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Preface and Acknowledgments

As feminists and as economists it is important to begin with context and
history—both the personal and the professional. Our vision of economics
was shaped by the political and cultural movements of the 1960s and
1970s, including the antiwar movement, the civil rights movement and the
women’s movement. An important insight of this era is expressed in the slo-
gan “the personal is political.” First as graduate students in economics, now
as professors in the discipline, we’ve come to appreciate the relevance of this
truth. The decision to study economics, like economics itself, is political.
But the politics of economics need not reflect the fear of scarcity or the nar-
cissism of self-interest. Instead, feminist economics rests on a politics of
inclusion, the recognition of mutual reciprocities, and social justice.

When we began to study the discipline, no one told us that in its forma-
tive years many women wrote and lectured in economics. Here, as in other
disciplines, professionalization was accompanied by the exclusion of women.
The result was a decidedly androcentric approach, one that accepts male
superiority and female subordination as normal and mutually beneficial.

In economics, as in virtually every other academic area, the discovery
and recovery of women’s contributions to the field did not occur until a
critical mass of appropriately credentialed women began to ask new ques-
tions and search for their predecessors. In the second half of the twentieth
century more and more women earned doctorates in the discipline. This
led the premier organization in economics, the American Economic Asso-
ciation, to establish the Committee for the Status of Women in the Eco-
nomics Profession (CSWEP) in 1971. But in economics, unlike the other
social sciences or the humanities, it took another twenty years for a self-
consciously feminist community of economists to emerge. It was not until
the early 1990s that the International Association for Feminist Economics
(IAFFE) was formed and in 1995 the first volume of the IAFFE journal,
Feminist Economics, was published.
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We were motivated to bring the explanatory power of feminist theory to
our work as we observed feminist developments in virtually all the disci-
plines of the social sciences, the humanities, and the sciences. As econo-
mists started to view economic theories, institutions, and policies through
the lens of gender, they began to question and transform the field. IAFFE
provided the intellectual community where this could occur. We have
been privileged to be among the founders of this tradition, and we are
grateful for the many invaluable conversations, debates, and friendships
that brought this new path to economic knowledge into being.

We would like to thank Hollins University, the University of Southern
Maine, and the Hawke Institute at the University of South Australia for
their support of this project. Through a combination of leaves and visiting
appointments we had both the time and the space to work together. Our
colleagues in women’s studies and economics offered many thoughtful
comments on earlier chapter drafts. Thank you. Thanks also to Ellen
McCarthy and Raphael Allen, our editors, and to the anonymous readers
for their valuable feedback. We also thank our students, whose questions
and interests helped us shape our ideas. Special thanks to Jim Kessler for
his invaluable and timely assistance with our computers, networks, and file
recoveries and also to Kathleen Ingoldsby for her inspired work on the
cover art.

Finally, we gratefully acknowledge the loving support of our spouses,
who encouraged us even as our work spread over dining room tables, fam-
ily rooms, and vacations.
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1. “Economics,” She Wrote

It is the best of times; it is the worst of times. Today, women’s contribu-
tion to economic well-being is more than matched by the injustices that
accompany their work. Virtually all international organizations agree that
gender equity is necessary for economic growth and prosperity, yet
inequality and exploitation haunt the lives of women and girls everywhere.
Today, many women do “men’s” work, but the invisible, devalued, and
poorly paid work remains “women’s” work. In the poor nations women and
girls suffer disproportionately from malnutrition and disease, and even in
the most prosperous nations women encounter glass ceilings and sticky
floors. Women, regardless of geographic location, are especially prone to
hardship and poverty.*

Unpaid household labor is now recognized as crucial to every economy,
yet all over the world unpaid domestic work is still the province of women.
Women and men now engage in paid labor in nearly the same proportions,
but the responsibility for child and dependent care still falls mainly to
women. Women add more to household income than ever before, so
women’s total work time exceeds men’s by at least two hours per day. The
unprecedented growth in career opportunities for educated, privileged
women is accompanied by rapidly increasing numbers of poor women
employed as domestics, caring for the children of the privileged. Globally,
women-owned businesses are increasing at a rapid rate; female entrepre-
neurs are, however, disproportionately located in the informal sector,
beyond the reach of labor organizations that could mitigate the harsh
exploitation of the poorest of the poor. The formal, political power of
women has reached an historic high, and still 70 percent of the world’s 1.3
billion poor living on less than one U.S. dollar per day are women. It is a
season of hope; it is a season of despair.

Feminist economists explain these facts without romanticizing the
existing unequal distribution of resources between women and men, with-
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out assuming the naturalness of women’s subordinate social status, and
without rationalizing the oppression and exploitation of the world’s least
privileged peoples. Reigning interpretations of economic inequality—Dby
gender, race, ethnicity, religion, and nation—trace social inequalities back
to different individual choices, abilities, and resources. Analyses that fol-
low this logic are, in our view, thinly disguised apologies for the existing
social hierarchies of gender, class, privilege, and power. Feminist econo-
mists reject such essentialist justifications and instead root economic
inequality in social processes of inclusion, valorization, and representation.

Our feminist perspective allows us to reframe the criteria for evaluating
economic performance. Five criteria are especially important. First, partic-
ipants in an economic system should insist on a system that is fair. Fairness
as we see it is a question that goes beyond opportunity to consider out-
comes. For example, when people follow the economic rules—work
responsibly at their jobs and contribute to the community through tax
payments and volunteer work—will they reap the benefits or will race,
class, and gender block their full participation in the economy? Likewise,
will people who do not have access to market incomes be able to enjoy a
socially acceptable standard of living? Second, we ask whether an economic
system is likely to provide an improved quality of life over time. Here we
explicitly include in our vision of the quality of life such criteria as leisure,
health, education, and the conditions of work so that this metric goes far
beyond the traditional market basket of goods and services as a measure of
well-being.

A third and closely connected dimension of the economic system
involves economic security. Can participants in the economy expect to be
able to support themselves and their families? Or, as is the case in the
United States today, will the economic security of the many be sacrificed
by policies that benefit the few? A fourth concern recognizes the potential
wastefulness of economic activity. We can no longer ignore the extent to
which production and consumption may waste human and nonhuman
resources. Our last question is perhaps the most contentious: To what
extent does the economy provide opportunities for work that are meaning-
ful? Is it written in stone that most jobs must involve hateful activities that
drain the creativity and humanity out of the people who do them? Or can
we envision an economy where work validates the inherent dignity of every
human being?

These are not new questions in economics or in any other inquiry into
social conditions. This book does not set out answers to these questions
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“Economics,” She Wrote

but, rather, shows how feminist economists frame them. In so doing, this
book demonstrates how a feminist analysis liberates economics.

What Is Economics?

Wait a minute, feminism and economics? Isn’t a price just a price? A mar-
ket just a market? Don’t men and women feel the ups and downs of eco-
nomic activity equally, whether they are black or white, straight or gay?
Won’t a change in interest rates affect everyone the same way, regardless of
gender? To all these questions feminist economists answer, “no.” Gender,
like race, ethnicity, class, nation, and other markers of social location, is
central to our understanding of economics and economic systems. The cat-
egories of economic analysis do not express timeless truths. Economic cat-
egories and concepts, like the categories and concepts of every knowledge
project, are embedded in social contexts and connected to processes of
social differentiation.

But what is economics? Let us begin to explain this by asking a simple
question: How do we get our daily bread? As individuals we only produce
a tiny fraction of the commodities we consume each day. We buy the rest.
How is it that ordinary goods and services like bread, soap, and electricity
are available for us to purchase, providing we have the cash? A humble loaf
of bread, like a bar of soap or a kilowatt of electricity, requires the coordi-
nated activities of thousands of people, in dozens of occupations, scattered
around the globe. Farmers grow wheat expecting to sell to millers. Millers
process flour to sell to bakers. Bakers produce bread to fill orders from large
supermarket chains. And grocers sell us bread so we can make sandwiches
for ourselves, our families, and our friends.

Our daily bread depends upon all of these activities, plus those involved
in manufacturing farm equipment, transportation, newspaper advertising,
and supermarket hiring. Each of these must take place at approximately
the right time, in roughly the correct sequence, and in sufficient quantity
to keep grocery store shelves stocked. As we widen the scope of our vision
to encompass the enormous array of commodities available today—educa-
tion and health; DVDs and cell phones; art and music; childcare and elder-
care; Barbies, books, and bombs—the complexity of modern industrial
economies becomes apparent.

The activities necessary to maintain human life take place over and over
and over again. What motivates individuals and institutions to undertake
these activities? As Adam Smith so famously observed, the farmer, the
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miller, and the grocer do not act out of altruism or interest in your well-
being. In market economies many goods and services are produced in antic-
ipation of profits that may be realized when commodities are sold. The focus
on commodity production, sales, and profits has been central to economics
since its inception. But what happens to all those loaves of bread once they
are sold? Economists since Adam Smith have ignored this question.

Adam Smith, writing in the late eighteenth century, saw that the
processes of market exchange worked to coordinate the diverse activities of
people who neither knew each other nor knew what the others wanted.
Smith argued that self-interest would ensure that individuals would pro-
duce the goods society wanted. These insights continue to be valid. Farm-
ers won't grow wheat, automakers won’t produce cars, and accounting
firms won’t hire accountants unless they have a reasonable expectation that
they can sell what they've produced. This is what Smith meant when he
imagined that the economy was guided “as though by an invisible hand” to
serve the social good. The idea that the division of labor works in concert
with a self-adjusting market was Smith’s brilliant insight. What Smith
was unable to see was that much of what happens in markets relies on the
vast amount of unpaid labor that takes place in the home.

We agree with feminist economist Julie Nelson that economics is the
study of provisioning.” This points us to the importance of the production
and redistribution that take place in families. Families share their resources
with each other, including those members of the family who do not work
for pay. Thus, feminist economists extend the economic horizon to analyze
the economic activities that take place in households and families without
assuming that these activities parallel behaviors found in markets.

Although mainstream economics has evolved since Smith’s day, his
focus on markets and the mutually beneficial nature of voluntary exchange
remains a cornerstone of what is known today as neoclassical economics.
For most economists, neoclassical economics is the standard against which
all other schools are compared. Neoclassical economists start from premises
about the state of nature and the nature of human beings. Nature is parsi-
monious, so resources are scarce. Human wants, in contrast, are unlimited.
These assumptions about the human and nonhuman world allow neoclas-
sical economists to define economics as the science of choice: the study of
how societies allocate scarce resources among alternative uses. In this view
economics is an objective, gender-neutral, and value-free science that artic-
ulates the laws of economics in the same way that physics articulates the
laws of physical phenomena.

4
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Neoclassical economics is defined by its reliance on rational choice the-
ory. By rational choice economists mean that individuals can (and do)
arrange their preferences (their likes and dislikes) logically and consis-
tently. Then, given their preferences, and the constraints of time and
income, individuals make choices that maximize their self-interest (util-
ity). Given this specification of rational choice, the mathematics of con-
strained optimization can be used to solve many problems, all of which
take the same logical form: economic agents maximize their well-being by
engaging in activities up to the point where marginal benefits just equal
marginal costs. The economics literature is rife with examples: childbear-
ing, marriage, surrogacy, prostitution, drug addiction, and even suicide are
said to result from utility-maximizing behavior.

Aside from being simplistic, this framework assumes away personal,
familial, and communitarian responsibilities. Individuals exist solely in
the sphere of exchange where they contractually interact if and when such
interactions promote their self-interest. This rational economic agent is
commonly referred to as Homo economicus, or Economic Man. For main-
stream economists, Homo economicus is defined absent gender, race, class, or
any other markers of social location. Indeed, neoclassical economists see the
universality of rational economic agents as the triumph of their paradigm.

Feminist economists, applying the insights of feminist criticism in
literature, psychology, and philosophy of science, argue that just as there
is no universal human subject, there is no universal economic agent.
Assuming universal economic rationality erases the deep differences
among upper-class Egyptian housewives, homeless women in U.S. urban
centers, women in refugee camps, and preteen sex workers in South Asia.
Neoclassical economics insists on seeing each as essentially the same:
they are all rational economic agents seeking to maximize their utility
within the dual constraints of time and income. The feminist alternative
holds that gender, race, ethnicity, and nation are analytical categories,
not mere descriptors attached to rational agents who are in all other
regards identical.

Feminists in economics ask questions about the production of individu-
als: Where do these so-called rational agents come from? Do they spring
from the ground like Hobbesian mushroom men? Is all economic activity,
absent a gun to the head, or a state commissar’s directive, voluntary and
mutually advantageous? If so, conflict, power, and exploitation are ruled
out « priori. In contrast, feminist economics interrogates these questions.

The two major alternatives to the neoclassical tradition are Marxian and
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institutional economics. One of the remarkable similarities of these para-
digms is that their founders (Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels on the one
hand and Thorstein Veblen on the other) did initially frame issues central
to women'’s social status in ways that are surprisingly consistent with con-
temporary feminist analysis. In the 1884 monograph The Origins of the Fam-
ily, Private Property, and the State, Engels argued that women’s subordinate
economic position derived from the social organization of production
rather than biology.3 Veblen’s classic 1899 work, The Theory of the Leisure
Class, offered similar arguments concerning women'’s social and economic
status.* But the feminist insights of the founders of these two heterodox
economic traditions were pushed aside as economics became an academic
discipline and as the mathematical, promarket ideology of neoclassicism
pushed out other practitioners. It was not until the 1960s and 1970s, with
the rise of second-wave feminism, that Marxist and institutionalist econo-
mists began to rediscover the relevance of gender.

Feminism and Economics

One might suppose that when social science research—whether in eco-
nomics, history, sociology, or psychology—focuses on issues relating to
women, it is feminist. But this is not the case. Social analyses that are dis-
tinctively feminist are not only, and not necessarily, about women. Femi-
nist social science questions existing relationships between women and
men and among diverse groups of women. Feminists do not assume that
these relationships are in any sense essential, optimal, or natural. Rejecting
traditional views of women and men shifts our perspective, and from this
angle of vision social relations can be seen in new ways. Producing this per-
spective is the central objective of the feminist economics project.

The foundation for feminist economics was built during the 1970s by
scholars working in three different theoretical traditions: neoclassical eco-
nomics, institutionalist economics, and Marxist political economy. Femi-
nist work in the neoclassical and institutionalist traditions focused on
questions about women’s labor force participation, the gender wage gap,
and occupational segregation. This scholarship took the position that
women’s participation in the paid labor force, on equal footing with men,
was the key to women’s emancipation and empowerment.

Feminist work in the Marxist political economy tradition criticized tra-
ditional Marxist analyses of women and noted that under patriarchy
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women faced gender oppression regardless of their class status (although, of
course, wealth and income accorded some women more privilege than oth-
ers) or the dominant mode of production (socialist, capitalist, or feudal).
Gender oppression was a result of the sexual division of labor—which
under capitalism meant the division between paid and unpaid, productive
and reproductive, and domestic and paid labor.

With few exceptions, women’s access to resources and opportunities is
less than men’s, and gender inequality is ubiquitous. We recognize, how-
ever, that differences among women arise from hierarchies of race, class,
ethnicity, nationality, and heterosexism. These differences create systems
of privilege that are antithetical to feminist aspirations for social justice.
The tension between talking about the interests of women as a group and
recognizing important differences among them is as acute in feminist eco-
nomics as it is in all other branches of feminism. Women occupy multiple
and often contradictory social locations that challenge simple notions of
common interest. Indeed, this book explores the many different ways that
economic privileges are distributed and analyzes the significance of gender
in the distribution of and access to resources.

Gender refers to the social organization of sexual difference.> Social
roles, responsibilities, privileges, and opportunities are allocated according
to gender. The traditional view of women and men divides the world into
male and female realms and accords the traits associated with masculinity
greater value. The resulting dualisms—reason and emotion, strong and
weak, active and passive, knowledge and intuition—are assumed to be
given by biology so that women’s nature suits them to lives of domesticity
and the care of others, while men’s nature suits them to competitive
achievement in politics, business, and the professions. As a consequence
some types of work get coded as masculine, while others are coded as fem-
inine. The former are almost always accorded more status than the latter.

This gender coding is then projected forward and backward in time
(remember the Flintstones and the Jetsons?), with the effect that gender
roles are seen as unchanging and unchangeable. Feminist scholarship has,
however, demonstrated the enormous variation in how societies have orga-
nized sexual difference. Recognizing this, gender analysis always needs to
be historically grounded. As we show, this masculine-feminine coding also
varies by class, race, ethnicity, and nation so that what is appropriate for
women or men in one group may not be appropriate for women or men in
other groups. For example, the view of women as passive, weak, and lack-
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ing sexual appetite only characterized elite, privileged white women.
Working-class women and women of color were, in contrast, depicted as
aggressive, strong, and sexually voracious.

Feminists argue that the behaviors, attributes, strengths, and weak-
nesses of women and men are not determined biologically, nor do they fol-
low some overarching design. With other feminists we take Simone de
Beauvoir’s famous remark “One is not born, one becomes a woman” as a
bedrock commitment of feminist scholarship. When gender and sex are
social, not natural categories, one must look to social relations to under-
stand both the causes and consequences of women’s subordinate economic
status.

For centuries, male superiority and female subordination were taken for
granted. The resulting asymmetries in, for example, political power,
wealth, education, artistic achievement, and religious authority went
largely unchallenged. Few women (and even fewer men) recognized or
spoke out against the enforced inferiority of women. In consequence, the
resulting masculine monopoly on reason, rationality, and wisdom gave
considerable support to laws, customs, and day-to-day practices that
excluded women from the spheres of life that were seen as important and
thus worthy of study.® Scientific understanding and scholarly erudition,
long assumed to be masculine prerogatives, secured men’s historically
privileged access to government, commerce, the military, and, of course,
the institutions where knowledge was produced.

Feminist scholarship casts a critical eye on these received knowledge
projects. A “hermeneutics of suspicion” informs the feminist reappraisal of
accepted paths of causality, as well as a reassessment of the forces that play
significant roles in social processes. This phrase is widely used in feminist
religious studies, a field that employs the interpretive methods tradition-
ally associated with the study of sacred texts (hermeneutics). Feminist the-
ologians and Bible scholars speak of a hermeneutics of suspicion to name
their emancipatory project of imagining and reconstructing the stories of
the women who are marginalized, devalued, or absent in the Scriptures.
The parallel with economics is striking.

Feminist economists read economic texts to discover, name, and valorize
the many productive economic activities performed by women and other
subordinated peoples. Economic analyses informed by such suspicions are
able to uncover what dominant economic narratives repress. Even when
women are confined to the household, they still perform the lioness’s share
of the world’s work; the activities of reproduction (both biological and
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social) and provisioning are incredibly valuable yet are consistently deval-
ued. Conflict is as likely to characterize economic processes as are harmony
and mutually beneficial voluntary exchange, while power, class position,
and status—not the workings of the invisible hand—are key determinants
of who gets what.

Insofar as economists construct theories, analyze data, and produce poli-
cies within a paradigm that takes existing relationships between women
and men as natural, universal, and mutually advantageous, then such
scholarship runs counter to feminist economics, especially when the topic
of that research is woman. Indeed, much of the early work of feminist eco-
nomics was the discovery of the many implicit assumptions about gender
embedded in the discipline. At the most basic level, this critical stance
changes the activities considered relevant to economics and shifts the gaze
of economists away from the public spheres of the market to the private
sphere of the home. This is a dramatic change in perspective, as revolu-
tionary in economics as was the cinematic shift to the “upward gaze” in sex
scenes.” But this new focus did not automatically challenge business as
usual in economics.

Traditional economists also analyze issues that are central to feminist
economics today: male-female wage gaps, valuing unpaid household labor,
and women’s role in development. When such work does not question the
gender division of labor or use gender as a category of analysis, it is not fem-
inist.® This approach has significant limitations since it studies women
within the given normative Western conception of gender roles. In contrast,
when gender is a category of analysis and not just a descriptor, features of
social life that had been invisible are thrown into sharp relief. Our feminist
approach to economics builds on the idea that the visions of masculinity and
femininity that circulate in a specific sociohistorical context shape the way
people describe and understand their world. Today, high-prestige econo-
mists continue to offer explanations of differences in economic outcomes
that rest on assumptions about race and gender that are not noticeably dif-
ferent from those that circulated in the nineteenth century.

During the Victorian era, in the emerging capitalist industrial societies,
women were increasingly defined as subservient to men. Women’s subor-
dination rested on the belief that insurmountable differences separated the
masculine from the feminine. As a result, radically different imperatives
were imagined to govern the lives of women and men. Men were to be the
breadwinners and rule makers, while white women were instructed to
devote all their energies to hearth and home, kith and kin. Laws, editori-
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als, sermons, and scientific research endorsed the view that any woman
whose behavior even hinted at autonomous action in the worlds of com-
merce, politics, religion, or education risked her sanity, her femininity, her
fertility, and her very life.”

