweimiiller, «Do family policies
reduce gender inequality? Evidence from 60 years of policy experimentation». American
Economic Journal: Economic Policy, 2024, pp. 110-149.

30 G. Thielemans, P. Fallesen, D. Mortelmans, «Division of household labor and
relationship dissolution in Denmark 2001-2009». Journal of Family Issues, 2021, pp.
1582-1606.

3t A, Haupt, D. Gelbgiser, «The gendered division of cognitive household labor,
mental load, and family-work conflict in European countries». European Societies, 2024,
pp- 828-854.

32 R. Rinaldo, .M. Whalen, «Amplifying inequalities: Gendered perceptions of work
flexibility and the division of household labor during the COVID-19 pandemic». Gender,
Work & Organization, 2023, pp. 1922-1940.

33 K.K. Baker, «Equality and Family Autonomy». University of Pennsylvania Journal
of Constitutional Law, 2022, pp. 412-415.
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into a mechanism for reproducing patriarchy across generations.34 The
global context of gender inequality and its relationship to violence have been
investigated by D.K. Cohen and S.M. Karim, raising the question of whether
equality leads to a reduction in wars. While their findings relate to macro
policy, they resonate with the idea of this study that the family is a “school
of justice”. A society built on family dominance is also prone to violence in
the public sphere.35

Thus, the comparison of the results of this philosophical analysis with
the empirical data of sociology, psychology, and law allows stating that
Kantian ethics provides normative tools for criticising modern inequality.
The phenomena identified in the literature — from “cognitive load” to
“stability of gender norms” — can be understood as various forms of
violation of the categorical imperative. The transition to fair family
dynamics, as the discussion shows, requires a comprehensive approach that
combines legal reforms, economic incentives, and, most importantly, an
ethical reorientation of society to recognise each family member as an end
in itself.

Conclusions

As a result of a comprehensive philosophical-ethical examination, a
theoretical analysis of the traditional model of distribution of
responsibilities in the private sphere was conducted, and its inconsistency
with the fundamental principles of justice and moral autonomy was
established. The use of the methodological apparatus of Kantian practical
philosophy, combined with the analysis of modern sociological data,
allowed confirming the hypothesis that historically established gender
asymmetry in the family functions as a system of social heteronomy, which
replaces the free choice of the individual with biological determinism and
traditional coercion. The scientific result of the study was the justification
that traditional family dynamics systematically violate the second formula
of the categorical imperative. The analysis established that placing the main
burden of unpaid care work on women is a form of instrumentalization that
reduces a woman to the status of a means of ensuring the life and comfort
of other family members. It further demonstrates that such a situation is
morally unacceptable since it deprives a person of the status of an end in
themselves and restricts their ability to implement their own life
programme. Quantitative indicators analysed in the course of the study

34 S. Hu, Z. Mu, «Extended gender inequality? Intergenerational coresidence and
division of household labor». Social Science Research, 2021, pp. 102-117.

35 D.K. Cohen, S.M. Karim, «Does more equality for women mean less war?
Rethinking sex and gender inequality and political violence». International Organization,

2022, Pp. 414-444.
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showed the depth of structural inequality. The analysis revealed that the
gender employment gap among parents reaches 16.5%, with 27.5% of
women forced to work part-time due to family responsibilities. This leads to
economic dependence and “time poverty”, which, according to Kantian
ethics, is an obstacle to fulfilling the moral duty of self-improvement. A
woman deprived of free time to develop her talents finds herself in a state of
moral and social stagnation, which contradicts the ideal of an autonomous
moral agent. The main theoretical conclusion was to rethink the concept of
justice in the context of private life. Furthermore, the study confirms that
the family cannot be considered a sphere removed from the scope of legal
principles. The traditional patriarchal way of life violates the Kantian
principle of co-existence of freedoms since the freedom of public self-
realisation of one sex is actually subsidised by the hidden labour of the
other. Justice requires deconstructing the public/private dichotomy and
recognising that a democratic society is impossible without democratising
intra-family relations.

The practical importance of the results obtained lies in the formulation
of an ethical basis for reforming social policy. It is recommended to shift the
focus of state programmes from paternalistic “support for motherhood” to
creating conditions for equal fatherhood and economic autonomy for both
partners. This includes the development of care infrastructure, the
promotion of responsible parenting among men, and the introduction of
educational programmes aimed at overcoming gender stereotypes, even at
the stage of early socialisation. Only a transition to a partnership model
based on mutual respect and fair burden sharing can ensure the moral
integrity of the family institution. A limitation of this study was its
theoretical nature and reliance on secondary data analysis, which does not
provide for considering individual psychological nuances of the perception
of justice in specific couples. The prospects for further research in this area
are related to the evaluation of the impact of new forms of employment
(remote work, flexible working hours) on the transformation of gender roles
and the analysis of ethical aspects of the use of assisted reproductive
technologies. The obtained conclusions create a methodological basis for
further philosophical understanding of the evolution of the family
institution in the context of global social changes.
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