An equally important, self-evident truth of the nineteenth century was
encapsulated in the racist euphemism “the white man’s burden.” This
expression rationalized the ruthless exploitation of the peoples of Asia,
Africa, and the Americas that took place during the colonial era.™ Ideas of
racial inferiority came to be an integral element of the ideology of the Vic-
torian era, and race was seen to be as determining as biological sex.'’
Today, many scholars, men as well as women, realize that when views such
as these are at the foundation of a discipline’s approach to its field of study,
the knowledge that results is likely to be one-sided and biased against gen-
der equity and social justice.

Feminist economists, following this idea through the labyrinth of two
hundred years of economic scholarship, have discovered that gender and
race bias, misogyny and racism, are woven through the theories, empirical
investigations, and policy prescriptions put forward by economists who,
not coincidentally, have been almost exclusively white men." The homo-
geneity of the economics profession is not without consequence. As femi-
nist philosophers of science have shown, science is not produced by isolated
individuals; it is produced in science communities. Theories, hypotheses,
and patterns of reasoning—paradigms—are shaped and modified within
such communities. To the extent that implicit assumptions and values are
shared among the members of a community, they will not be questioned.*?
This is a persistent problem in the economics profession, composed as it is
of mainly white, affluent, men.'# Moreover, graduate training socializes
economists to accept the overarching values and norms of the profession.'>

Economics became a formal, academic discipline, complete with profes-
sional societies and journals, in the last decades of the nineteenth century.
The men who conducted economic research, measured economic activity,
and formulated economic policy were all thoroughly wedded to the Victo-
rian ideology that defined women solely in terms of their childbearing,
domestic capacities. This, of course, shaped their views regarding women’s
proper economic roles, the features of the economy worth studying, and the
correct direction of economic policies aimed at women.

Men (but not women or people of color) were viewed as autonomous,
self-acting human beings. White women were seen as passive and econom-
ically dependent: wives, mothers, and daughters.”® Because the culturally

10
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and ideologically accepted view of woman equated “female” with “depen-
dent” and “mother-homemaker” and since the realm of the home was
deemed to be “not the economy” (neither monetary exchange nor com-
modity production took place there), economists developed their theories
without taking women’s productive but unpaid roles into account.'” For
the most part economics went forward as if women played no significant
economic role despite the millions of women (and children) who worked in
factories, mines, agriculture, and domestic service.’® The view that
women’s proper place was in the home led economists to advocate restric-
tive workplace legislation, unequal and lesser wages for women, and out-
right prohibitions on women’s employment.'® One of the practical effects
of this was to mask the very real and adverse conditions facing women and
children in the labor force.

A Methodology for Feminist Economics

Traditional scholars insist that the knowing mind can and should be held
rigorously separate from the objects of inquiry. But the comforting idea
that knowledge progresses through the efforts of scholars untainted by any
influences emanating from the society in which they live and think has
been thoroughly debunked. Work in the history and philosophy of science
has established the impossibility of a “view from nowhere.” Every view is a
point of view, and every point is somewhere. There is #/ways a there there.
Claims about disinterested, and value-free science are as outmoded and
inappropriate in economics as they are in all other disciplines. As every
view is located, each has a perspective.*® Qur perspective views society as a
whole, and we take the position that all people, regardless of social loca-
tion, are fully human.

Despite the Enlightenment ideal that all human beings are created
equal, many societies that claim allegiance to such an ideal continue to
resist the political, economic, and cultural changes that are preconditions
for gender equity and social justice. As we write, social location—race,
gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, nation, and religion—functions to
isolate, divide, and deprive. Consider this ironic definition of feminism:
“Feminism is the radical idea that women are human beings.”*" This
means that women are not objects, commodities, or the “other.” Such a
view of women, however, rejects notions of biological essentialism and
contradicts the view that gender roles follow from nature.

We can use a simple heuristic to illustrate these different understand-
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WOMEN:
Gender traits are socially constructed.

WOMEN:
Gender traits are given by biology or nature.

Fig. 1.1. Two views of gender

ings of the category women. In figure 1.1 the feminist view that women are
fully human actors whose gender traits are determined socially is placed at
the top, while the traditional view of women as biologically destined to
lives of domesticity is placed at the bottom.

It will be helpful to understand the relationship between these dichoto-
mous views of women, on the one hand, and similarly dichotomous views
of society, on the other. One might suppose that the social sciences—eco-
nomics, anthropology, sociology, history, and political science—begin
with the idea that all aspects of society are interrelated. After all, isn’t the
very concept of society a reference to a whole and not to its component
parts—the schools, governments, families, firms, and other institutions
that comprise society? Not necessarily. Some concepts of society are predi-
cated on an “atomistic” worldview, while others are predicated on a “holis-
tic” worldview. In our view, holism is the appropriate approach to feminist
economics.*?

An important difference between atomism and holism concerns
agency, that is, the extent to which individuals can shape their existence
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by exercising control over the circumstances of their lives. In the atom-
istic view individuals are assumed to be the authors of their beliefs (about
society, religion, politics, art, the economy, and, of course, gender). Each
person has ultimate responsibility for her or his standard of living since
the material conditions of one’s life reflects one’s choices. People who
make good choices will succeed, while people who do not succeed must
have made bad choices. Absent political tyranny, dictatorship, or direct
coercion, every able-bodied person is assumed to be “free” to live life in
conditions of her or his own choosing. Poet William Ernest Henley ably
expresses these sentiments, “[I} am the master of my fate, I am the cap-
tain of my soul.”?3

Our view builds from very different premises. Individuals do not preex-
ist social relations. Instead, all aspects of individual experience are medi-
ated by society. Individuals gain their beliefs about religion, the economy,
and gender roles, for example, through their interactions with the culture.
Parents, teachers, television, and popular music all play a role in socializ-
ing individuals to the views and behaviors appropriate to their social char-
acteristics of sex, class, nationality, and race.®* Individuals, their con-
sciousness, their likes and dislikes, are constituted through the social
relationships in which they live. Paraphrasing John Donne, no one is an
island; everyone is a piece of the Continent, a part of the main.*>

Although we believe that people are influenced by social processes that
are invisible to them, and that they do not control, we are not saying that
people are mere automatons, programmed by society to live just this way,
think exactly these particular thoughts, and believe precisely these specific

26 Instead, we believe that individual agency operates within the con-

ideas.
straints of culture, politics, and economics.?” Individuals, in very idiosyn-
cratic ways, often come to recognize the influence of society on their views
and beliefs, and in response they often change them.?® Recognizing that
people are shaped by their circumstances does not mean that they have no
ability to shape their world. This is in contrast to the atomistic view.

The differences between atomistic and holistic visions of society are of
interest not least because these alternative views lead to diametrically
opposed political agendas. Many influential political arguments rest on the
idea that society is just so many individual parts. Former British prime
minister Margaret Thatcher’s remark “[Tlhere is no such thing as society:
there are individual men and women, and there are families”?° expresses
the atomistic perspective. Our argument, in contrast, rests on the idea that

13



Liberating Economics

society is a whole not reducible to its component parts. We agree with the
Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., “[Ilnjustice anywhere is a threat to jus-
tice everywhere. We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality,
tied in a single garment of destiny.”3°

Figure 1.2 is another simple heuristic that represents these approaches
to social theory.

ATOMISM: HOLISM:
Societies are the sum Societies are
of their parts. structured wholes.

Fig. 1.2. Two views of society

Combining figures 1.1 and 1.2 allows us to bring understandings of
gender into relation with understandings of social causation. Figure 1.3
has four quadrants. The two on the top are aligned with the feminist con-
cept of women as human beings with traits that are socially determined,
while the two on the bottom are aligned with the nonfeminist (or antifem-
inist) position that women are defined by biology. The two quadrants on
the right are aligned with holistic views of social relations, while the two
on the left are associated with atomism. The upper-right quadrant is the
only space for economic analysis that is both feminist and holist.

The theoretical positions defined by the upper-left-hand quadrant and
the lower-right-hand quadrant are plagued by deep internal contradic-
tions. In the upper-left-hand quadrant, gender is a social construct. At the
same time, society is seen as driven by the actions of individuals for whom
race, class, and gender don’t fundamentally matter since these agents are
all essentially the same. It is very difficult, if not impossible, to reconcile
these two positions. In the lower-right-hand quadrant, societies are seen
as structured by the interaction of the whole. Yet the social totality is
viewed with concepts and categories that do not take gender into account.
The logic here is just as untenable as it is with respect to the upper-left-
hand quadrant.

The quadrant on the bottom left is the space where neoclassical eco-
nomic analysis is located. Here we find analyses of the family, the male-
female wage gap, black-white differences in income, and the uneven
impacts of globalization in which the ultimate causes of these outcomes are
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WOMEN:
Gender traits are socially constructed.
ATOMISM: HOLISM:
Societies are the sum Societies are
of their parts. structured wholes.
WOMEN:

Gender traits are given by biology or nature.

Fig. 1.3. Gender and society

differences in choices, abilities, and resources. Mainstream economics
admits no difference between the decision making associated with house-
work, child rearing, or caring for others and the decision making associated
with digging ditches, managing corporations, or deploying armies.

In mainstream economics, discussions of processes as diverse as global-
ization, environmental protection, nuclear proliferation, and population
growth are explained in terms of the rational choices of self-interested
actors. When economists observe huge disparities in living standards
between rich and poor nations, for example, they argue that these reflect
either different choices or different endowments of skills, technologies,
and resources. Limiting the analysis of globalization or other complex
social processes to rational choice, the nature of constraints, and the mutu-
ally advantageous effects of all exchanges equates the behavior of huge,
transnational corporations with the behavior of children selling lemonade
on a hot day.

From our perspective vast differences in economic outcomes are not only
a matter of individual choice. Of course, people make choices, and those
choices have consequences for better or worse. But not all choices are
equally important, and not everything in life is a choice. Poor people, who
are disproportionately women and children, do not choose to be poor. In

15



Liberating Economics

our view, social processes structure the economy in ways that produce and
reproduce the persistent correlation between poverty and femaleness.

Mapping the Terrain

The potential scope of feminist economics is enormous. In writing this
book we had to establish priorities and set some boundaries. It was
important to go beyond topic areas that were simply “about women.”
But at the same time, we needed to retain the relevance of gender as a key
category. To accomplish this, we decided to focus on topic areas where
the economic consequences of the gender division of labor are of particu-
lar salience.

We begin in chapter 2 with an examination of the history of the West-
ern family to show the economic, political, and cultural effects of the male
breadwinner—female homemaker model of domestic life. In the nineteenth
century, feminist economists like Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Harriet Mar-
tineau, and Josephine Butler recognized the many ways that the increas-
ingly rigid gender division of labor disadvantaged women. In the twenti-
eth century feminists began to make a direct connection between the
subordinate status of women and the assumption of a gendered split in the
economy. On the one hand there was the male sphere of public (outside the
home) production, and on the other there was the female sphere of private
(in the household) consumption. Standard economic theories take the pro-
duction-consumption divide as a given, and in so doing they reproduce and
reinforce the gendered dualisms that shape our understanding of social
relationships.

In contrast, our discussion in chapter 3 of the history of gender division
of labor lays the foundation for an analysis of the work done in contempo-
rary households. Clean homes and healthy, well-fed children are often
attributed to feminine altruism. This view sees caring work as both
unskilled and natural. Caring labor does not, therefore, require monetary
compensation. Upon closer inspection, we find that this view is antitheti-
cal to gender inequality, hides the painful realities faced by low-wage
domestic workers, and obscures real differences in interests related to class
or privilege. A feminist analysis of caring labor challenges many long-held
views about women’s work by recognizing its importance on the one hand
and its socially devalued status on the other.

In chapter 4 we turn to a discussion of paid employment in the indus-
trialized countries and note that in the United States, as in most other
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nations, the majority of occupations continue to be segregated by gender.
That female workers tend to be concentrated in just a handful of occupa-
tions helps to explain persistent disparities in women’s earnings, wealth,
and career achievements. Many nations have programs and policies aimed
at reducing gender segregation in paid employment. But few policy
regimes recognize that caregiving and wage earning are equally important
dimensions of life. Women’s caregiving obligations impinge on their labor
market opportunities because earning and caring impose different
demands on employees and employers. Until these competing demands are
reconciled, and caring labor becomes as much the work of men as it is of
women, women will not achieve income-earning parity with men.

As we discuss in chapter 5, the feminization of poverty is a sad reality
of contemporary life. Unfortunately, female poverty is more prevalent
today than in the recent past. It is important for feminists to be able to
explain this turn of events without resorting to myths that either malign
the economic contributions of women or romanticize the poor. In our
discussion of the gendered aspects of poverty in the industrial nations, we
confront directly today’s version of “the culture of poverty” hypothesis to
demonstrate that the behavior of single mothers is not the cause of their
poverty.

Chapter 6 explores the uneven impacts of globalization. Over the past
fifty years the willingness of many nation-states to seek market-based solu-
tions to human problems has risen and the pressure for global economic
integration has increased. There is a direct connection between the expand-
ing volume of international activity in terms highly favorable to corpora-
tions that stand outside or above the laws of all nation-states and the
increasing disparity between the rich and poor of the world. The already
rich industrial nations have prospered, while the poorer nations of the
Global South have seen standards of living fall as their participation in the
global economy has grown. Women and men experience these economic
changes differently, with a disproportionate share of dislocation and suffer-
ing borne by women. They are the preferred workforce for transnational
corporations, and structural adjustment policies force them to increase
their unpaid labor time. Today, women are the poorest of the poor because
these women and their advocates are excluded from the supranational bod-
ies that make global economic policy.

As women'’s access to traditional sources of livelihood has declined, their
participation in the informal economy has increased. This is the focus of
chapter 7. Over much of the world, poor women, children, and men eke
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out an existence on the fringes of the economy. They are street vendors,
homeworkers, servants, gardeners, and sex workers working in unorga-
nized and unregulated industries. The rise of the informal sector evokes the
worst excesses of nineteenth-century industrialization.

To conclude, chapter 8 shows how representation, discourse, and ideol-
ogy connect feminist economics and social policy. A feminist economic
agenda must begin by acknowledging difference and diversity and must
explicitly address questions relating to fairness, quality of life, economic
security, wastefulness, and the meaning of work. Shared interests rather
than shared oppressions, aspirations rather than fears, and visions of the
future rather than calls to the past ground our approach to feminist eco-
nomics.

Feminists seek to liberate economics from the ideologies that have
justified the social relations of domination and subordination central to
Western hegemony. We do not simply identify and measure the economic
differences associated with different social locations. For feminist econo-
mists, differences are analytical as well as descriptive. That is, feminist
economists examine the many ways that socially constructed differences
affect and are affected by the division of labor, the distribution of resources,
and the exercise of power. So armed, feminist economists can uncover and
expose the atavistic social values that have shaped economic knowledge.
Feminist economists offer an alternative, socially progressive understand-
ing of the economy.
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2. Family Matters

Reproducing the
Gender Division
of Labor

A catchy restaurant slogan cheerily proclaims, “When you’re here, you're
family!” We ask, is our dinner free? Can we wash the dishes instead of pay-
ing the bill? Of course not—when you patronize a restaurant, you are a
customer not a family member. Families are social units made up of people
joined by marriage, birth or adoption, or mutual consent who offer each
other economic, social, and emotional support. From an economic perspec-
tive, families are places where many of the economic activities relating to
production, reproduction, and redistribution occur.” Cooking, cleaning,
caring for children, and providing for family members without access to
market incomes are some examples of these activities. Determining who
will do this work and how family resources will be allocated often gener-
ates tension and conflict. Indeed, economic relationships within families
are characterized by inequality, conflict, and exploitation as well as by sup-
port, caring, and cooperation.

The term family comes to us from the Latin familus, which means “a man
and his servants.” This translation illuminates the fact that throughout
much of the ancient world wives were the property of their husbands.?
They were expected to serve their husbands by bearing and raising chil-
dren, cooking, spinning, weaving, and managing the household. The hus-
band was the undisputed head of the household. Even as conceptions of
marriage, marital roles, and spousal obligations changed over the course of
history, the presumption of male authority and privilege went largely
unchallenged until the nineteenth century. Consider the well-known
aphorism “A man’s home is his castle.” As feminists we ask, who are the
vassals and servants at work in these castles? The implication is unavoid-
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able: a man’s life in his home should be as free from domestic drudgery as
is a king’s.# Despite huge changes in the work required to run households,
domestic labor remains, for the most part, the province of women just as
the injunction to love, honor, and obey remains a part of many marriage
ceremonies.

Feminist economists analyze the interaction of patriarchal power and
the patterns of resource distribution, domestic labor, and consumption
that take place in families. Today, as in the past, many of the economic
relationships constituting family life occur outside the market—children
do not ordinarily pay parents for the meals they eat, nor do adult family
members charge each other for their help and cooperation. For these rea-
sons feminist economists analyze the family without assuming a direct par-
allel between the family economy and the market economy.

The economy of the market is the familiar public economy of supply
and demand, production for exchange, profit, and class conflict. The econ-
omy of the household constitutes the “other” economy of domestic rela-
tionships in which people are reproduced through expenditures of time,
affection, and money.> Understanding the development of contemporary
Western families is important because the male breadwinner—female care-
taker model of family organization is often held up as the ideal. Demon-
strating the historical contingency of this view of the family, the gender
division of labor it promotes, and the ideology upon which it rests, is
essential to a feminist critique of contemporary economic policy. It is not
too strong to say that many feminist social policy positions rest on a criti-
cal understanding of this family form.

Families Then and Now

While relations of love have undoubtedly played an important role in fam-
ily life, family relationships have only recently been defined almost exclu-
sively in terms of the emotional ties among family members. Feminist
scholars have long recognized that the domestic sphere has significant eco-
nomic functions.® Survival (especially of the very young and the very old)
usually depends upon membership in a family group, and the survival of
the family is often essential to individual survival. Historically, the daily
labor of women and children was as necessary to the economy as was the
work of men. Over the long sweep of human social organization, the vast
majority of families depended upon everyone participating in household
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productive activities. All those who worked in the household, including
servants and other laborers, were considered family members. And they
were all—servants, laborers, wives, and children—subject to the rule and
authority of its head.”

Prior to the industrial revolution of the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries, before mass production and wage labor touched the lives
of a majority of people in the West, families grew their own food, made
their own clothes, and crafted the items used in daily life. One implication
of this type of self-sufficiency is that production and consumption, work
and leisure, occurred side by side. These activities were not separated in
either time or space. Where a family lived was where that family worked,
and what a family consumed was mainly the result of household labor. In
agrarian communities of the preindustrial era, economic activity was pri-
marily for use, not for exchange. Thus, throughout much of human history
home and economy were one and the same. To our modern eyes, a family
living and working together may evoke nostalgic, romantic images of pre-
modern life. But it is very important to remember though that families
were patriarchal and the work was unremitting: women and children had
lictle say over their fates, and survival required labor from dawn until dusk.

Households relied primarily on their own labor to spin, weave, and sew
cloth; butcher meat and preserve vegetables; make candles and soap.
These necessities of life were part of household, not commercial, produc-
tion. Because households were not perfectly self-sufficient, trade and
barter existed. Important items like baskets, barrels, nails, plows, and
shoes required specialized labor. Families traded their agricultural prod-
ucts for these handicraft goods. Artisan and peasant households delivered
a portion of their output to the civil and religious authorities, who often,
in turn, traded these goods for luxuries or the needs of war. But in general
households produced what they needed, and most surpluses above house-
hold customary needs were accidental. When such surpluses occurred,
they would be taken to local markets where they were exchanged for
handicrafts.

Although a sexual division of labor existed, men and women often
worked side by side in the production of foodstuffs and handicrafts. The
self-sufficiency of agricultural villages required that all able-bodied people
work at most all of the necessary tasks; thus labor skills were diffused
through the population rather than specialized into a few hands. In much
of Europe, from roughly the sixth through the sixteenth centuries, the pre-
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dominant form of economic organization involved this type of relatively
self-sufficient agrarian community with large patriarchal families as the
primary production units.

During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries a number of internal
and external changes undercut the unity of production and consumption
that typified the feudal economy. This process is most clearly illustrated by
reference to England. In the English countryside the collective use of the
land was slowly displaced as larger farmers began to convert their custom-
ary, feudal titles to land into formal, contractual private property rights in
land. These new private property rights allowed landowners to make
sweeping changes in the organization of agricultural production.? Families
and even whole villages were swept away as technology revolutionized
agricultural production and capital (machinery) was substituted for human
labor. Innovations in crop rotation, drainage, plowing patterns, and fenc-
ing raised both agricultural yields and the capital needed to run a compet-
itive farming operation.

Many who had worked the land, or who had held rights in use to land,
were no longer needed on the farm or were forced through indebtedness to
leave their homesteads. Agricultural unemployment soared, as did rural
poverty. As more and more families lost their traditional right to work the
land, they became dependent on money wages to purchase the goods they
needed to survive.? At the beginning of the eighteenth century the major-
ity of the British population lived on farms, but by the end of the century
this was no longer true. Most people lived in towns and cities. Variations
of this process occurred in Western Europe and the United States.

Over the course of the nineteenth century, mass-produced, machine-
made goods replaced artisan and home production. More and more
people—women, men, and children—became dependent upon money
wages for their survival. Household necessities ceased to be items produced
by family labor; they became instead commodities to be purchased with
money. As this occurred, commodity production and commodity con-
sumption were increasingly separated in time and space. Commodities
were produced in workplaces outside the home, while the consumption of
commodities occurred outside the workplace.

In many ways economic history is a history of firms producing things
that were once made in households—making them better, faster, and more
cheaply—and then selling them back to households. The greater efficiency
of factory production as compared with home production rendered the
home production of textiles, soaps, shoes, candles, tools, and even basic
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foods redundant. As factories, markets, and the wage labor system eroded
traditional economic relationships, the unity of production and consump-
tion came under increasing pressure. These changes had huge ramifications
for the economic and affective organization of families. The gradual expan-
sion of capitalist relations of production drove a wedge between aspects of
life centered on personal, emotional relationships and aspects of life related
to commodity production, employment, and the market.

There is considerable controversy regarding the effects of these changes
on women’s well-being. Some have argued that these changes made women
increasingly dependent upon men and men’s wages since it limited their
income-earning possibilities, which were traditionally tied to collective
access to the commons where they gathered the leftover grains, picked up
wood for fuel, and kept small farm animals.'® Others argued that this freed

women from domestic drudgery.'’

One point of agreement is that
although women did find avenues for income earning, the general trend
during the nineteenth century was that women’s productive activities were
increasingly relegated to the domestic sphere, and this contributed to the
idea that women’s work was not work at all.

As industrial production became increasingly important, the household
came to be seen as a site where only consumption occurred. Over time the
productive activities of the household came to be defined as unproduc-
tive."* Actually though, important productive economic functions contin-
ued to take place in households. The household is to this day the place
where the labor force is “produced.” Many household activities—shop-
ping, planning, meal preparation, and cleaning—are as much work as they
are consumption. An interesting array of social forces accounts for this trans-
formation and shows how the marginalization of domestic labor con-
tributes to gender inequality.

The Cult of Domesticity

As capitalism displaced feudalism, new social and economic relationships
came into existence. In capitalism most people had to exchange labor hours
(hours worked) for money wages to purchase their daily bread. This created
two new social classes. One class included the industrial, agricultural, and
retail workers who depended on wages for their survival. Another new class
was the bourgeoisie, who emerged from the ranks of the prosperous farm-
ers, artisans, shopkeepers, and merchants. As the bourgeoisie reinvested
their profits, their factories and farms grew. The resulting flood of agricul-
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tural and industrial commodities drove down prices, ruining the less
efficient, small-scale home producers. As home producers were driven out
of business, the class of wage laborers grew. As the bourgeoisie flourished,
new ways to mark the power, prestige, and status of this class emerged.

Feudal society had been shaped by the hierarchical economic and polit-
ical relationships between peasants and landed nobility. The emerging
capitalist society was shaped by the hierarchical relationship between
wage workers and the bourgeoisie, the owners of the factories, shops, and
mines who employed wage laborers. The bourgeoisie accumulated eco-
nomic resources and came to wield tremendous political power. In the
cultural sphere its members sought legitimacy for their privileged status
in the new social hierarchy by emulating the behavior of the feudal nobil-
ity. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the families of the
bourgeoisie were able to distinguish themselves from workers (and show
their similarity to the nobility) by systematically withdrawing the labor
of women and children from the industrial workplace. While the entre-
preneurial men of this era engaged in the cutthroat competition of early
capitalism, women in this class were expected to become housewives,
properly occupied with duties that were increasingly seen as natural to
their sex—housework and mothering. This arrangement reflected the
aspirations of the bourgeoisie to emulate the nobility who had survived
for centuries without working.

As these patterns of domestic and industrial life became accepted mark-
ers of social status, the ideology of the “cult of domesticity” emerged to
justify these household relations.’> This ideology defined families and
households exclusively in terms of nurturing, endearment, and affection.
That labor and exertion are needed to maintain households was largely
ignored, while relations of economic dependence were cloaked in flowery
sentiments regarding women'’s true nature and calling. This ideology has a
number of important effects, not the least is that it reproduces the familiar
dualisms of production-consumption, public-private, labor-leisure, and
competitive-nurturing.

The cult of domesticity rationalized the belief that unpaid household
labor was women’s work and that women’s work was not work at all. In
consequence, the ideal of the Victorian housewife became a norm for all
women, and the housewife came to be called the “woman of leisure.”*4 But
despite appearances and ideology, many women needed (and continue to
need today) paid employment. Women need jobs when they are not mar-
ried, when the earnings of the men on whom they depend are too low to
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support the family, or when they are the sole support of children due to
death, divorce, desertion, or choice.

We should remember too that there is a long berstory of women express-
ing dissatisfaction with their dependent status. Facing tremendous social
opprobrium, women sought education, employment, and financial inde-
pendence. The struggle for women’s rights generated intense opposition.
An incredible amount of intellectual, cultural, and religious energy was
deployed to convince people that a woman’s proper place was in the home.
Indeed, the fiction authored by women in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries often details women’s oppression and the emotional conse-
quences of their disenfranchisement. Charlotte Perkins Gilman—{feminist,
economist, and social critic—offers an insightful feminist analysis of this
idealized norm in her novella The Yellow Wallpaper.

Of course, living in a manner consistent with the Victorian ideal
depended upon the success of one’s husband or father since women could
not spend their time in unpaid activities unless they had access to money
income. Only the upper classes were able to realize the ideal of the depen-
dent housewife. For most other women, the industrial economy of the Vic-
torian era was a harsh place. But as the cult of domesticity shaped the social
vision of gender, the oppressive economic realities of poor, working women
were obscured, and the tightly constrained opportunities for upper-class
women were cast in emotional, lowery terms that belied the stifling nar-
rowness of women’s appropriate gender role.

Managing a Victorian household required the domestic labor of ser-
vants. In the nineteenth and early twentieth century bourgeois households
in Europe recruited servants from the lower classes whose distinct patterns
of speech and dress marked them as suitable for lives of work and service.">
In the northeastern United States, well-to-do women hired new immi-
grants from Eastern Europe and Ireland. In the South, white women hired
African-American women who had been enslaved before the Civil War.
Although legally free, the system of racial apartheid—]Jim Crow—ensured
that African-American women would remain miserably paid workers in
the worst jobs.™®

The cult of domesticity was an integral component of the economic and
social relations of the period, casting women in the role of full-time home-
makers and consumers, while men were cast in the role of full-time wage
earners and producers. Proponents of the cult of domesticity sought to root
this dichotomized vision of gender in religion, biology, natural law, and
psychology. The development of this essentialist view of gender led to a
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system of laws, conventions, and social customs that ensured the subordi-
nate status of women in the family, the church, and the state.

Women, Property, Employment, and the Law

That women are full human beings with equal rights under the law is a
revolutionary concept. Until the middle of the nineteenth century,
women—whether or not they were married—had no independent legal
existence. In the West where central governments enforced national legal
codes, the laws of coverture (or similar doctrines) governed virtually all
aspects of women’s lives. These laws established man and wife as one, and
that one was the man.

It did not matter how women contributed to the livelihood of the fam-
ily; under no circumstances did she have independent rights to any sort of
property or wages. Wives were the property of husbands who were legally
entitled to any income they earned or wealth they inherited. Even when
women’s labor was essential to the success of family farms and family firms,
they had no legally enforceable right to allowances, their own wages, or
their own property. Similarly, upon the sale of property (and they had no
legal right to block such a sale, even when property came to the family as
an inheritance from their relatives) they had no right to any of the proceeds
of the sale, even if there had been an increase in the property’s value. In
fact, there were circumstances under which family property could be sold
leaving widows and children homeless and destitute. In addition, in many
nations where paid employment was common, women could be forced to
give up their jobs upon marriage. By the middle of the nineteenth century
many women, and some men, began to question the fundamental unfair-
ness of these practices.'”

Social reformers like Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon, Elizabeth Barrett
Browning, Harriet Martineau, John Stuart Mill, and Harriet Taylor Mill in
the United Kingdom worked to change these oppressive laws in the
United Kingdom. One of the most significant achievements of these
reformers was the passage, in the late 1880s, of the Married Women’s
Property Act, “which allowed wives to gain control of their personal prop-
erty and income.”™® The radical idea that a wife had a right to property
acquired in marriage, and to wages she earned in the market, was initially
received with favor by the revolutionary socialist movements that swept
through Europe and the United States in the second half of the nineteenth
century.
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The view that women should earn wages ran counter to the dominant
ideology of the day and was viewed as a threat to worker solidarity. In a
political move that still inflames feminists today, the revolutionary social-
ists Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels repudiated women’s demands for full
economic equality.’ Their position does not surprise us—by the last
decades of the nineteenth century the notion that women were naturally
suited to lives of domesticity was just common sense. When women’s
roles are defined in relation to home and family, their paid employment
seems frivolous. Consequently firms are justified in paying women less
than men.

Some economists, like the very influential Alfred Marshall, actually
argued that women’s wages should remain low to induce them to stay
home and tend to their domestic responsibilities. Throughout the
mid—nineteenth century the British enacted legislation (the Factory Acts)
that expressed Marshall’s views since these laws restricted the hours
women could work and the wages they could earn. Since 18 to 20 percent
of British women were heads of households who depended on their own
earnings for survival, restricting women’s wages and hours had the direct
result of increasing women’s poverty.>°

Similarly, in the United States during the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries reformers advocated gender-specific protective legisla-
tion to restrict the occupations and hours of women’s work.?" Here, pro-
tective legislation aimed at women was based on the idea that their wages
should not be too high because high wages would jeopardize women’s eco-
nomic dependence. At the same time women'’s wages should not be too low
since extreme poverty could force women into prostitution.??

Legislators, clergymen, and newspaper editors argued that the public
interest would be best served if policy aimed to preserve the morals and
character of the “mothers of the race.” As feminist economists Deborah
Figart, Ellen Mutari, and Marilyn Power show, femininity, whiteness, and
motherhood were linked in public opinion, and laws were enacted to rein-
force these links.?3 Legislation protecting Anglo-European women helped
to ensure white women’s economic survival. In contrast, such protections
were not sought for work done by women of color: the few jobs that were
open to African-American, Latina, Asian, and Native American women
were not covered by the new laws. Racism underscored the view that there
was no public interest in preserving their moral character. Women of color
were not included in labor legislation as either mothers or workers. Gender
and race ideology ensured the invisibility of their lives and experiences.
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In both Britain and the United States this type of legislation reflected
and reproduced the ideology of the male breadwinner—female caretaker
family. This ideology had significant negative consequences for the mater-
ial circumstances of women since it prevented women from becoming eco-
nomically independent. Indeed, until the 1960s it was legal for firms to
pay women less than men for the same jobs.

Today, women are still a long way from economic equality. Women’s
lower earnings continue to keep them dependent upon and subordinate to
men. That men’s wages are greater than women’s is due, in large part, to
the legacy of the family wage system that was the material basis of the ide-
ology of domesticity. Earning a wage sufficient for one adult male to sup-
port his family was an important goal of working-class organizations.
Sadly, improvement in working-class men’s earnings came at the expense
of women’s economic opportunities regardless of their class.

A Brief History of the Family Wage

Male-dominated working-class organizations sought allies in the upper
classes by tapping into the ideology of domesticity. Working-class men
sought the exclusion of women from the higher-paying male occupations
to protect the family wage in those occupations. Upper-class reformers
sought the exclusion of women from paid employment because of their
view of women’s nature. Indeed, the notion that women are too fragile to
be subjected to the rigors of industrial life emerged as an important theme
in the labor history of this period. As noted, achieving a family wage was
an important goal of unions in Britain, the United States, and the rest of
Western Europe. Male unionists actively campaigned for legislation that
would bar women from particular industries and specific occupations to
limit competition for jobs and raise wages. As a result, by the end of the
nineteenth century the top several echelons of workers in key industries,
and the managers of the new corporate bureaucracies, had succeeded in
winning wages large enough to purchase the food, clothing, and shelter
needed by a middle-class family.

A wage of this magnitude was called a family wage since it enabled a
worker to support a family largely without a second worker taking a job
outside the home. Even today, when more than half of all women work for
pay outside the home, many people continue to believe that married
women—especially those who are white and middle-class and have young
children—should only work outside the home if the family needs the
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money. The persistence of this collective myth that designates women as
the special, almost mystical, source of childcare testifies to the power of
ideology. As the ideology of the bread-winning husband and domestic wife
became a social truth, the gap between male and female wages was rein-
forced. Since popular sentiment regarded women as wives, daughters, or
mothers, but not workers, their wages were considered “pin money,” des-
tined for incidentals rather than necessities.

This perspective ignores the fact that for many women male support is
not adequate for the maintenance of the family. In addition, the belief that
women’s wages were merely “pin money” meshed neatly with the need for
a ready supply of low-wage factory, mill, and domestic workers. That is, so
long as many people, including women, saw their wages as secondary to
the wages of the primary breadwinner, women could be paid less than men.
As the family wage system became the expected norm, economic pressure
mounted for women to specialize in unpaid household labor. Because
women’s wages were substantially lower than men’s, it was economically
rational for women to remain outside the paid labor force. Their wages
would be too low to replace the work of childcare, housecleaning, and
cooking that they would not be able to do if they were employed outside
the home for wages.

It is important to realize that achieving a family wage was always
restricted to a small share of the working class. In the United States it was
standard practice to exclude particular ethnic groups from good jobs.
Native American, African-American, Latino, and Asian-American fami-
lies, for example, were dependent on the income generated by women and
children since racism was used consciously and deliberately to exclude men
of color from jobs that paid a family wage. The racist policies of labor
unions on this issue not only divided workers but they also helped create
different interests for white women and women of color since these women
had quite different relationships to the processes of paid employment, fer-
tility, child rearing, and family formation.

As we can see, the household type idealized by the cult of domesticity
was erected on racist and sexist foundations. In the United States, racist
union membership rules and sexist protectionist legislation restricted
access to family wages to the elite “aristocracy of labor.” But the exploita-
tion of populations of color within the United States was not the only way
that racial exploitation fueled the economic development of the modern
family.

Colonial expansion into South America, Asia, and Africa made impor-
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tant contributions to the rising standard of living experienced by many in
Europe and North America. The rising wages of the top levels of the work-
ing class were made possible, in part, by the profits generated by the mas-
sive expansion of trade in colonial products.** As the wages of the aristoc-
racy of labor increased, their dependent wives who were not employed for
wages could purchase some of the decorative items that marked class sta-
tus. It was not a coincidence that in this era prestigious luxury goods were
the exotic products of imperialist trading relationships. The oriental car-
pets, mahogany tables, and painted china that were the prized possessions
of Victorian housewives gave silent testimony to the exploitation of men,
women, and children in the colonies of Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the
Caribbean.

Feminist economist Deirdre McCloskey has argued that women unam-
biguously and uniformly benefitted from the spread of markets and the
development of industrial capitalism.?> This argument rests on the view
that the machine production of goods, and the attendant decline in con-
sumer prices, led to a rising standard of living that was widely dispersed.
This claim is hotly disputed in economics, sociology, and history. Promar-
ket, mainstream economists endorse this view, while heterodox economists
question both the magnitude and distribution of these benefits. This ques-
tion about the impact of capitalism is analytically parallel to the question
posed at the beginning of this chapter: “when a man’s home is his castle,
who are the vassals and servants?” Can we assume that the benefits of trade
and the industrial revolution affected most people’s lives for the better?
Did specific populations disproportionately bear the costs of these revolu-
tionary changes in economic relationships? Did the women of the bour-
geoisie and the women of the working class have the same relationship to
these costs and benefits? Did the peoples of the Western imperialist
nations experience colonialism in the same way as the peoples of Africa,
Asia, and South America? With other feminists and heterodox economists
we argue that they did not.

The onerous work and harsh discipline of factories in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries were principal costs of the industrial revolution.
Under these labor conditions, it was a privilege, indeed a benefit, to escape
into the home. Protecting women and children became the shared aim of
upper-class social reformers and working-class men. Part of this involved
removing children from the labor force and making child rearing a major
economic activity of the middle-class household. The ideology of domes-
ticity made children’s upbringing the exclusive domain of women. This
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vital economic function has received scant attention. Simultaneously, pro-
tective legislation forced women out of many types of paid work, regard-
less of women’s needs for earned income or their desire to hold a job. By
casting the male breadwinner—female caretaker model of the family as nat-
ural, the cult of domesticity also obscures the divergent interests that shape
family life.

Power and Interests in Contemporary Western Families

During the twentieth century, in much of the Western world, families
aspired to a form in which husbands and fathers would focus on income-
generating activities, while wives and mothers specialized in homemaking
and child rearing. Ironically, this is often referred to as the “traditional”
family even though it is very modern. Moreover, this mode of organizing
domestic life was never a real option for many families. But despite its rel-
atively short history, and the rather narrow cross section of the population
to which the definition applies, its impact on society in the spheres of cul-
ture, politics, economics, and even psychology has been strong. In fact, the
traditional family, which, as we have seen, emerged out of attempts by the
bourgeoisie to separate themselves from the lower classes, became the norm
or standard by which all other family types were judged.

In traditional families the amount of time spent working, and the type
of work done, varies by gender. Men work full-time outside the home to
earn income, and women work full-time in the home to sustain the family.
There are certainly women and men for whom this family form is worth
emulating. For poorer families the prospect of having one person exempt
from the harsh conditions of low-wage work undoubtedly has great appeal.
For other families, a full-time homemaker is an important status symbol.
And for yet other families, assigning the woman to full-time homemaking
is a reasonable response to the high cost of quality childcare and the
scarcity of jobs with decent pay and benefits.

The structure of traditional households shows how this household gen-
der division of labor reflects men’s patriarchal power over women’s work,
26 Tp traditional households,
women have no independent access to income. They are therefore depen-

income, reproduction, and general well-being.

dent upon the generosity and sense of fairness of the breadwinner, who, as
a result, has a great deal of power in important household decisions.
Indeed, feminist sociologist Arlie Hochschild’s pathbreaking study of the
relationship between work and family found that a major factor contribut-
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ing to the breakup of traditional households involved women seeking addi-
tional avenues for achievement and fulfillment and becoming less willing
to submit to patriarchal authority.?”

Another family type, one that is increasingly common, is the “transi-
tional” family. In this family form both partners work for incomes outside
the home, but housework and childcare are still largely the responsibility
of the female partner. These households are prone to conflict because the
work of the household still falls on the woman’s shoulders even though she
is working for pay outside the home.?® Childcare, cooking, and cleaning
are time-consuming, energy absorbing, and repetitive. Estimates of the
time spent on household labor by married women range from eighteen to
twenty-three hours per week compared with the seven to twelve hours
spent by their husbands.?® A recent study by Suzanne Bianchi reports that
despite the rapid rise in the number of mothers working outside the home
there is very little difference between employed and unemployed mothers
in terms of the time they spend with their children. She suggests that
employed women do less sleeping and volunteering and have fewer free-
time pursuits.3° It is no wonder, therefore, that many employed mothers
would like to have paid help with housework.

As feminists, we stress the point that paid household help raises its own
set of ethical issues.3" The people who are hired to help with housework are
generally poor women at the bottom of the social hierarchy because of their
race, class, or ethnicity. Increasingly, these women are immigrants and
refugees who leave their own families to care for families in the rich
nations. In the United States domestic work was often the only option for
African-American women, and until the 1960s most employed African-
American women were domestic workers.>? Today, the racial and ethnic
composition of household employees reflects both the gains that African-
American women have made in the workplace and the different face of
poverty in the United States. Now, domestic workers in the United States
are likely to be poor women from the Philippines, Latin America, or the
transition economies of Eastern Europe. The situation in other parts of the
world is quite the same. According to feminist geographer Joni Seager,
between one million and one and a half million women migrate from Asia
to find employment as domestic workers in the oil-rich countries of the
Middle East.33

Feminists argue over whether it is ethical to hire household workers.
Some point out that we have no problem hiring other types of help (e.g.,
plumbers and gardeners). Others argue that hiring cooks, housecleaners,
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and nannies is inherently exploitative. Our position is not that it is wrong
or immoral to pay for housework, childcare, or cooking. Rather, the prob-
lem stems from the conditions of work. These low-status jobs are almost
always the province of poor, disadvantaged women who often have families
of their own. Bringing these jobs into the formal sector and providing legal
protections to all workers regardless of gender, race, or immigration status
will improve the status, pay, and security of this work.

Attitudes about female and male gender roles are changing. As women
enter the labor force in ever greater numbers, we are seeing the emergence
of a new family form, the “egalitarian” family. In this type of family, gen-
der is not the key variable determining who works outside the home for
pay and who does the household labor. Both housework and market work
are shared. The motto “from each according to their ability, to each accord-
ing to their need” is operative here.>4

Many feminists advocate social and economic policies that encourage
the formation and reproduction of egalitarian households. Egalitarian
households have to reconcile the time demands of paid employment with
the time demands of dependent care. Nancy Fraser posits three idealized
visions of the family—the universal breadwinner model, the caregiver par-
ity model, and the universal caregiver model—in order to systematically
think about which family forms will encourage gender equity and disman-
tle the gender division of labor.3>

The universal breadwinner model focuses on equal labor market oppor-
tunities for women and men. In this model of gender and paid work the
cooking, cleaning, childcare, and eldercare services that are today mostly
provided by women in the household would instead be provided by the
government or the market. The caregiver parity model aims to enable care-
givers (usually women) to care for their families. Such policies would min-
imize the costs of this traditional gender division of labor by providing
generous family allowances and paid employment leaves. Women’s lives
would be different from but equal to men’s lives. On their own Fraser finds
both these strategies inadequate for the realization of full gender equity.
On the one hand, the universal breadwinner model is androcentric in its
exclusive valorization of paid work; on the other, the caregiver parity
model fails to promote women’s economic independence.

The universal caregiver model is predicated on equal divisions of labor
outside and inside the home. In this model both women and men would
participate in both paid and unpaid labor. Child and dependent care, along
with housework and working for pay, would be shared equally between
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adult householders. For this division of labor to become a reality, several
things need to happen. As in the universal breadwinner model women’s
earnings need to be equal to men’s so there will be no economic advantage
to female specialization in childcare and housework. Similarly, as in the
caregiver parity model, work for both women and men will have to be
restructured so there will be no economic disadvantage to those adults who
take responsibility for children and other family members. While these
changes may be slow to come, these goals should inform national and inter-
national public policies.

Much of the recent attention to family policies by politicians, think
tanks, scholars, and activists was prompted by dramatic changes in the
composition of families. The number of dual-earner households continues
to increase. Worldwide, lone-parent households, the majority of which are
headed by women, are becoming increasingly common.3® And another
important change in family structure concerns the rising number of same-
sex couples, either with or without children. Many nations in the European
Union have progressive social policies regarding the legal status of same-
sex marriages. These policies are progressive because sexual orientation is
not a legal basis for economic, political, or social discrimination. In many
other countries though, the prohibition of same-sex marriage amounts to a
form of economic discrimination since there are many benefits that flow
from marriage (including favorable tax treatment of joint income, inheri-
tance provisions, and healthcare coverage) and those who can’t marry are
discriminated against.

In 2004 in the United States, controversy over the status of same-sex
couples intensified when the Massachusetts Supreme Court declared “civil
unions” unconstitutional. This opened the door for same-sex marriages
across the United States. Social conservatives oppose this progress and are
working to amend both the U.S. Constitution and state constitutions to
prohibit such marriages. Prohibitions like these would prevent gays and
lesbians from enjoying the privileges and responsibilities of marriage.

Cooperation and Conflict in Families

Providing for the material well-being of family members by redistributing
resources like cash, goods, services, and assets (real and financial) is an
important economic function of the family. The social norms that guide
the uses to which resources flow vary across and within cultures. Here we
provide a feminist analysis of these household decision-making processes.
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While disagreements among family members over yogurt or sorbet may
not be terribly fractious, there are other spending decisions that may incite
intense conflict. For example, when education is not free, will both boys
and girls go to school? Other decisions about the division of labor in the
household may also be problematic—deciding who will work for pay out-
side the home, and who will not, is a good example.

The view of the family as a group with common interests is dominant in
mainstream economics. In this view, the gender division of labor within
the family is nothing more than a particular case of specialization, with
advantages for both women and men. The idea that the male breadwin-
ner—female caregiver organization of the family is inherently beneficial is
embedded in the “new home economics” via its view of the sexual (and for
these economists, the division of labor in households is based on biological
sex, not socially constructed gender) division of labor. This approach to the
family, originating with the Chicago School’s orthodox free-market econo-
mists, takes the market as its starting point and places exchange, through
relations of supply and demand, at the center of analysis.

In this reading, husbands and wives are coequals, both entering a vol-
untary exchange that by definition makes them each better off. If there is a
member of the household with more decision-making power, this person is
seen as the head of the household and is assumed to be altruistic. The altru-
istic head of household then makes all of the family decisions regarding
income, resource allocation, and consumption in the best interests of fam-
ily members.?7 The sexual (gender) division of labor is thereby transformed
into just another consequence of mutually beneficial individual choice,
albeit one rooted in biology. As Simone de Beauvoir famously commented,
“legislators, priests, philosophers, and scientists, all strive to show that the
subordinate position of women is willed in heaven and advantageous on
earth.”3®

It is instructive to trace through the logic supporting these conclusions.
Couples must decide who will work in the home and who will work out-
side the home for pay. This is basically a barter system: meals, clean
clothes, childcare, and sex can be exchanged for income and wealth. It is no
surprise that women will specialize in household services since the new
home economics begins with the assumption that they have a natural incli-
nation, following from their biology, for such activities.>® This natural
inclination, coupled with the fact that women’s labor market earnings are
generally much lower than men’s, gives them what economists call a
“comparative advantage” in household work. Children are in turn viewed
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either as a consumption decision, not terribly different from the decision to
buy a new car or a house, or as an investment decision, not unlike stocks,
bonds, or other assets.

Although this literature, like much feminist literature, takes women
and the family as objects of inquiry, it would be a mistake to view the new
home economics as feminist. To quote Barbara Bergmann, widely
acknowledged as one of the founding mothers of feminist economics, “To
say that the ‘new home economists’ are not feminist in their orientation
would be as much of an understatement as to say that Bengal tigers are not
vegetarians.”#° First, and in direct contrast to feminist analysis, they fail to
question gender differences in autonomy and power. Second, this view is
essentialist since it accepts as natural a gender division of labor in which
men focus on income earning and women focus on household labor. Bring-
ing feminist theory to bear on economic processes requires us to analyze
these ubiquitous assumptions.

Some feminist economists like Notburga Ott and Bina Agarwal find it
useful to analyze the family in terms of the relative bargaining power of the
spouses.*’ These analyses acknowledge that family relationships have ele-
ments of both conflict and cooperation, and they describe family interac-
tions as a type of negotiation. The allocations of resources and responsibil-
ities within the household are the results of these bargains. We are all
familiar with this type of bargaining in families—one person agrees to do
the dishes if the other will cook, or one picks up the children and the other
goes to the grocery store.

These analyses interest us because they explicitly acknowledge the dif-
ferent bargaining power of family members. Not surprisingly, having a
good job or some other access to income is a major strength a person brings
to the bargaining table. Consequently, a woman’s power in her family will
be influenced by her labor market earnings, and these earnings are, in turn,
influenced by her labor market status: earned income increases as women
spend less time in unpaid homemaking activities and as they switch from
part-time to full-time paid employment.*> When the gender division of
labor in households assigns women to nonmarket work, women will be less
able to influence family decision making. This implication of the gender
division of labor in families is conveniently overlooked in the traditional
economic view of families.

Feminist economists have also produced interesting analyses of gay and
lesbian families. M. V. Lee Badgett points out that bargaining models
assume a heterosexual family, and grafting these models onto the families
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of lesbians and gay men perpetuates heterosexist assumptions about “nor-
mal” family forms.43 She questions the assumption that same-sex and het-
erosexual couples make decisions in ways that are fundamentally the same.
Her research supports the view that the different legal, political, and cul-
tural status of same-sex relationships lead gay and lesbian families to
develop alternative family dynamics. Badgett argues that studying same-
sex families enriches our understanding of the rich complexity of family
life.

It is interesting to note some commonalities between the standard eco-
nomic view of families and economists’ traditional understanding of the
relationship between households and firms. Consider a simple circular flow
diagram (fig. 2.1) in which households own the raw materials of the econ-
omy (in economic terms these are the factors of production: land, labor, and
capital). Firms use factors of production to produce the goods and services
consumed by households. When households supply factor services to firms,
they receive incomes that they can then use to buy the goods and services
produced by the firms. When firms succeed in selling goods and services to
households, they receive revenues they can use to hire more factor services.
Households and firms become perfect complements, each matching the
other’s needs exactly.

The traditional vision of household and firm has much in common with
the traditional view of women and men as complementary opposites. Men
are aggressive, competitive, strong, and rational, while women are passive,
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nurturing, weak, and emotional. It is not hard to see that these stereotyped
characteristics of maleness and femaleness map onto the household (pri-
vate) and firm (public) dichotomy.

When viewed this way, the economy appears as an unbroken chain of
exchanges: land, labor, and capital for wages, rent, interest, and profits,
which are in turn spent to consume goods and services. Notice how this
chain of exchange renders invisible any activity not part of it. Even though
it is perfectly obvious to most of us that maintaining a household requires
huge expenditures of work, time, and emotional effort, this work is not
compensated with a direct income payment, so it seems to disappear. To
render the invisible visible, we ask you to fill out figure 2.2, based on the
arrangements in a family you know.

If you filled in your chart the way we filled in ours, a disproportionate
amount of household work is performed by females, even when they earn
incomes outside the home. This division of labor is naturalized by the new
home economics. As a matter of fact, Gary Becker, the founder of the new
home economics, won the Nobel Prize for applying standard microeco-
nomic analysis to intrafamily activities, including the household division
of labor. He showed that even when there are no explicit cash transactions
or market exchanges, supply and demand can still be used to explain fam-
ily behavior.** Many feminist social scientists, inside and outside of eco-
nomics, object to this approach because it rationalizes the existing gender
inequality in families.

Another concern feminists raise when considering the work done in
households emerges from the fact that even though families perform many
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economically vital activities, the value of this work does not show up in any
of the statistics that purport to portray the economic health and well-being
of a society. Leaving out the value of household production in national
income statistics is a matter of serious concern. It results in a distorted pic-
ture of the economy and obscures the real impacts of policy decisions on
families. For example, eliminating childcare subsidies can appear to be a
cost-saving measure. Appearances, however, can be misleading. Such poli-
cies merely shift these costs onto the household. When household labor is
not explicitly valued, then these costs remain hidden.*>

Likewise, it obscures the impact of changes in household production on
other measures of economic performance. For example, the increase in
women’s participation in the paid labor force has switched household pro-
duction into market production. As economist Jeff Madrick argues, the
wages and salaries paid to these women show up in the statistics, as do the
wages and salaries paid to the people who sell the goods and services for-
merly provided in the household. Thus, the economy appears to be grow-
ing, when in fact the growth is due to a shift in production from the house-
hold to the market.4¢

Accounting for the value of unpaid household labor is not difficult, and
feminist economists have shown how the system of national income
accounting can be changed to reflect this important work. In 1934 femi-
nist economist Margaret Reid suggested using the “third-party criterion™:
if a third person can be paid to do the work, then an estimate of the value
of that work should count as part of the nation’s overall output, or gross
national product (GNP). The United Nations has established a survey-
based methodology for creating these estimates. Surveys of time spent on
nonmarket work determine the average amount of time needed for various
household tasks. Then, a market wage is imputed to the time needed to
complete these tasks. The average time, multiplied by the imputed wage,
yields an estimate of the value of the domestic labor. Such an estimate,
however, tends to understate the actual value of this work because the
imputed wage for doing it reflects society’s low valuation of “women’s”
work.47

Even using conservative estimates, the magnitude of this labor is stag-
gering. Kathleen Cloud and Nancy Garrett, specialists in global economic
development, estimated the value of unpaid labor in 1990 for 132 differ-
ent countries. They found that unpaid household labor contributed $8 tril-
lion, or just over one-third of the total official GNP for these countries.4®
The Australian Bureau of Statistics reached a similar conclusion when it
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estimated that unpaid labor in 1992 (mainly cooking, cleaning, and child-
care) was worth almost 40 percent of the gross domestic product (GDP).4*
Clearly, in terms of both time and value unpaid labor is important.

Conclusion

Accounting for unpaid household labor is controversial precisely because
feminists and their allies have challenged the patriarchal standards that
traditionally defined men’s and women’s contributions to paid work,
housework, family life, and household decision making. Indeed, disagree-
ments about appropriate female and male roles are at the heart of many
public policy debates in the world today, including debates within eco-
nomics. While these questions may seem new, nineteenth-century femi-
nists like Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott, Sojourner Truth, Ida B.
Wells, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Josephine Butler, and Harriet Mar-
tineau, for example, argued that these asymmetries in power and interests
were barriers to women’s full participation in society.

Although the male breadwinner—female caretaker model of the family
has roots deep in our patriarchal past, the ideology justifying these gender
roles is an artifact of the industrial revolution. The ideology of feminine
domesticity continues to have many negative consequences for women and
men, not least of which is that it tends to define out of existence the real
diversity of contemporary families. Recognizing diversity is a first step
toward a feminist reconstruction of gender roles. But Victorian ideology
lives on in approaches to economic and social policy that do not recognize
the importance of women'’s paid work, the real value to society of women’s
unpaid work, or the negative influence of traditional gender hierarchies.
Public policies informed by this atavistic vision of the gender division of
labor are unable to see that family members may not share common inter-
ests. Feminist perspectives on the family, in contrast, focus on the contra-
dictory pulls of affection and exploitation to show how these contradictions
shape gender roles. We turn to these topics in the next chapter.
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3. Love’s Labors—Care’s Costs

How often have we heard the expression “a labor of love” to describe work
done for the benefit of family and friends? A moment’s reflection reveals
that labors of love are most often associated with work done by women in
the home. Feminist economists refer to this sort of work as “caring labor.”
Today, the tasks associated with care are either provided by families, pur-
chased in the market, or provided by socially supported service agencies.
For example, the elderly are cared for in both private and public nursing
homes; young children are cared for at home, as well as in public and pri-
vate childcare centers; and the seriously ill are cared for at home by family
members, supplemented by paid nurses, or in public or private facilities. In
some settings, the work is paid and the caregivers earn incomes. In other
settings, care work is unpaid, and no monetized transactions take place.
Whether paid or unpaid, caring labor is absolutely essential to economic
well-being.

What Is Caring Labor?

The treatment, or should we say nontreatment, of caring labor is one of the
most egregious consequences of traditional gender ideology for contempo-
rary economics. Gender ideology led economists to denigrate and ignore all
labor that was not paid labor. In addition, they saw no reason to attempt to
specify either the content of caring labor or its importance for the overall
economy. Feminists seek to reconstruct economics with a fully developed
concept of caring labor.

In the history of economic thought attention to household labor arose in
two separate areas of scholarship: Marxism and institutionalism. Marxist
feminists pointed out that most Marxists were as blind to the importance
of unpaid household labor as were mainstream economists. In what came to
be known as the domestic labor debates, Marxist feminist economists like
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Margaret Benston, Nancy Folbre, Heidi Hartmann, Sue Himmelwhite,
Jane Humphries, Maxine Molyneux, and Simon Mohun pointed out that
unpaid work in households was necessary for social reproduction.’ Marxist
feminists argued that unpaid household labor transformed purchased com-
modities into cooked meals, laundered clothes, and clean houses for adult
workers and provided the childcare that was necessary to reproduce a future
generation of workers.? The domestic labor debates highlighted the impor-
tance of the gender division of labor for the reproduction of capitalism and
the economic well-being of families—working-class as well as bourgeois—
and showed that even in contemporary, industrialized capitalist societies
the household continued to be an important sphere of production. To insist
that the home is simply the site of consumption missed this crucial
point—hence Marxist feminist economists insisted on the conceptual
importance of reproductive labor.>

Nineteenth-century institutionalist economists Charlotte Perkins
Gilman and Thorstein Veblen were among the first to recognize the
importance of the work done in the home. Following their lead, twenti-
eth-century institutionalist economists Hazel Kyrk and Margaret Reid
were concerned with the impact of the specialization of labor on the sup-
ply of workers available to perform the essential work of the home. Kyrk
and Reid spelled out the ramifications of the expansion of paid employ-
ment on the supply of unpaid labor.# These economists recognized the
fundamental importance of unpaid domestic labor. However, in the years
after World War II, mainstream economists refused to acknowledge this
in their economic theorizing and teaching. Instead, considerations of
household labor were relegated to the field of home economics. As a
specifically feminist economics emerged, their work was rediscovered, and
economists once again began to analyze work done in the home. Feminist
economics reframed the discussion of reproductive labor in terms of car-
ing labor to underscore the centrality of love, empathy, compassion, and
connection.

The work of economist Nancy Folbre was instrumental in shaping this
discussion.> Caring labor is constituted by the relationship between those
who give care and those who receive care. Consequently, caring labor often
takes place between people who are not equals: care receivers are often very
dependent upon their caregivers. The care received by infants, young and
school-age children, the ill, the disabled, and the elderly depends upon the
quality of the relationship connecting the givers and the receivers of care.
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In a world where families are under increased pressure to generate market
incomes, the demands of paid employment squeeze the supply of caring
labor. A “care deficit” emerges as women and men devote increasing num-
bers of hours to paid employment.

Under the old gender division of labor, the assumption was that women
would stay home to do the caring labor needed for social reproduction. But
today, women’s labor force participation rates are close to those of men,
lone-parent families are increasing, and geographic mobility makes
extended families the exception rather than the rule. Given these circum-
stances, we ask, “Who cares?” Feminist economists care.

Feminist economists want to develop social policies that will ensure an
adequate supply of caring labor. Here the feminist perspective turns a
skeptical eye on an especially revered goal of macroeconomic policy—full
employment. If everyone who wants a full-time job has one, and if the
work of caring continues to be poorly paid and not unionized, then soci-
ety’s dependents will face high levels of insecurity. This is not an argument
for a continuation of the disguised unemployment created when women
stay at home to perform unpaid caring labor because their pay outside the
home is too low relative to the cost of purchasing caring labor in the mar-
ket. It is rather an argument for changing the pay and work conditions
confronting care workers.

The International Labour Organization was among the first to recognize
these problems and has sponsored important research on this and related
issues. According to ILO economist Guy Standing, caring labor can be
defined as the work of looking after the physical, psychological, emotional,
and developmental needs of one or more other people.® According to
Standing, one way to ensure a sufficient supply of caring labor is to make
sure that it is paid well, that there are adequate regulatory guidelines that
ensure competence and skill in care delivery, and that regulatory standards
are enforced. This suggests that governments have a significant role to play
vis-a-vis care work. To ensure that quality care is available to those who
need it, the state must also make sure that subsidies and income transfers
are available for people who need care but who do not have sufficient
income to pay for it. Families also have significant roles to play in care pro-
vision. As Standing argues, while formal, paid caregiving provides an
important social service, we know that “most of us do not or would not
want to rely either wholly or partially on formal care providers if we could
avoid it.”7 Care work is a social relationship in which sentiments such as
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altruism, mutual respect and dignity, and reciprocities play a meaningful
role.

Two important points follow from this. First, paying for caring labor
does not negate the emotional content of this work. Consider all the work
done by nurses, teachers, and social workers. Sometimes these jobs are paid
well; other times they are not. The importance of this work is generally
acknowledged, as is its stressful, emotionally draining nature, and no one
seriously argues that transforming this paid work into voluntary, unpaid
work would enhance well-being. Moreover, it does not seem odd to us that
nurses, teachers, and social workers are paid for their work. Indeed, the
very suggestion of making their work voluntary and unpaid seems odd.
Yet when the laborer (caregiver) and the recipient of the labor (care
receiver) are family, and the work is performed inside the home, our cul-
tural assumptions about women and altruism in the family lead us to
believe that the quality of the work is enhanced precisely because it is not
paid.

We pose the following question: why is it that the quality of childcare
is thought to be better when it is unpaid, while high pay is thought to
ensure quality care for the bedridden elderly or disabled? This paradox fol-
lows from the ideological construction of the concept of motherhood. The
notion that children need the near-exclusive attention of their mothers is a
historically contingent artifact of the industrial revolution. That is, the
processes that created mutually exclusive public and private spheres, and
assigned women to the private, domestic world, simultaneously defined
mothers as the exclusive guardians of their children’s well-being. Recog-
nizing that all views of the mother-child relation are socially constructed
opens the way for social policies that can produce adequate supplies of
quality childcare without enforcing women’s full-time domesticity.

Second, caring labor, especially that associated with child rearing, has
significant social benefits—what economists call “positive externalities.”
Although all of society reaps the rewards of children raised to be concerned,
productive citizens, the costs of producing people with these attributes fall
largely on women.® In the eighteenth century Bernard Mandeville’s “The
Fable of the Bees” discussed private virtues and public vices.® He main-
tained that private virtues like selflessness, generosity, and honesty became
problems when used to guide behavior in the public domains of economy
and politics. We disagree with Mandeville: these virtues are necessary to
ensure adequate supplies of caring labor.
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The Economic Costs of Motherhood

There is no better example of caring labor than the work associated with
raising children. Politicians, social commentators, educators, and religious
leaders wax poetic in support of families and children. Some advocate using
tax deductions to help families defray the costs of child rearing; others call
for direct subsidies for quality, early childhood education programs; and
still others propose policies to encourage work-family balance. Debate over
the efficacy of these policies fills volumes, makes headlines, and provides
fertile material for the evening news. Participants in these debates often
buttress their claims with references to studies examining the impact of a
mother’s work on children’s well-being. Why are we not surprised to find
very few studies of the impact of fathers’ employment on children’s well-
being?

The reason is simple: these policy debates reflect the assumption (and
what is often the reality) that mothers are primarily responsible for chil-
dren. Before the industrial revolution, when home life and economic life
were contiguous, children worked and played alongside their parents. As
jobs moved out of the home and into factories, shops, and offices, a new
gender division of labor arose in which housework and childcare became
exclusively “women’s work.” Barbara Bergmann argues that a caste system
developed in which women, due to their biology, were designated for one
occupation: homemaker.'® Women, according to the emerging gender ide-
ology, were to stay home providing full-time care for their children.
Today, however, this caste system is breaking down as more and more
women insist on the right to a fulfilling career and economic independence
regardless of marital status. Despite huge increases in women’s paid
employment, men’s unpaid contributions to household labor have not
changed very much.

Most children in the United States live in families where all the adults
are working. In 1998, 59 percent of women with children less than one
year old were employed, while 73 percent of mothers with children over
one were working outside the home."™ Why do all these women work? For
the same reasons as do men: jobs, careers, and incomes are as meaningful to
mothers as they are to fathers. One legacy of the gender division of labor is
that women’s demand for workplace equality poses a serious social prob-
lem: who will care for the children?

The old arrangement—the male breadwinner model—in which the
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male head of household earns a family wage and supports a full-time house-
wife simply doesn’t work any more. But then it never really did work for
everyone."* As discussed in chapter 2, in poor families everyone who was
able worked. In rural, agricultural communities, the rigors of farm work
required the participation of mothers and fathers, grandparents, brothers,
and sisters. In families dependent upon money wages, women and children
petformed industrial labor or were sent into domestic service.

When Mothers Work

Liberals and conservatives, feminists and anti-feminists, recognize that
motherhood has pronounced negative consequences for women’s labor
market earnings. The effect of childbearing on earnings is so significant
that journalist Ann Crittenden has dubbed it “the mommy tax.”*3 The
mommy tax is the income women don’t earn because they've become
mothers. Economists call this an “opportunity cost.” Feminist sociologists
Michelle Budig and Paula England argue that there is a 5 percent to 7 per-
cent wage penalty for motherhood.'# After children are born, women often
lose job experience, which translates into lower lifetime incomes. In addi-
tion, mothers may trade off higher wages for mother friendly jobs, or they
may work part-time.

Working mothers who have the primary responsibility for childcare
may find part-time work an attractive option, especially when high-qual-
ity, affordable childcare is unavailable. Choosing part-time work over full-
time work contributes to mothers’ lower lifetime earnings because part-
time work almost always pays less per hour, it rarely has the benefits that
come with full-time employment, and fewer total hours are worked (either
weekly, monthly, or annually). Budig and England point out, however,
that even after controlling for the differences between full- and part-time
work, and other objective measures related to higher pay (experience,
seniority, and so forth), they still find that mothers earn less.

The Social Responsibility for Childcare

In the industrialized nations, there are two approaches to childcare. Many
nations recognize a social responsibility for childcare and so provide high
levels of professional training, well-paying jobs, and substantial public
funding supporting parental leaves. In other, socially irresponsible
nations—the United States in particular—no such social responsibility has
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been recognized. The economic burden of children continues to rest on
families even as the benefits of well-cared-for children accrue to the larger
society.

National policies toward childcare begin with parental leave policies.
Table 3.1 displays parental leave policies for seven industrialized countries.

TABLE 3.1. Maternity/Parental Leave Benefits for Seven Selected OECD
Countries

Length of Leave Wage Replacement (%)

Australia 1 year 0

Germany 14 weeks 100

Greece 16 weeks 75

Netherlands 16 weeks 100

Sweden 14 weeks® 75 for 360 days and
90 days at a flat rate

United Kingdom 14-18 weeks 90 for 6 weeks

United States 12 weeksP 0

Source: Data from United Nations Statistics Division, “The World’s Women, 2000: Trends and Statistics.”
2Sweden has a parental leave act.

bParental leave for companies with fifty or more workers.

As the table indicates, the U.S. policy, the Family Medical Leave Act
(FMLA), is the least generous. It does require firms to grant unpaid
parental leaves of up to twelve weeks; but because the FMLA only applies
to firms with fifty or more employees, and most women work in firms with
less than fifty employees, there is a large gap in coverage. Also, the FMLA
does not replace the parent’s income during parental leaves.

Likewise, quality, affordable childcare is in very short supply in the
United States. Consequently, many families cannot afford full-time care
and education for their children in accredited childcare centers. In many
communities, fully certified childcare centers have long waiting lists even
though the full-time tuition at these centers often exceeds the cost of a year
at the local state university. This leaves families with three options, all of
which involve childcare in non-accredited settings. Families with young
children can place the children in childcare centers that meet minimal
safety and staffing requirements. Even these centers are quite expensive.
The other options are home-based childcare or employing a baby-sitter or
nanny. All of these options are expensive.

It is important to realize that there are rarely any licensing requirements
for these childcare centers. Only a few states and localities require annual
safety inspections and set standards for fire safety. State health inspectors
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are not required to check centers for other hazards. When a home-based
center offers an age appropriate curriculum, a high ratio of staff to children,
and large and well-equipped play areas, these amenities are purely volun-
tary. The second option, hiring a baby-sitter or a nanny, offers few safe-
guards for children’s health and well-being since no education or training
standards apply.

Financially able women may decide to put off re-entering the workforce
until their children enter elementary school. For others, even if they remain
in the labor force while their children are young, elementary school seems
to hold out the promise of a solution to the cost of childcare. Elementary
schools as day-care centers, however, pose another set of problems. One
need not be an expert on workplace policies to know that even the most
liberated companies do not yet synchronize the working day with school
schedules.

Clearly, the lack of coordination between school and work schedules can
interfere with parents’ employment responsibilities. The traditional view
of children as the mother’s responsibility limits women’s options in ways
that are costly and potentially dangerous to children. If equality between
women and men means that they face a roughly similar array of choices and
constraints, then obviously social policy regarding childcare must be
addressed. The situation in much of Western Europe provides important
lessons for the United States and the other English-speaking nations as
concerns social policy to support parents as they strive to meet their obli-
gations to their employers and to their families.

In the English-speaking nations, parents receive very little in the way of
governmental support as they try to figure out how to balance their work
and family responsibilities. The Scandinavian welfare states are different
because they recognize that all citizens are potentially both workers and
caregivers. These nations have pioneered public policy to support both
women and men in their roles as paid employees and unpaid caregivers. In
other words, state policy actively encourages equality in the workplace and
in the home. The social commitment to these policies rests on the recogni-
tion that we increasingly live in a world of dual-career households. As a
result, we can no longer push domestic labor onto the shoulders of just one
adult in the partnership. The costs of such policies are well within our
means: annual expenditures for family leaves per employed woman are
extremely modest. During the mid-1990s, family leave expenditures in
Sweden and Finland were about $900 per employed woman, while in Not-
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way and Denmark they were between $600 and $700."5 These expendi-
tures represent 0.7 percent to 1 percent of the GDP in these nations.’®
There is absolutely no reason to believe that these generous programs
would absorb any greater share of the GDP of any of the other industrial-
ized nations.

Unfortunately, the trend is going in the opposite direction for much of
the world. The transition economies of Eastern Europe provide an illustra-
tive example. In the interests of promoting the “free market,” these states
are severely cutting back on social services. Healthcare, childcare, and edu-
cation are all suffering. The results are not good. In some of the countries,
life expectancy has fallen, enrollment in primary education has contracted,
and women’s workloads have increased.

Other problems are created when rich nations refuse to provide social
supports for childcare. It is often the case that women who work as child-
care providers face employment conditions that undermine the economic
and emotional security of their families. Childcare work is poorly paid,
health and safety conditions are not monitored, and the jobs rarely carry
benefits. Historically, in the United States, many women of color (espe-
cially African-American women in the South) worked as domestics in the
homes of whites. Before World War II, over half of African-American
women were employed as domestics. Indeed, an important success of the
civil rights and women’s movements is the dramatic decline in that num-
ber.’” Today, childcare labor is often provided by immigrants from the
developing world and from the formerly communist economies of Eastern
Europe, who migrate to the wealthier countries to care for the children of
the privileged. But as women migrate in search of better opportunities,
many must leave their own children behind.

Arlie Hochschild has dubbed this “the nanny chain,” a series of global
links based on caring labor.™ A woman with a professional career in a rich
country hires a foreign-born nanny so she can work full-time. The nanny
from the poorer nation or region leaves one or more young children at
home, where an older daughter or female relative cares for them. These
global care chains have many variations. The feature they have in common
is that the flow of caring labor is always from the poor to the rich. When
migrant women leave their children, this unmasks the hollow promise of
the 1959 United Nations Declaration on the Rights of the Child, which
says that every child “should grow up in a family environment, in an
atmosphere of happiness, love, and understanding” and “not be separated

49



Liberating Economics

from their parents against their will.”'® The exploitation of migrant
women is a contemporary variant of old-fashioned colonialism, wherein
rich countries exploit the human and natural resources of the poorer ones.?°

Working with data from diverse sources, Robert Espinoza identified
four transnational flows of women migrating from poor to rich regions to
engage in domestic labor. The Gulf states of Kuwait and Saudi Arabia have
imported well over a million women from India, Sri Lanka, the Philip-
pines, Indonesia, and Thailand who now work in private homes as domes-
tics.?" Likewise, many European nations rely on domestic laborers from Sri
Lanka and the Philippines. For example, in 1987, 52.5 percent of all
domestic workers in Italy were women from the Philippines.?? The flow of
poor women from the African nations of Morocco, Ethiopia, Somalia, and
Nigeria to Western Europe is large and growing. And hundreds of thou-
sands of women from Central America, Mexico, and the Philippines
migrate to the United States and Canada in search of domestic jobs that
will enable them to send money home to their families.?3

The careful student of U.S. history will see this as a variation on a story
as old as racial exploitation. When slavers captured people in West Africa,
they deliberately broke up families and villages, forcibly separating parents
and children. This continued in the Americas when mothers, fathers, and
children were routinely sold to plantations hundreds of miles apart. After
emancipation, the strict racial segregation of the South created economic
conditions in which the only work African-American women could do
involved caring for the children of white women, again often at the expense
of their own. Other immigrant women—Irish, Polish, Greek, and central
Buropean—who came to the United States in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries were also under pressure to care for the children of the
well-to-do.

Paying poor women to care for the children of the affluent is an old solu-
tion that creates as many problems as it solves. First, and most obviously,
the children of women who are in domestic service do not have access to
their own mothers. Second, these jobs are not well paid, so they perpetuate
poverty. Third, these jobs carry few, if any, benefits, and domestic workers
have few protections from workplace abuses. Fourth, this organization of
domestic work simply carries the gender division of labor forward in time
and space. We suggest that the solution requires a sea change in the way
we value and compensate caring labor. Making such a change will require
challenging the assumption that the care of family dependents, including
children, the elderly, or the ill, is a private family matter that is the natural
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work of women. Today, rich countries continue to exploit the less devel-
oped world in part by encouraging the export of caring labor. The women
at the end of this chain are in the unenviable and untenable situation of
providing emotional support, affection, and care to other people’s children,
often at the expense of their own.

Maternal love is exchanged for money as poor women provide care, love,
and affection to the children of others. In the 1960s the Beatles claimed
money can’t buy you love. Ax contraire. The labor of love—caring labor—
is in many ways a commodity just like any other. The problem is not, per
se, in its commodification. Problems arise when commodification rests on
exploitation. When caring labor is left to private markets, its value and
compensation are low. The reason is that the traditional dualistic views of
masculinity and femininity define maternal love as natural. Being natural,
this trait does not require training or skill; therefore, it does not deserve a
high rate of pay. This, in our opinion, is the root of the problem. If caring
labor is recognized as a profession, then the pay will increase, working con-
ditions will improve, and the quality of care will be enhanced.

The traditional assumption that caring labor is unskilled women’s work
reproduces essentialist views of the gender division of labor. Just as men
don’t have a monopoly on the ability and skills required for programming
computers, managing banks, delivering the mail, performing heart
surgery, or enforcing the law, women do not have a monopoly on either the
ability or the skills required for caring. Even as women’s opportunities in
paid labor have changed dramatically in the past three decades, men’s rela-
tionship to caring labor is only now beginning to change. Full equality
requires that men and the cultural construct of masculinity change. It also
requires a change in the structure of paid employment so that human
requirements of care are on equal footing with employment responsibili-
ties.

Bridging the Work-Family Divide

The assumption that women have primary responsibility for children,
coupled with the absence of adequate social support for childcare, creates
serious problems for women’s careers. Research by law professor Joan
Williams found that only “ideal workers” have much chance for career
advancement because the best jobs for blue-collar or professional/execu-
tive-level workers are organized around the “ideal of a worker who works
full time and overtime and takes little or no time off for childbearing or
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child rearing.”*4 Consequently, career advancement depends upon the abil-
ity to work in the evening, travel on short notice, or go to the office on
weekends. The problem is that children, especially those under age twelve,
need adult supervision. It is both unsafe and illegal to leave young children
unattended for any length of time (even if they have credit cards and a cell
phone). What is a working parent supposed to do if an important meeting
is scheduled for 7:00 P.M. and the childcare center closes at 6:00 P.M.?
Thus, many women choose what has become known as the “mommy
track,” a less prestigious and less demanding career path.

Even Aldous Huxley’s horrifying vision in Brave New World has nurses
staffing nurseries where genetically engineered fetuses are hatched in
industrial incubators. Given the tremendous importance of raising chil-
dren, society must consider the costs and benefits attached to the current
patterns of reproduction. All of us reap the benefits of adults raised to value
culture, education, civic life, and the intrinsic rewards of a job well done.
But the costs are considered to be private not social.

An examination of the top tiers of the high-prestige, high-salary posi-
tions within law, science, engineering, accounting, medicine, and govern-
ment service reveals a disturbing pattern: it is almost impossible to com-
bine career advancement with raising children. As Professors Randy
Albelda and Chris Tilly famously quip, there are jobs for wives and jobs for
people with wives. Their point is that the “normal” expectations for career
advancement assume the existence of a caretaker who is available twenty-
four/seven in the event of unplanned changes in work schedules. Absent
such a caretaker, it is virtually impossible to fill employer demands for
mandatory overtime, travel, or weekend work since meeting such demands
conflicts directly with parental responsibility. A recent study found that
only 49 percent of women who have earned an MBA degree and who are
within three tiers of the CEO position have children. In contrast, 84 per-
cent of men with MBA degrees and within three tiers of the CEO position
have children.?> These figures underscore the fact that high-powered jobs
are still “jobs for people with wives.”

Having a house husband who adopts the role of a traditional, stay-at-
home spouse would certainly help the careers of many women as the Betty
Good Wife advertisement attests (fig. 3.1).

As feminists, however, we continue to find this problematic. Almost
forty years ago Betty Friedan pointed out that “the problem that has no
name” is the result of confining women to the home and denying their
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Does it seem like there's not enough time in a day
or enough days in the week to get all the little
things done so you can enjoy life?

Call Betty Good Wife at
RENT - A - WIFE

Come Home to a House That's Squeaky Clean
House Cleaning
Childcare
Odd Jobs
Grocery Shopping
Ovens, Windows and Blinds
Cooking
Laundry
Run Errand
We Can Take Care of All Your Household Needs!

Fig. 3.1. Betty Good Wife advertisement (flyer posted in North Carolina shop,
1998)

quest for meaningful work and self-fulfillment.>® We do not believe that
turning the tables and creating another caste of wife is an improvement.

Conflicts between work and family obligations have led to the creation
of “family friendly” policies such as job sharing, family and medical leaves,
and flexible work schedules. The stated goal of these policies is to help
working families balance responsibilities to employers that are necessary to
generate income and responsibilities to the people in the family. Sweden
has been a leader in this movement, and its policies are often seen as a
model. Sweden has implemented policies designed to promote the partici-
pation of fathers and mothers (regardless of marital status) in child rearing,
paid work, and homemaking. Both parents are eligible for extensive, well-
paid leaves upon the birth or adoption of a child. Parents are allowed to
shorten their daily work hours (their pay is also reduced) while their chil-
dren are young. Paid medical leave is likewise available to care for sick chil-
dren. There is, in addition, a professionalized system of early childhood
education and care available at very low cost to all workers. Thus, in Swe-
den, we see an explicit national effort to enable women to combine career
advancement with motherhood.

Nevertheless, the Swedish solution is not perfect. Feminist economists
Ellen Mutari and Deborah Figart report that despite the gender-neutral
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wording of the laws concerning parental leave, and efforts to encourage
men to take advantage of it, only 6 percent of leave takers are men.?” One
result, according Mutari and Figart, is that the responsibility for “balanc-
ing” work and family obligations remains with mothers. Consequently,
many Swedish women become part-time workers after their first child is
born. Because these policies center on the family, they reinforce the tradi-
tional gender division of labor. These findings support Barbara
Bergmann’s argument that family friendly policies continue to allow
women to reap the disadvantages of having primary responsibility for
childrearing and housework.?®

When women’s earnings are considerably less than the earnings of men,
it makes sense for the woman, not the man, to drop out of the labor force
when children enter the picture. Absent strong policies to create wage
equity, women will continue to do the lionesses’ share of unpaid, largely
invisible work. But as women’s wages near parity with men’s, this advan-
tage evaporates, leaving considerable space for discussions of ways to make
parenting a more equally shared venture. Recognizing this, feminists sup-
port the deliberate pairing of policies that promote universal caregiver par-
ity with policies that promote pay equity.

Feminists have long advocated pay equity programs. These are relevant
with respect to care work because reducing female-male income disparities
reduces the rationale for women to drop out of the workforce to take care
of their kids. Caregiver parity policies will encourage employers to treat
male parents as equal partners with equal responsibility for raising a fam-
ily. This requires a huge attitudinal shift, a shift as large as that associated
with civil rights and universal suffrage. Yet full equality is possible.

Conclusion

Feminists recognize that the best interests of society will be served when
all people—fathers and mothers, poor and rich—have the time and eco-
nomic resources needed for childcare, eldercare, invalid care, and self-care.
Creating effective policies to address these issues requires an open discus-
sion about the importance of this work, the obvious inequities of continu-
ing to assume that caring labor is women’s work, and the need to make this
work well paid and well respected. There is simply no way around the fact
that care is time-consuming and labor-intensive. No amount of technical
change will alter this. We need social policies to ensure that citizens have
access to the resources necessary to create and maintain healthy families. As
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things stand right now, in most of the world, women do virtually all this
work with little assistance from either men or the wider society. The costs
remain private in the form of women’s lower earnings, the exploitation of
poor women as caregivers, and the psychic burdens on families. The
benefits, in contrast, are social.
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4. Women, Work, and National Policies

All over the world women are participating in paid labor in greater and
greater numbers. Today, in many countries throughout the world, women
make up approximately half of the paid workforce; however, they do not
participate on an equal footing with men. Even the most cursory examina-
tion reveals that paid labor is by and large divided into “men’s” jobs and
“women’s” jobs. And men’s jobs are better paid. In the United States,
before the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, it was commonplace for
jobs to be explicitly advertised as “Help Wanted Male” and “Help Wanted
Female.”

Today, such explicit discrimination is rare, but gendered patterns of
employment stubbornly persist. A trip to nearly any dentist’s office reveals
the same scenario: whether or not the dentist is 2 man or a woman, the
receptionists, hygienists, and assistants are almost always women. Simi-
larly, an examination of jobs in factories in developing countries such as
Indonesia, Mexico, or Nigeria reveals that most of the low-wage produc-
tion workers are women, while the supervisors and managers are men. Such
gendered patterns of employment are neither natural nor coincidental.
They reflect deeply entrenched social hierarchies based on gender, race,
ethnicity, and class.

Social hierarchies are also intrinsic to globalization, a phenomenon that
has had a profound impact on the patterns of work over much of the world.
Today, transnational corporations are able to move their low-skill, low-
wage production operations to countries in the developing world charac-
terized by low wages and business friendly political regimes. This new
international division of labor is the subject of chapter 6. In this chapter we
are mainly concerned with women’s paid employment within the industri-
alized countries.
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Labor Force Participation

One of the most remarkable and persistent changes in the late twentieth
century was the feminization of labor, the steady increase in the number of
women participating in the paid labor force. Although women have long
worked outside the home, and their work has been important in providing
themselves and their families with the income to purchase food, clothing,
and shelter, their large-scale participation in the paid labor force is a rela-
tively recent phenomenon. During the nineteenth century, with the excep-
tion of a few women in the arts and professions, most women in the paid
labor force were there because they were poor. Many were women of color
or immigrants, and they worked as maids, laundresses, day laborers, and
factory workers, all low-wage jobs with deplorable working conditions.
Poor women who were fortunate enough to have an education or family
connections became governesses or schoolteachers. Other than factory
work, much of the work that women did—picking cotton, taking in
boarders, selling handicrafts, cooking, and cleaning in the houses of the
well to do—1lay outside of the official definitions of paid labor and hence
was not reported in official statistics. Paid work was generally considered
the prerogative of men.'

Gradually, however, employment opportunities for women improved.
The growth of the modern corporation, and the bureaucracy accompanying
it, generated a need for scores of clerical workers to file, type, answer tele-
phones, and keep records. As women’s employment opportunities outside
the home increased, the type of work in the home changed. More and more
of the goods and services necessary for everyday life were being mass-
produced and sold in retail stores. Shopping became a central part of
women’s work and with it the need for income to buy the increasing array
of consumer goods. It should be remembered here that these new employ-
ment opportunities were generally opportunities for white women. It
would take decades of struggle before women of color could avail them-
selves of these jobs.?

World War II, like World War I, had a huge impact on women’s social
and economic positions. The shortage of men directly exposed the pretense
that women could not do male jobs. In the United States the image of
“Rosie the Riveter” was the icon for working women. In Europe, and other
theaters of action, women’s paid labor was even more important. Even in
Nazi Germany, where party policy extolled the virtues of the good Aryan
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wife and mother, the demands of war forced the state to employ women in
factories.?

Today, the feminization of labor is commonplace. Women’s participa-
tion in paid labor is measured by the female labor force participation rate.
The female labor force participation rate is calculated by the ratio of adult
women who are either employed (full-time or part-time) at paid jobs or
looking for employment divided by the total population of women. The
increase in women'’s labor force participation rate is illustrated by table 4.1,
which shows the rates of women and men in the United States from 1900
to 2002. Women’s labor force participation rates have risen steadily over
this period, even as men’s rates have decreased slightly.

The table also shows the increasing share of women in the labor force.
(The labor force is the number of people who are either employed or look-
ing for employment.) Women constituted only about 18 percent of the
labor force in 1900. In 2002 they made up a little under half of it.

TABLE 4.1. U.S. Civilian Labor Force Participation

by Sex

Participacion (%) Females as a Percentage

Male Female of Labor Force
1900 85.7 20.0 18.1
1920 84.6 22.7 20.4
1930 82.1 23.6 21.9
1940 825 27.9 25.2
1950 86.4 33.9 29.6
1960 83.3 37.7 33.4
1970 79.7 43.3 38.1
1980 77.4 51.5 42.5
1990 76.4 57.5 45.2
2000 74.8 59.9 46.5
2002 74.1 59.6 46.5

Source: Data from U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census,
Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1970, bicentennial ed.,
part 1 (1975), 131-32; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics data, 1950-2002,
annual averages, not seasonally adjusted.

Note: Figures for 1950 and after include persons sixteen years old and over;
for prior years, those fourteen years old and over are included.

This phenomenon is not unique to the United States. Consider, as an
example, male and female labor force participation rates in ten different
industrialized countries (table 4.2). In all ten countries, women’s labor
force participation has steadily risen. There are, of course, variations among
the countries. For example, in 2001, about 36 percent of Italian women
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were in the labor force compared with 6o percent of Swedish women.
These variations can be explained by differences in attitudes toward gender
equality and women'’s paid employment, as well as a government that sup-
ports women as both mothers and workers.* These issues are explored fur-
ther in chapter 5. What is important to note here is the overall upward
trend.

TABLE 4.2. Civilian Labor Force Participation by Sex for Ten
OECD Countries (%)

1965 1985 2001
Male  Female Male  Female Male  Female
Australia 85.1 34.8 76.5 47.0 73.1 56.4
Canada 79.9 33.8 77.4 54.7 72.6 59.5
France 79.2 38.2 68.4 46.4 64.2 49.2
Germany 80.9 40.0 70.1 41.1 66.3 48.8
Ttaly 775 278 653 307 614 363
Japan 81.1 488 779 476 75.5 485
Netherlands — — 73.8 37.9 75.4 55.7
Sweden 82.2 46.6 72.5 61.5 68.1 59.6
United Kingdom 85.4 41.7 76.1 50.0 70.8 55.2
United States 80.7 39.3 76.3 54.5 74.4 59.8

Note: OECD = Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
Source: Data from Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Comparative Civilian Labor
Force Statistics, Ten Countries, 1959-2002,” April 2003.

An important factor explaining this upward trend is the change in
female labor force participation over women’s life cycles, particularly the
sustained labor force participation of women during their childbearing
years. Consider figure 4.1, which charts labor force participation in the
United States over the life cycle of women during four different decades.5

In the 19505 women’s labor force participation exhibited a marked
decline for women in the twenty-five to thirty-four age group, indicating
that women were leaving the labor force to bear and raise children. By the
1980s this downward dip began to disappear. By 1998 women’s labor force
participation rose steadily until the beginning of their retirement years,
indicating women’s sustained labor force attachment throughout their
childbearing years. It is becoming more common for women not to drop
out of the labor force when their children are born. In 1980 42 percent of
women with children under the age of three worked full-time or part-time;
by 1998 62 percent did s0.°

How can we explain the steady and dramatic increase through the
decades in women'’s labor force participation over the course of their lives?
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Fig. 4.1. Changes in female U.S. labor force participation by age (data from
Monthly Labor Review [1996])

Feminist economist Barbara Bergmann notes that although the twentieth
century witnessed many upheavals including war and peace, depression
and prosperity, women'’s liberation and its backlash, the rise in women’s
labor force participation was constant.” Wages and salaries were also rising
over the same period. She argues that women’s retreat from full-time
homemaking was a response to changes in the costs and benefits of full-
time domesticity. As the benefits from working at a paid job rose, the
benefits of staying at home declined since women had fewer children.
Between 1890 and 1984, the real wage quadrupled—increasing the
benefits of working outside the home. During the same period women
were marrying at later ages and having fewer children. Bergmann argues
that one reason for the fall of the birthrate is that raising children has been
becoming progressively less economically rewarding. In agrarian societies
children’s labor was necessary to family enterprises. In modern, industrial-
ized societies, on the other hand, children often remain economic depen-
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dents until they are in their early twenties. Another factor leading to
declining birthrates is that after the 1960s effective, legal, and relatively
inexpensive methods of birth control were widely available. The economist
Claudia Goldin has argued that birth control allowed women to respond
rationally to economic signals and act in their own self-interest.® As
women limited the size of their families, this further reduced the benefits
of staying at home and reinforced the pull of the market.

The following example illustrates the point. If it takes a woman the bet-
ter part of a morning to bake a loaf of bread from scratch, let’s say three
hours, and if she could be earning $ 10 an hour in the paid labor force, then
the real cost of that homemade bread is $30 plus the cost of the ingredi-
ents. A very expensive loaf indeed! So as women’s real wages increase, the
“opportunity cost” of household production does too. Opportunity cost is
simply the cost of staying home measured of in terms of the foregone
income from a paid job.

In addition to the decrease in fertility, another significant demographic
trend that has affected women’s labor force participation is the increase in
female-headed households. This is due to divorce, to an increase in the
number of unmarried women having children, and, in the developing
world, to patterns of migration that led to the breakup of families.® In
other words, women are in the workforce to support their families. Not too
much of a mystery here.

Finally we point to an important cultural change in the perception and
valuation of full-time domesticity. As documented by Betty Friedan in The
Feminine Mystique, the life of a housewife can be alienated, isolating, and
frustrating.’ She describes the pervasive dissatisfaction of white, subur-
ban, college-educated women with the life of a housewife as “the problem
that has no name.” The women’s movement was another significant cata-
lyst for married women'’s entry into the paid labor force.

The Gender Wage Gap

Women, on average, make less money than men. When we quantify this
statement, we call it the gender wage gap, and it tells us the value of female
wages as a percentage of male wages. The gender wage gap is calculated
using the median or average weekly or hourly earnings of workers. If the
gender wage gap is 75 percent, that means that on average for every dollar
a man makes, a woman makes $0.75."" In 2001 the gender wage gap in the
United States was 76 percent, up from 62.5 percent in 1979."> World-
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wide, women’s wages range from around 6o to 9o percent of men’s. In
Australia women earn $0.90 for every dollar a man earns, and in Japan
$0.59 (table 4.3)."> Women'’s part-time work, combined with their lower
wages, is another source of their economic disadvantage relative to men.
For example, in the United States 19 percent of women work part-time,
and they constitute 70 percent of all part-time workers.' In the European
Union 83 percent of part-time workers are women.">

The gender wage gap in the United States has slowly closed over time.
Unfortunately, slowly is the operative word. According to feminist econo-
mist Deborah Figart, over half the narrowing of the gender wage gap in the
1980s was due to a decline in men’s real wages.’® Figart also points out
that many other industrialized countries are doing much better than the
United States, and in general the gender wage gap is narrower in countries
that have strong commitments to income equality and wider in countries
without such commitments. Similarly, countries that emphasize a tradi-
tional role for women have a wider wage gap. Thus the wage gap for Ire-
land is larger than for Denmark or Australia, countries that emphasize gen-
der equality and women’s full participation in public life.

The wage gap differs depending on the racial and ethnic characteristics
of the groups being compared. In the United States, for example, we find
that if we examine African-American women and Latina women as separate

TABLE 4.3. Gender Wage Gap in
Manufacturing for Ten OECD Countries,

1995-2002

Country Female/Male Wage Ratio
Australia 0.89
Canada 0.71
France 0.78
Germany 0.74
Ttaly 0.83%
Japan 0.59
Netherlands 0.78
Sweden 0.91
United Kingdom 0.78
United States 0.76

Note: OECD = Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development.

Source; Data from United Nations, Women’s Indicators
and Statistics Database (Wistat), version 4; U.N. Statistics
Division, “The World’s Women, 2000: Trends and
Statistics”; Statistics Canada.
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groups, their wages gaps, with respect to all men, are 67 percent and 62
percent respectively.’” Moreover, white workers of both sexes earn more
than did their African-American or Hispanic counterparts. The wage gap
for black women to white women is 87 percent; the gap for Hispanic
women to white women is 79 percent.’® In other words, white women
earn, on average, more than black women and Hispanic women. Examin-
ing different ethnic groups in other countries yields similar results.
Salaries, wages, and working conditions reflect nearly perfectly the social
and cultural standing of different ethnic groups.

Age is also relevant to the size of the wage gap. In the United States the
wage gap for young women between twenty and twenty-four years is 96
percent, whereas for women between thirty-five and forty-four years, it is
74 percent.'® A large part of the explanation for this widening of the wage
gap is that as women enter their thirties, they are more likely to have
responsibility for children than are younger women. As we discuss in chap-
ter 3, gendered childcare responsibilities negatively impact women'’s labor
market earnings.

Occupational Segregation

It is important to realize that when comparing the wages of working
women to the wages of working men much of the difference has to do with
the different jobs that women and men hold. Women are often clustered
into particular types of occupations that are considered appropriate for
them. This is called occupational segregation by sex. Nurses, dental
hygienists, elementary schoolteachers, clerical workers, secretaries, and
receptionists are still most likely to be women. Doctors, judges, police
officers, firefighters, and electricians are still most likely to be men. Occu-
pational segregation reflects social stereotypes about women’s roles and
abilities: women are naturally caring and nurturing, they are followers
rather than leaders, they have less physical strength than men, and they are
not as good at math and science. Of course, such stereotypes vary according
to historical and cultural differences and, hence, differences in occupational
segregation. One thing that remains constant, however, is that female-
dominated occupations are less prestigious and pay less than those of their
male counterparts.

In addition to being detrimental to women, occupational segregation is
economically wasteful. Excluding women from a majority of occupations
wastes human resources and reduces the ability of economies to adjust to
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changes.?® Nonetheless, sex-based occupational segregation is a ubiquitous
feature of labor markets all over the world. Table 4.4 reports the percent-
ages of women employed in five different occupational categories: profes-
sional and technical workers, including scientists, architects, physicians,
and professors; administrative and managerial workers, including govern-
ment and private sector administrators and managers; clerical workers;
sales workers; and service workers, including cooks, caretakers, maids, and
hairdressers. We can see from these data that women are disproportionately
clustered into particular occupational categories. For example, in Australia
women make up 88 percent of the service labor force, and in the United
Kingdom they make up 76 percent of the clerical labor force.

TABLE 4.4. Female Percentage in Major Occupation Groups for Ten OECD
Countries

PROF ADMIN CLERK SALES SERV

1995 Australia 44.9 24.1 78.5 60.2 87.9
1993 Canada 56.0 42.6 80.1 45.6 56.9
1990 France 44.3 9.5 67.9 47 4 67.6
1991 Germany 43.0 24.0 77.0 60.0 89.0
1996 Ttaly 18.8 54.0 34.5 52.0 47.6
1990 Japan 42.0 7.9 60.1 38.3 54.2
1994 Netherlands 44.8 16.8 59.4 46.6 65.3
1996 Sweden 63.7 59.0 — 48.8 61.2
1993 United Kingdom 437 33.0 76.1 64.5 66.1
1996 United States 53.2 43.8 79.0 50.3 59.4

Note: OECD = Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development; PROF = professional; ADMIN =
administrative; CLERK = clerical; SALES = sales; SERV = service.
Source: Data from United Nations, Women's Indicators and Statistics Database (Wistat), version 4.

Examining data just from the United States allows us to examine occu-
pational categories, and their monetary compensation, in greater detail.”
In table 4.5 we see that in 2001 approximately 77 percent of administra-
tive and clerical support workers and 96 percent of household service work-
ers were women. On the other hand, women make up only about 8 percent
of precision production, craft, and repair workers and 22 percent of opera-
tors, fabricators, and laborers. Where women have made gains is in the
executive, administrative, and managerial occupations: the percentage of
women has increased from around 34 percent in 1983 to about 47 percent
in 2001. The bad news, on the other hand, is that as their share of employ-
ment in this category has increased, the wage gap has changed little.

Labor markets are segregated by race and ethnicity as well as by gender,
and this segregation reflects the social and cultural status of the groups in
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question. In the United States, the lower wages and status of work done by
poor women of color reflect historical patterns of racism. Until the 1960s
the majority of African-American women were employed as domestic
workers, a condition that was reinforced by Jim Crow segregation laws in
the American South and exclusionary practices of labor unions in the
North.?? In places where people of European descent do not constitute the
dominant culture, such differences in wage and status still exist. Women
from lower-status ethnic groups experience larger wage gaps than do
higher-status women. The feminist economist Mary King has shown that
in Great Britain native-born black women are employed mainly in clerical
jobs, while black immigrant women are employed in the relatively less
prestigious service sector.? Similarly, ethnic Malay women in Singapore
are concentrated in low-income occupations,®® while on the Arabian
Peninsula poor women from the Philippines or Pakistan find employment
as domestic workers.?>

Things are improving in many parts of the world. We are no longer sur-
prised when doctors, lawyers, or other professionals are women. Full equal-
ity is, however, still a long way off when we consider that occupational seg-
regation can be both horizontal and vertical. Horizontal segregation refers
to segregation of different occupations. For example, lawyers and doctors

TABLE 4.5. U.S. Wage Gap for Females by Occupation

1983 2001
Women Employed Women Employed
in Category (%) Wage Gap  in Category (%) Wage Gap
Managerial and professional specialty 40.9 69.2 49.5 70.5
Executive, administrative, and managerial 34.2 64.0 47.1 66.6
Professional specialty 46.8 72.6 51.8 73.4
Technical, sales, and administrative support 62.5 64.0 61.9 71.0
Technicians and related support 44.5 70.6 50.2 74.1
Sales occupations 39.0 52.7 45.0 62.0
Administrative and clerical support 77.7 68.7 77.0 81.4
Service occupations 49.2 67.8 52.2 76.6
Private household 96.0 95.8

Protective services 9.5 70.4 17.7 77.4
Other service 57.1 81.0 59.0 88.8
Precision production, craft, and repair 7.9 66.1 8.4 73.8
Operators, fabricators, and laborers 26.2 66.5 224 73.5
Forestry, farming, and fishing 11.2 84.2 14.9 84.2

Sonrce: Data from U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Highlights of Women’s Earnings in 2001,” May
2002.
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are two different professional occupations. Vertical segregation, on the
other hand, refers to segregation within occupations. In law, women are
clustered in family and criminal law, while corporate law remains the
province of men. We find a similar situation in medicine.

Dr. Frances Conley, a tenured professor of neurosurgery at Stanford
Medical School, maintains that medicine is becoming a two-tiered profes-
sion. Today, women physicians are found mainly in five major specialties:
primary care, pediatrics, psychiatry, internal medicine, and OB-GYN.
Many women have become primary care doctors, and patients appreciate a
female physician who will take the time to listen to them and be empa-
thetic. As more and more women go into primary care, fewer and fewer
will become orthopedic surgeons, cardiologists, neurosurgeons, and so on.
If this continues to happen, the fields that opened up to women in the late
1980s are going to close again.?°

Vertical segregation is so common among the ranks of senior executives
and managers that it has a name, the glass ceiling, which refers to the invis-
ible barriers that stop women from reaching the upper echelons of large
corporations. This phenomenon has been well studied, and the over-
whelming conclusion is that the most pervasive barrier to the women’s
advancement to the senior ranks is male prejudice.’” Men stereotype
women’s abilities, exclude them from informal networks of communica-
tion, and fail to mentor them. Women do not reach the top of the corpora-
tion because they are not allowed to start up the path.

Vertical segregation is found in nonprofessional occupations as well. For
example, if we examine retail sales in the United States, we find that
women constitute 77 percent of the sales force in apparel and only 29 pet-
cent of the sales force in appliances and electronics. The median weekly
earnings of apparel sales clerks is $336, while that of electronics and appli-
ances clerks is $506.2 So although things are improving and many of the
barriers to women'’s participation as equals in the labor force are falling, the
gender wage gap remains.

Although much of the gender wage gap can be explained by occupa-
tional segregation, it is not a complete explanation because it persists even
when occupations are defined quite narrowly. Even when men and women
do the same sort of work, women are still paid less than are men. For exam-
ple, waitresses earn 87 percent of what waiters earn.?® This may be due to
the fact that women and men may work in different establishments, with
men dominating the more expensive ones. For example, the wait staff at
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upscale restaurants tends to be both male and female, while customers at
coffee shops and sandwich shops are usually served by women. Finally it
should be noted that the gender wage gap persists within both male- and
female-dominated occupations. For example, both female mechanics and
female registered nurses earn only about 9o percent of what their male
counterparts do.3°

The fact that much, although not all, of the gender wage gap is explained
by occupational segregation raises two related questions. First, why do
female-dominated occupations pay less than male-dominated occupations,
and second, why are women clustered in these lower-paying occupations?

The Human Capital Approach

For mainstream economists, differences in labor market earnings can be
explained by human capital differences. According to this theory, people
are paid what they are worth to their employers, and what they are worth
is determined by how much they contribute to the firm. Economists refer
to this contribution as productivity. Productivity is in part determined by
the quality of capital that employees have to work with. In an office envi-
ronment, for example, productivity is enhanced by state-of-the art com-
puters and telecommunications systems. Similarly, employees’ skills, cre-
dentials, and experience, what economists call human capital, contribute
to their productivity. Human capital refers to the education, skills, train-
ing, and experience necessary for particular occupations.

Proponents of human capital theory advance several explanations for
why women earn less than men.3' One explanation is that women acquire
less human capital than do men. For example, becoming a dentist requires
four years of medical school, while becoming a dental assistant (a lower-
paid, female-dominated occupation) requires only two years at the under-
graduate level. Another explanation is that women may be more likely to
invest in human capital that has a higher non-market return. In other
words, women may invest in human capital that is targeted toward non-
market activities such as child rearing.

According to human capital proponents women’s investments in human
capital are the result of rational, cost-benefit calculations. Women, so the
theory goes, expect to interrupt paid work to rear children. Since they
expect to spend fewer years in the workforce due to time off for child rear-
ing, they have fewer years to reap the rewards from their investment in
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human capital. While they are out of the labor force, they do not receive
on-the-job training. They fail to accumulate work experience, and their
human capital depreciates so that when they reenter the workforce they are
even further disadvantaged.3?

Seemingly, women choose occupations that require less investment in
training and education and that are compatible with family responsibili-
ties. These occupations pay less because of their lower human capital
requirements. At least that’s how the story goes. Feminist economists
argue with both the presumption of choice and the presumption that the
low pay of female-dominated occupations is due to their lower skills. First,
differences in human capital may not be the result of individual decisions
but rather the result of gender discrimination. For example, human capital
may be acquired through on-the-job programs or apprenticeships, both of
which depend on the decisions of the employer not the employee.

There are also many instances of male-dominated and female-dominated
occupations requiring similar levels of training, education, skill, and
responsibility in which we find that male-dominated jobs are better paid.
Consider the occupations: receptionist (female dominated) and motor vehi-
cle operator (male dominated). In 2001 median weekly earnings for motor
vehicle operators were $575, while median weekly earnings for reception-
ists were $401.33

Economists have done empirical studies to analyze how much of the
wage gap is due to human capital differences and how much is due to dis-
crimination. These studies account for years of education, years of experi-
ence, interruptions in labor force participation, and differences between
full-time and part-time work. In general these studies show that human
capital differences explain only 30—-50 percent of the wage gap.>* Such
studies underscore the inadequacy of the human capital approach for
explaining either the wage gap or occupational segregation.

Human capital theory has likewise been used to explain occupational
segregation and wage inequality by race and ethnicity. Feminist econo-
mists Rhonda Williams and William Spriggs have argued that explaining
present-day racial economic inequality by human capital theory serves to
justify such inequality by making it seem both normal and inevitable.?>
Human capital explanations of racial income inequality deny the presence
of discrimination, fly in the face of the evidence, and serve to perpetuate
labor market inequalities.

Another prominent feminist economist, Jane Humphries, has argued
that an even bigger problem with the human capital theory is that it is an
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exercise in circular reasoning. According to the theory, women invest less
in human capital or choose a less demanding job because they anticipate
spending less time in the labor force than will their spouses. They antici-
pate spending less time in the labor force because their potential earnings
are lower.3® In other words, women earn less because they invest in less
human capital, and they invest in less human capital because they are paid
less.

Occupational Segregation Revisited: A Feminist Perspective

Are there explanations for the wage gap and occupational segregation that
are consistent with feminism? One such explanation is the “crowding”
hypothesis advanced by Barbara Bergmann. There are fewer female-domi-
nated occupations than male-dominated occupations, and thus women are
“crowded” into them. The surplus of workers, relative to the demand for
their labor, helps to keep their wages low and male wages high. She argues
that, like other systems of dominance and privilege, occupational segrega-
tion perpetuates itself through the self-interest of its beneficiaries.?” Of
course, elaborate rationales are constructed to explain why such discrimi-
nation and privilege serve the common good. But the bottom line is that
occupational segregation based on gender preserves male privilege just as
occupational segregation based on race or ethnicity preserves the privilege
of the high-status group.

We can also argue that the very definition of human capital is deeply
gendered. Work that is performed by women is considered unskilled not
because it requires less training and ability but because it is done by
women, and like women’s work in the home, it is seen as emanating from
natural abilities rather than acquired skills. The “nimble fingers” associ-
ated with female production workers in the developing world, for example,
are considered a natural attribute of women. On the other hand, the “nim-
ble fingers” of dentists and surgeons are conceptualized quite differently.
This is not to argue that production workers should perform brain surgery
but rather to draw attention to the different ways we represent male and
female skills.

Feminists point out the affinities between occupations that are female
dominated and gender stereotypes about women’s appropriate roles and
responsibilities. One feminist approach to wages, pioneered by feminist
economists Deobrah Figart, Ellen Mutari, and Marilyn Power, is to con-
sider wage setting as a social practice that reflects, reproduces, and trans-
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forms social norms concerning gender and race.3® In this view, stereotypes
about the worth of women’s work and their identification as housewives
rather than as workers keep women’s wages low. Consider banking: in the
1940s when most bank tellers were men, it was a path to becoming a bank
manager or even president. Now nearly all bank tellers are women with lit-
tle chance for advancement. Have the requirements for the position
changed? Or has the gender composition of the workforce changed?3°

We also need to take into account the gendered patterns of discrimina-
tion that most women face throughout their lives. Richard Anker argues
that the patriarchal ordering of society explains why girls are less likely to
pursue fields of study that are highly valued in labor markets, such as sci-
ence or industrial crafts.4® Expectations about women’s appropriate gender
roles lead to the perception that girls have a lesser need for such skills. For
example, gender norms about appropriate activities for boys and girls dis-
courage girls from acquiring the skills that would enable them to become
skilled production and craft workers. In both the United States and
Europe, women hold only about 8 percent of all the skilled production and
craft jobs, while in the United States women make up only about 2 percent
of workers in the construction trades—carpenters, plumbers, electricians,
and so forth.4

These occupations require fairly small investments in human capital but
nevertheless pay relatively well. As the performance of many productive,
skilled women has shown, women can and do learn these trades.*?
Nonetheless, when women try to enter male-dominated occupations, they
are often subject to subtle and not so subtle hints that their presence is
unwelcome. Sexual harassment, lack of mentoring, and inadequate train-
ing and resources are common. Acquiring human capital, especially gen-
dered human capital, is not just a matter of personal choice. It is also con-
ditioned by institutional constraints and old-fashioned sexism.

Firefighting is an excellent example of an occupation that is well paid,
has very good benefits, and is dominated by white men. It has also been
highly resistant to the hiring of women and minorities. Consider the case
of Julie Tossey and Kathleen O’Connor, two women who aspired to
become professional firefighters in St. Paul, Minnesota. Both of the women
were already working as dispatchers in the department and would have
entered the force with considerable seniority. The two women went
through a yearlong vetting process that included medical and psychologi-
cal evaluations as well as a grueling physical fitness test. They both passed
and became recruits. The story does not, however, have a happy ending.
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Tossey and O’Connor tell a story of intimidation, lack of mentoring,
and arbitrary rule changes regarding the ongoing physical training for
firefighters. In the end, they lost their jobs. Failure to pass later physical
fitness tests was the official reason given for their termination. They main-
tain, however, that they were subject to a concerted effort to wash them out
of the academy because their time as dispatchers would count toward
seniority and put them ahead of many male firefighters.

A few of the firefighters in the St. Paul Fire Department are women.
Probably some of them agree that Tossey and O’Connor were not physi-
cally fit. The question must be asked, however, to what extent these phys-
ical fitness tests are used to screen out women in order to preserve firefight-
ing as a bastion of white male privilege. (The St. Paul department has also
faced discrimination suits on behalf of African-American males.) Being a
firefighter does require both strength and endurance. But is that all it
requires? No. It requires a variety of technical and mental skills as well.
The ability to respond well to others and to keep one’s head in dangerous
and chaotic situations is also fundamental. As one woman firefighter put it,
when you go to a fire you are seeing people on the worst day of their lives.
Skills to cope with situations like this are not gender-specific.43

National Policies

Most industrialized countries have a variety of national policies explicitly
designed to combat discrimination against women and people of color in
the labor market. In the United States this began in 1963 with the passage
of the Equal Pay Act. That act mandated equal pay for equal work. The
notion of equal pay reflects the neoclassical economic notion that wages are
the price of labor.#* When women and men do equal work, they should
receive equal rewards. This argument is absolutely correct, as far as it goes.
The problem is that it doesn’t go far enough in redressing the class and race
dimensions of wage inequality among women. As college-educated,
mostly white women have moved into professional and managerial careers,
equal pay for equal work promotes gender equality while at the same time
reifying a divide between professional women in white-collar careers and
women in poorly paid, female-dominated occupations.*>

Opening up better-paid blue-collar occupations to women is another
important strategy in combating discrimination in labor markets. Title
VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act was an important step in this direction.
Title VII prohibits discrimination on the basis of race, color, sex, religion,
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or national origin. Prior to its passage women were often kept out of high-
paying blue-collar jobs by the protective labor legislation passed around
the turn of the century. Title VII effectively eliminated these barriers to
women’s full and equal participation.

The U.S. Supreme Court case United Auto Workers v. Jobnson Controls pro-
vides a good example of the way that Title VII works to ensure that women
have the right to participate in the labor market on an equal footing with

men.4°

Johnson Controls, a battery manufacturer, instituted a fetal protec-
tion policy in 1982. This policy prevented all women who were capable of
bearing children (regardless of whether they were, or ever intended to
become, pregnant) from working in its battery-manufacturing division
because they would be exposed to relatively high levels of lead, which
could harm a developing fetus. The company knew that lead exposure
could damage male and female reproductive organs, but nevertheless the
ban applied only to women. The company was sued, the charge being that
its policy constituted sex discrimination. Among the plaintiffs were two
women who suffered economic damages and one man who was denied a
leave of absence in order to lower his levels of lead before he became a
father.

The Supreme Court agreed with the women, ruling that the policy vio-
lated the equal rights guarantee of Title VII. The court held that the pol-
icy was discriminatory because it did not apply to the reproductive capac-
ity of male employees in the same way that it applied to the reproductive
capacity of female employees. It also held that decisions about the future
welfare of children should be left to the child’s parents rather than the par-
ents’ employers. The court concluded that it is up to women to decide
whether their reproductive roles are more important to them and their
families than their economic roles. Clearly, this was an important decision
in protecting women’s rights and combating gender-based occupational
segregation.

Affirmative action was another important way that women and people of
color were able to make significant inroads into jobs that had previously
been the exclusive domain of white males. Barriers to women’s employment
in traditionally male-dominated occupations have fallen since the 1960s.
Nevertheless, it is also the case that men’s employment in traditionally
female occupations has not risen correspondingly. And more importantly,
wages in traditionally female occupations remain relatively low.

To address this problem, feminists advocate policies that are known as
pay equity or comparable worth policies. Pay equity relies on comparable
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worth job evaluation systems designed to ensure that female-dominated
jobs equivalent to male-dominated jobs are paid the same. These policies
go beyond the equal pay for equal work principle enshrined in current law.
Pay equity policies require employers to come up with a way of evaluating
and comparing different jobs. These sorts of job evaluations are already
done in many large corporations and government offices as a way of setting
guidelines for personnel managers. Jobs are assigned points that reflect the
jobs” required level of education, skills, effort, working conditions, and
responsibility. They are then ranked according to the number of points.
What distinguishes pay equity policies from ordinary employee compensa-
tion guidelines is their commitment to an explicit comparison of predom-
inantly male jobs and predominantly female jobs. As Barbara Bergmann
points out, employee compensation guidelines often avoid this comparison
by subdividing jobs into clusters that reflect similar market wages and job
duties. So secretaries and maintenance workers will be in different job clus-
ters that reflect both the wage gap and gender discrimination. In contrast,
pay equity policies explicitly address gender segregation and the wage gap
by ranking all jobs by the same criteria. Implementing pay equity requires
that jobs with the same score receive the same pay.4’

The state of Minnesota legislated pay equity for local government in
1984. They found that maintenance workers (mostly men) and secretaries
(mostly women) both received the same job evaluation ratings. But main-
tenance workers were paid $1,900 per month, while secretaries were paid
$1,630. Similarly, a comparison of receptionists and custodians revealed
that although receptionists have higher job evaluation ratings, they were
paid less.4® Minnesota’s pay equity legislation corrected for these inequali-
ties. It is important to note that in Minnesota pay inequalities must be
eliminated by raising the wages of the disadvantaged group, not by lower-
ing the wages of the other.

Although most large companies in the United States use some form of
job evaluation programs to set pay for different jobs, very few have adopted
explicit pay equity polices. Three states, Minnesota, Washington, and
Maine, have mandated pay equity, but only Minnesota and Washington
have made the subsequent wage adjustments. Canada is doing somewhat
better. Both Quebec and Ontario have passed legislation that mandates pay
equity as a principle for both the private and public sectors. The principle
of pay equity has been endorsed by the ILO and the European Union as
well as Australia and New Zealand. Its implementation, however, remains
painfully slow.
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The pay equity movement has been eclipsed by living wage campaigns.
Living wage movements break completely with the notion of wages as the
price of labor, arguing instead that wages should be conceived of in terms
of how much money people need to live decent lives. Advocates of the liv-
ing wage movement are concerned not only with gender equity but also
with the failure of the minimum wage to keep pace with inflation, the
growing inequality between the rich and poor, the dismantling of welfare,
the growth of low-paying service sector jobs, and the weakening of labor
unions.*® The movement explicitly recognizes that both women and men
need to support their families and that wages and wage regulations reflect
social norms about appropriate living standards. Equality discourse
demands that living standards should not differ according to gender, race,
or ethnicity.>°

Conclusion

Gender equality in labor markets is absolutely essential for any economic
system that aspires to be fair, to improve the quality of life of its members,
to provide economic security, and to use human resources wisely. Gender
equality is a necessary, but not sufficient, requirement for fairness.
Sufficiency requires that labor markets also be integrated by race and eth-
nicity. Work, for most of us, is not just a job; meaningful and productive
work is an integral part of life. Such work should not be reserved only for
those of us who are of the privileged gender and color. If it is, the economic
system is not doing its job well. Similarly, economic security, for all women,
regardless of their race or ethnicity, requires gender equality in the labor
markets. If women are to live their lives as full human beings, they need to
be able to earn their own living unhampered by the constraints of gender.

Finally, women’s labor market equality is necessary for an economic sys-
tem to use its human resources to their fullest potential. If women are dis-
advantaged in their access to acquiring the skills and technological exper-
tise called for in this new century, then the economy is severely
underutilizing half of its human resources. Besides being unfair to women,
it is a terrible waste of human resources and impairs the ability of the econ-
omy to meet human needs. And perhaps most importantly, women’s dis-
advantaged position in the labor market translates into higher poverty
throughout their lives. We turn our attention to this subject in the next
chapter.
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5. Women and Poverty
in the Industrialized Countries

The view that there is an inescapable tension between economic justice and
economic growth is an artifact of outmoded economic theories—theories
that depend as much upon Victorian notions of gender roles as they do on
simplistic notions of aggregate economic behavior.” Rejecting regressive
views of the economy, like rejecting Victorian views about women’s
nature, creates a space for reconceptualizing the connections between
poverty, gender roles, and ideology.

Diana Pearce coined the term feminization of poverty in 1978 to point out
that women are far more likely to be poor than are men.? The trend con-
tinues, and today the poor are increasingly female. Women face a dispro-
portionate risk of poverty because of the interaction of several factors
including the gender wage gap, the persistent gender segregation of labor
markets, and the scarcity of well-paid jobs with benefit packages. These
problems are compounded in the case of lone-mother households because
inadequate employment supports—Ilike subsidized childcare—put
women’s income earning at odds with the health, safety, and education of
their children. Because women continue to have major responsibilities for
raising children, the failure to eradicate women'’s poverty means that even
in some of the word’s richest nations, particularly the United States, the
United Kingdom, and Italy, significant numbers of children live in fami-
lies so lacking in resources that their normal health and growth are at risk.>
In this chapter we focus on poverty and anti-poverty programs in the
industrial nations. We evaluate policies in terms of their impact on
women'’s economic status, the well-being of children and the elderly, and
women’s eConomic autonomy.

Poverty is often presented in terms that are simplistic, judgmental, and
punitive. Consider the following invective from a leading conservative
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organization: “To the extent poverty is a social problem, it’s moral, not
economic poverty we should be talking about. . . . [Mlaterial poverty in
America—to the extent it exists—is a consequence of the habits of the
heart of poor people, and poor communities.” Feminist economists are
concerned to counter these widespread misrepresentations about the causes
of poverty and the poor that root economic circumstances in individual
pathology or individual effort. In contrast, feminists stress the ways in
which economic processes reinforce institutional structures that restrict
women'’s ability to form autonomous households that are not poor.

Contemporary media characterizations of poverty and the poor are mis-
leading and often play to racist and xenophobic prejudices.> Media repre-
sentations of the racial, ethnic, and geographic characteristics of the poor
have contributed to a demonizing discourse that roots poverty in the anti-
social, pathological behavior of poor people.® The situation in the Untied
States is illustrative. Since the middle of the 1960s the print and broadcast
media have depicted poverty as mainly afflicting people of color living dys-
functional lives in the inner cities. Feminist political scientist Susan
Thomas shows how contemporary arguments about the “culture of single
motherhood” replicate earlier discussions of the “culture of poverty.”” In
both approaches allegations about individuals’ pathological characteristics,
such as laziness, promiscuity, and illiteracy, are seen as the most important
causes of poverty.®

If the behaviors of the poor are the cause of poverty, then there is no
social responsibility for reducing poverty. As feminist economists, we
reject such arguments and instead insist that the causes of poverty can be
found in the structure of the economy, especially in the conditions of
employment, including employment supports. To explain high rates of
poverty among women, lone mothers, and children, we have to examine
how policies designed to promote economic growth have affected labor
markets and the distribution of income. Since the 1980cs, the view that
unregulated “free” markets are the best way to promote economic growth
has gained credence. Many people—male and female, young and old—
have been negatively affected by economic policies enacted in the name of
economic growth as the conditions of employment have deteriorated.® Evi-
dence of this can be seen in the relative decline of the wage share of national
income, the stagnation of wages and other employee compensation relative
to profits and executive pay, and in the secular trend toward higher rates of
unemployment.

The economic policies of privatization, deregulation, flexibilization, and
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trade liberalization unleash competitive pressures that exacerbate the ten-
sion between corporate profitability on the one hand, and employee com-
pensation, working conditions, and benefits, on the other.*® In response to
these conditions many firms have expanded their use of contingent part-
time workers and reduced the number of full-time unionized workers.
Consequently, jobs with decent wage and benefits packages have become
increasingly scarce, while low-skill, dead-end jobs in the service sector
have proliferated. Gender and race are key determinants of who gets the
relatively scarce good jobs. Absent well-paid employment in tandem with
significant socially provided work supports like low-cost or no cost child-
care, public transportation, subsidized housing, and universal healthcare,
it is all but impossible to escape poverty."

The persistence of poverty can not, for example, be attributed to overly
generous assistance programs. The nations with the highest levels of assis-
tance (those in Scandinavia and Norway) have the least poverty, while the
nations with the stingiest programs (the United States, Canada, and the
United Kingdom) have the most poverty. The persistent poverty among
children is not due to the high cost of antipoverty programs since the total
amount needed to eliminate child poverty ranges from a low of .07 percent
of national income (in Sweden) to a high of .66 percent of national income
(in the United States)."® Nor can we blame rapid social and economic
changes for persistent child poverty since the post-Communist nations of
the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland (where national income has
fallen dramatically in the past decade) have managed to enact policies that
effectively reduce child poverty, while nations that have not experienced
economic change on anything like that scale have significantly less effec-
tive antipoverty policies.'3

The antipoverty policies implemented in the Scandinavian countries can
be easily replicated, and when adequately funded, they work very well. The
unfortunate trend in many rich nations, however, is to ignore these suc-
cesses and instead put in place punitive programs that shore up patriarchal
control of economic resources by reinforcing women’s economic depen-
dence on individual men.

International Comparisons

In all of the Western industrial nations, except the United States, poverty
is defined in relative rather than absolute terms. Absolute poverty refers to
a level of income (or other resources) that separates poor from nonpoor
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households. The level at which such thresholds are set is subject to debate.
Some observers believe that poverty thresholds should be just adequate to
meet bare, biologically defined subsistence, while others believe that the
poverty threshold should be set at a high level, reflecting the society’s cri-
teria for what is necessary for full participation in the community. Some
argue that the absolute deprivation of the world’s poorest people is an
accurate benchmark for assessing poverty in the industrialized countries.
We, however, do not believe that it is appropriate to compare the poverty
experienced by women who live a few blocks from the Paris metro with
the poverty experienced by women who have to walk miles for a bucket of
water. Using biological subsistence to define poverty obscures the sub-
stantial hardships of poor women in the industrialized countries and triv-
ializes the daily struggle for survival that confronts poor women in the
global South.

In contrast to absolute poverty, relative poverty measures stress the rela-
tionship between poverty and income inequality. Measures of relative
poverty look at the distance separating the poor from the economic main-
stream. Under the industrial world’s relative poverty measure, households
with incomes less than half of the median national income are defined as
poor. In other words, if the median income is $50,000, then those house-
holds with incomes less than $25,000 are considered poor.

It is instructive to compare poverty rates among the Western nations
that are at similar levels of economic development. The disparities are star-
tling. The United States has the highest incidence of poverty of any indus-
trialized nation, despite its great riches and its role as a world superpower.
During the 1990s 16.9 percent of the U.S. population lived in poverty.
Poverty in the European nations was far lower: 8.1 percent for the Nether-
lands and France, 7.5 percent for Germany, 6.6 percent for Sweden, and
5.1 percent for Finland." These large variations can be explained by the
different national policies for reducing poverty. Income maintenance,
employment support, labor market, and tax policies all have large effects
on national poverty rates.

After World War II, with the specter of the Great Depression still fresh
in collective memory, many shared the view that all citizens were entitled
to protection from poverty, unemployment, and hardship. This led West-
ern nations to expand their social welfare programs. Different national atti-
tudes about inequality, and social justice, meant that there were significant
differences in the ways in which these programs were designed and imple-
mented.
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Ggsta Esping-Andersen classifies the different welfare state regimes as
liberal, corporatist, or universalist."> His classification sorts nations by how
well their citizens are able to achieve a decent standard of living, indepen-
dent of their labor force status. Regimes premised on the notion that free
markets are the best mechanism for determining the distribution of
income are called liberal in this classificatory scheme (although in the
United States such a premise is associated with conservative policies and
ideology). Liberal welfare states, which include the United States, the
United Kingdom, Australia, and Canada, do little to alter the distribution
of income to make it more equal, their programs are characterized by mea-
ger assistance levels, eligibility for these programs is means-tested, and the
recipients of public assistance are highly stigmatized.

Corporatist regimes, in the Esping-Andersen schema, are premised on
the notion that the state has a significant responsibility to alleviate the
inequities resulting from markets. Although corporatist state policies are
relatively more generous, class status and gender hierarchies are reinforced
because benefits are differentiated according to occupation and status. Ger-
many and France are good examples of corporatist welfare state regimes.

Universalist regimes are premised on the notion that all citizens are
entitled to a decent standard of living. These regimes provide widely avail-
able, generous income subsidies, universal access to healthcare, early child-
hood education and care, eldercare, inexpensive public transportation, and
significant housing subsidies. The Scandinavian countries and the Nether-
lands have adopted this approach with the positive result that in these
countries poverty rates, including those for women and children, are the
lowest in the world.

Esping-Andersen’s typology, however, gives us only part of the picture.
We want to analyze the gender dimensions of poverty to illuminate those
causes of poverty that are most important for women. We can expect
households headed by women to have lower earned incomes than male-
headed households for several reasons. First, women work in female-domi-
nated jobs that pay less than do traditionally male jobs. Second, many
women have full responsibility for childcare or care of other relatives, and
this requires them to work fewer hours of paid work. As noted earlier, part-
time work pays less and carries fewer benefits than does full-time work, and
this is an important cause of women’s lower income vis-a-vis men’s. In
many countries, and especially in United States, these conditions interact
with very low levels of income support and the lack of subsidized childcare
to ensure that lone mothers will remain poor. To better understand the
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interconnected causes of women’s poverty, feminist scholars consider the
ways in which welfare state regimes either transform or reproduce gender
relations.™

To this end Diane Sainsbury proposes a typology that classifies welfare
regimes based on how well they help women form autonomous, nonpoor
households absent marriage to a male or living with other related adults."'”
The male breadwinner regime is premised on traditional gender ideology.
It assumes that men should participate in the paid labor force and women
should remain economically dependent in the home, responsible for house-
work and child rearing but not income earning. Here marriage is a privi-
leged institution, supported and encouraged by the structures of tax and
benefit policies. Women’s benefits are tied to their marital status, and mar-
ried women'’s labor force participation is discouraged. Since traditional
marriage is the preferred norm, single women and divorced women are at a
relative disadvantage. As shown here, the U.S. welfare-state regime falls
squarely in this category.

The individual earner-carer regime posited by Sainsbury is based on an
ideology of equal rights for women and men based on their shared roles and
obligations. Both women and men are entitled to benefits. Policies are
structured to encourage men to become caregivers as well as workers and
likewise for women to become workers as well as caregivers. Social rights
and tax obligations accrue to individuals rather than to families. Shared
parenting, female labor force participation, and gender equality are all fea-
tures of these sorts of regimes. Moreover, the costs of children and other
dependents are shared through the public provision of services and child-
care allowances.

Sainsbury’s work helps us understand the persistent and disproportion-
ate poverty of lone mothers, especially in the English-speaking world.
Despite much recent conservative rhetoric to the contrary, this poverty is
not the result of the pathological behavior of single mothers; it is instead
the result of the gendered structures of the economy. Effectively fighting
poverty among lone mothers requires a combination of income supports,
childcare subsidies, and generous parent leave policies. Janet Gornick has
constructed an index of such supports, and according to her calculations,
the United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia have programs that
give relatively little support to single mothers and their children, while
Finland, Sweden, and France have programs that give extensive support to
lone-mother families. Hence it is no surprise that in the English-speaking
nations single-mother families are quite poor, while in these latter nations
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social policies mitigate many of the negative consequences of low market
incomes.™

Extending the work of Sainsbury, Gornick, and others, Karen Christo-
pher examines the effectiveness of welfare state regimes in helping lone-
mother families to form autonomous, nonpoor households. Some of her
research findings are presented in table 5.1."°

This table rank orders nations by their single-mother poverty rates.
Simple inspection shows that the United States has the highest rate of sin-
gle-mother poverty, Germany has the next highest rate, and Sweden has
the lowest rate. Although the correlation is not perfect, countries that do
not offer a strong package of employment supports for lone mothers tend
to have a higher incidence of single-mother poverty. In the Netherlands
the package of employment supports is ranked at 34. This policy mix
reduces single-mother poverty by 73.2 percent, leaving only 20.4 percent
of lone mothers in poverty. The French government provides a package of
employment supports that earns an index ranking of 53, reducing lone-
mother poverty by 63.7 percent, leaving 12.9 percent of lone mothers in
poverty. This table shows us that as a nation’s policies supporting employ-
ment are enhanced, the percentage of single mothers in poverty generally
declines.

As the preceding data illustrate, tax policies, transfer payments, and the
provision of generous public services including childcare dramatically
reduce the poverty of female-headed households. Thus, if the object of
social and economic policy is to improve the well-being of families, then
policymakers can and should enact welfare state regimes that couple

TABLE 5.1.  Effectiveness of Welfare State Regimes

Index of Reduction in Poverty
Poverty Rate  Employment Supports ~ Due to State Policies (%)

United States 45.4 14 14

Germany 40.9 36 28

Canada 38.3 35 31.4
Australia 31.8 21 442
United Kingdom 31.6 22 56.9
Netherlands 20.4 34 73.2
France 12.9 53 63.7
Finland 5.1 66 86.3
Sweden 4.4 62 89.1

Source: Karen Christopher, “Welfare State Regimes and Mothers’ Poverty,” Social Politics: International
Studies in Gender, State, and Society 9 (spring 2002): 60-86.
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employment supports with generous subsidies. If, in contrast, the object of
social and economic policy is to punish the poor by making lone-mother
families scapegoats for social problems, then policymakers will enact wel-
fare state regimes that compel low-skill workers to choose between caring
for their children or working at jobs that do not pay living wages. In this
latter case, lone mothers and their dependents suffer even greater depriva-
tion as material poverty interacts with increasing social isolation, demean-
ing regulations, and public humiliation. Unfortunately, recent changes in
U.S. economic and social policy seem far more concerned with scapegoat-
ing the poor, especially poor mothers, than with actually alleviating eco-
nomic hardships.

Gender and Poverty in the United States

When the United States began to officially measure poverty in 1961, gov-
ernment analysts calculated the dollar cost of a survival level of caloric
intake using the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s least expensive plan for
emergency nutrition, the economy food plan. To get the cash minimum
needed for subsistence, analysts simply multiplied the amount of money it
cost to purchase the economy food plan by three because, in 1961, the aver-
age family spent one-third of its income on food. To take into account the
fact that different size families have different nutritional, housing, and
clothing needs, this amount (the minimum cash needed for nutritional
subsistence times three) was adjusted for the number and age of people in
the family to produce a poverty threshold based on family size.

Because the price of food, like the price of most other goods, has
increased over time, U.S. poverty thresholds have been adjusted upward,
based on the consumer price index. These adjusted cut-off amounts form
the basis of the official definition of poverty in the United States today.
Both conservatives and progressives find fault with the forty-plus-year-old
measure used in the United States. Analysts with divergent views about
the causes and consequences of poverty believe that when measuring
income it is important to take into account the many noncash transfers
(like food stamps, the money value of health insurance, and housing subsi-
dies) that are received by low-income households.

In 1963 the poverty threshold for a family of four was $3,100; it was
$17,960 in 2001.2° Conservatives look at the income figure of $17,960,
add in the value of noncash transfers, and conclude that poverty thresholds
are way too high and overstate the extent of poverty in the United States.
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Robert Rector, a researcher from the right-wing American Enterprise
Institute, has this to say:

In reality the typical “poor” person in the U.S. has a standard of liv-
ing far higher than our normal images and expectations for poverty.
According to the government’s own data, the typical American,
defined as poor by the government, has a refrigerator, a stove, a
clothes washer, a car, air conditioning, a VCR, a microwave, a stereo
and a color TV. . . . By his own report, the typical poor individual is
able to obtain medical care for himself and his family; he lives in a
home that is in good repair and is not over-crowded. By his own
report, his family is not hungry and in the last year he had sufficient
funds to meet his essential needs.?"

This view is troublesome for several reasons. First, we must comment on
Rector’s repeated use of the masculine pronoun despite the fact that most
of the poor are women. We also point out that refrigerators and stoves are
hardly luxuries. Neither are washing machines or air conditioners (further,
we know nothing about the age or working condition of these appliances).
Moreover, Rector’s assertions regarding the extent to which poor families
can access decent housing and adequate food are contradicted by easily
verified facts.??

For example, research conducted in 2001 for the U.S. Conference of
Mayors paints a grim picture of many Americans unable to meet their
essential needs.?> In twenty-five of the twenty-seven cities surveyed, the
requests for emergency food assistance had increased an average of 23 per-
cent, while resources to support emergency food assistance increased by
only 12 percent. As a result, two-thirds of cities reported that they were
unable to provide adequate quantities of food to hungry people with
nowhere else to turn. The need for emergency shelter, like the need for
emergency food assistance, also increased sharply. Comparing 2001 with
1999, the mayor’s report found an average 13 percent increase in the
demand for emergency shelter in 73 percent of the cities surveyed. Even
more distressing is the fact that requests for emergency shelter by homeless
families with children increased an average of 22 percent, and slightly
more than half of the cities reported that the length of time that people
stayed in shelters had increased to an average of six months.?4

In the face of this staggering chronicle of need, it is difficult to accept
the sanguine portrait of poverty painted by American Enterprise Institute
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researchers. But the even more basic point is this: poverty thresholds are
based on annual incomes, and as a society we need to know if earnings at
the threshold level are sufficient to permit a family to live a decent life.
This question motivated feminist economists Barbara Bergmann and
Trudi Renwick to develop the basic needs approach to poverty.?5

Bergmann and Renwick pioneered this approach to poverty measure-
ment both to counter conservative arguments and remedy defects in stan-
dard methods of calculating poverty. They point out that the official
methodology for measuring poverty in the United States is flawed. First,
relative prices have changed so that food and housing expenses no longer
count for one-third each of a household budget. As a matter of fact, for
many families, not just the poor, housing expenses now absorb over half of
household income. Second, the official U.S. measures ignore nonincome
transfers like food stamps, Medicare, housing subsidies, and so forth.
Third, standard measures only consider before-tax income and hence
ignore the need to pay taxes as well as tax adjustments such as the earned
income tax credit.2°

Bergmann and Renwick began by identifying the actual expenses a
household must pay for necessities such as housing, utilities, food, trans-
portation, childcare, healthcare insurance, and taxes. Household costs for
these items will vary by household size, the age of household members,
their labor force status, and their location. Basic needs budgets are sensitive
to these variations, whereas other measures of absolute poverty are not. The
fundamental advantage of the basic needs approach to measuring poverty
is that it establishes the income a household needs to live at a level that is
widely accepted as “decent.” There is, of course, room for debate over the
meaning of decent, but surely we would agree that in the richest nations
even low-income households should have safe housing with functioning
utilities, healthy food, reliable transportation to and from work, basic med-
ical care, and quality childcare.?” Basic needs budgets cover these costs
while accounting for the value of noncash benefits received by households
as well as the taxes they need to pay. For all these reasons, basic needs bud-
gets present a far more accurate picture of poverty, as well as the cash assis-
tance and subsidized services needed to relieve it, than do traditional mea-
sures built on simple multiples of emergency food costs.?®

The Economic Policy Institute (EPI) has done extensive research on con-
structing basic needs budgets (basic family budgets in the EPI terminology).
They are geographically specific budgets that account for every major bud-
get item, including housing, childcare, healthcare, food, transportation,
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and taxes. Its research shows that the official poverty thresholds are much
lower than that established by basic needs budgets. Consider the following
evidence: in 2001 the official poverty threshold for a family of three, one
adult and two children, was $14,269. Table 5.2 shows the basic family
budget for this family in several diverse locations and what percentage of
the poverty threshold it is.??

In New York City, the basic needs budget is more than three times the
poverty threshold. In other large urban areas it is two and one-half times
the poverty threshold, while in suburban areas of the Midwest it is a little
more than twice the poverty threshold. Likewise, estimates of people living
in poverty using the basic family budget threshold are more than twice as
much for all the states considered. It must be remembered that the EPI
budget figures are minimums—they do not allow for any savings. More-
over, in calculating the number of people in poverty, taxes and in-kind
subsidies such as food stamps and Medicaid have been taken into account.
Clearly, it seems that the official poverty statistics seriously undercount
poverty in the United States.

A Brief History of U.S. Antipoverty Policies

Like all the other industrial democracies, the people of the United States
suffered enormous deprivations during the Great Depression. In the 1930s

TABLE 5.2. Basic Family Budgets

New York, Atlanta, Chicago, Los Angeles, South Bend,  Akron,
NY GA IL CA IN OH

Family budget ($) 43,602 33,748 35,307 34,839 29,246 29,380
Official 305 236 247 244 204 205
poverty
threshold (%)
People in 37.5 29.0 25.5 33.1 17.8 21.9
state below
family
budget line (%)
People in 14.0 12.5 10.4 12.6 8.5 10.3
state below
official
poverty
threshold (%)

Source: Data from Economic Policy Institute, “EPI Issue Guide: Poverty and Family Budgets,” http://www.epinet

.org/content.cfm/issueguides_poverty_poverty (May 22, 2004).
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almost one-quarter of the workforce was unemployed, the nation’s output
fell by a third, severe drought combined with falling agricultural prices led
to massive waves of farm foreclosures, and hundreds of thousands of family
businesses, banks, and large corporations went bankrupt. This was the eco-
nomic environment in which Franklin D. Roosevelt was able to muster
support for the sweeping social legislation of the New Deal.

The programs of unemployment compensation, publicly funded retire-
ment pensions, and workers’ compensation were either started in the New
Deal or were massively expanded as the federal government stepped up its
role in providing some measure of economic security for white male work-
ers and their dependents. Of the many alphabet soup policies and agencies
comprising the New Deal, the most important for our discussion is the
1935 Social Security Act. The Social Security Act created a system of
benefits including Supplemental Security Income, social security pensions,
widow’s pensions, and income for the handicapped that were seen as rights,
not as welfare. To this day, everyone is eligible for these benefits, receipt of
these benefits is not means-tested, and there are no government social
workers monitoring the behavior of beneficiaries. But access to these pro-
grams was not, at the outset, available to all citizens.

Pressure on Roosevelt’s progressive Democratic alliance from conserva-
tives, especially those in the segregated Jim Crow South, led to policy guide-
lines that excluded agricultural and domestic workers. As a result, African-
Americans, and other ethnic minorities, were not covered by these programs
because in the 1930s they were still largely employed on farms and as house-
hold servants. In addition, eligibility standards were not enacted at the fed-
eral level, leaving state and local authorities (especially in segregated rural
areas) free to discriminate against ethnic minorities. Even more important
for our understanding of the feminization of poverty, the programs of social
security and unemployment compensation were premised on a traditional
male breadwinner—female caretaker model of the family.

There are two points worth noting about this. First, African-American
women have a long history of working for pay, so the construction of poli-
cies based on the male-female division of labor effectively excluded them
from benefits. Second, defining need in terms of this model of the family
casts women not attached to male income earners in a negative light. Since
women were supposed to be economically dependent upon men, those
women who were not dependent—Dbecause they had never been married,
they had been deserted, or they were divorced—were seen as morally
deficient.
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A moral code informed by patriarchal values (one that is still with us
today) separated the deserving from the undeserving poor. The distinction
between the deserving and undeserving poor informed the development
and implementation of all the programs of the Social Security Act: unem-
ployment compensation, publicly funded retirement pensions, and income
supports for women with dependent children were all deeply affected by
the view that women should be dependent upon men.3° White male bread-
winners and their dependents were seen as deserving because the hardships
they faced—Iloss of income due to retirement, disability, or unemployment
for men, or widowhood for women—were due to circumstances beyond
their individual control.3* Thus, programs that benefited white men and
their traditional families were considered entitlements and were relatively
secure. Such was not the case for programs aimed at women with children
who were not connected by marriage to a male earner.

The one program designed specifically to help poor mothers who were
neither married nor widowed was Aid to Dependent Children (ADC),
which later became Aid to Families with Dependent Children, (AFDC).
ADC was not an entitlement but rather a publicly funded charity.?* It pro-
vided low levels of means-tested support for mothers who were divorced,
abandoned, or never married. In addition, program provisions required
that persons receiving these benefits have their lives closely scrutinized by
caseworkers who had enormous power to increase or decrease benefits lev-
els, to provide or withhold access to noncash benefits, and even to break up
families by declaring a woman “unfit” for motherhood.

In the early 1960s President Lyndon Baines Johnson’s war on poverty
programs expanded U.S. welfare state policies. Civil rights groups,
women’s groups, welfare rights organizations, and other activists worked
with the Johnson administration to create a host of new programs and poli-
cies. In this period there was an increase in the minimum wage, Medicaid
and Medicare were enacted, food stamp programs were expanded, and
many new public-housing projects were constructed. In addition, other
subsidies and services to expand opportunities for low-income Americans
were enacted. Civil rights activists were able to get obstacles to African-
American participation in many entitlement programs removed so that
African-Americans too could receive benefits for which they were eligible.
Other notable gains for African-Americans were won in Congress and at
the state level, and for the first time an African-American served on a pres-
ident’s cabinet. These policy changes were an important positive step
toward the expansion of opportunity, greater economic equality—espe-
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cially for Americans of color—and the reduction of poverty. But despite
their progressive intent, these Great Society programs were, like the New
Deal policies of the 1930s, built on a male breadwinner—female caretaker
model of the family. Thus this policy mix actually contributed to the fem-
inization of poverty.

An irony worth pointing out is that the poverty of lone mothers
increased as a share of the U.S. poverty population in part because the
antipoverty programs aimed at other populations were so successful. As
poverty among the elderly, widows and their dependents, the handi-
capped, and the unemployed decreased due to the expansion of social wel-
fare programs, those who remained in poverty were disproportionately lone
mothers and their children who were not eligible for those programs. At
the same time, AFDC, the primary program for poor women, was premised
on the idea that mothers with young children ought not be in the labor
force. As a result this program contained many strong disincentives for
mothers’ participation in the paid labor force. AFDC recipients, for exam-
ple, faced an effective tax of 100 percent on all earned income since for
every dollar they earned they lost a dollar of benefits. Another disincentive
included the treatment of assets. Even when a woman’s only asset was her
house, the value of the asset could be used to disqualify her from receiving
benefits despite her level of need. A third disincentive was the lack of
affordable childcare.

In the United States, stringent regulations concerning assets and earn-
ings combined with the near total absence of subsidized childcare, no guar-
anteed paid parental leave, limited public housing, and expensive private
transportation left single mothers with no real choices about how to orga-
nize their lives. Consider the options facing a lone mother with limited job
skills. Lacking access to the income of a man, either she could try to take
care of her family by stretching the miserly benefits paid by state welfare
agencies or she could take a low-wage job that did not offer benefits (med-
ical, paid vacations, or contributions to her retirement account) and pay for
childcare out of pocket. This policy combination did indeed create a trap
for lone mothers.

In addition, as Linda Gordon points out, the AFDC program was stig-
matized from the very beginning. Under the prevailing gender ideology,
women and children were seen as male dependents.33 Needing government
support due to the absence of a male head of household has long been seen
as evidence of deep moral failure. Today, this attitude has allowed conser-
vatives to cast income transfers to lone mothers as undeserved handouts
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that lead to dependency, promiscuity, and other social pathologies. Even
though many other income support programs are analytically indistin-
guishable from what Americans have come to call “welfare,” the beneficia-
ries of those programs—veteran’s benefits, social security, Medicaid, and
unemployment compensation—are rarely demonized as lazy slackers feed-
ing at the public trough.

In the 1980s, the rhetoric in the media and in political speech about
poverty became even more racialized. The race coding of America’s poverty
problem helped conservative politicians mobilize support for the disman-
tling of the progressive policies of the 1960s. President Ronald Reagan is
infamous for his racist remarks about welfare queens and their Cadillacs.
During this decade conservatives promulgated a number of myths about
welfare recipients, including the idea that mothers on welfare have addi-
tional children to qualify for greater benefits as well as the idea that welfare
spending has skyrocketed and is a burden on the taxpayers. In fact, no rep-
utable research has ever shown a positive correlation between benefit levels
and the number of children of welfare recipients, nor was AFDC (as a share
of federal spending) particularly large.3* Nevertheless, this inflammatory
rhetoric shaped a political climate favorable to the virtual elimination of
any federal guarantee to a decent standard of living for lone mothers and
their children.

During President Bill Clinton’s first term, AFDC—welfare as we know
it—was eliminated. The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act created a block grant titled Temporary Assistance to
Needy Families (TANF). Under TANF the states have considerable leeway
in determining benefits levels, most all states require recipients to work to
qualify for benefits, and most states exclude education and training from
what counts as work. Perhaps most onerous is that TANTF establishes a life-
time eligibility limit of five years for federal assistance. Not surprisingly,
in the boom conditions of the mid- to late 1990s, these new rules did lead
to a dramatic reduction in the number of people receiving welfare. Some
states have the dubious distinction of having cut their welfare caseloads
nearly in half with no simultaneous decline in poverty. We should not be
surprised. The jobs of former TANF recipients were almost all low-paid,
service sector jobs with low benefits and little chance for advancement.
Over three-fourths of former TANF recipients are concentrated in four
low-wage occupations: service, clerical, laborers, and sales.3> Of course,
draconian cuts in cash assistance to poor families reduced the welfare rolls.
But because the increase in social spending for childcare, housing, public
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transportation, education, and skills development was minimal, these poli-
cies failed to reduce poverty among lone mothers and their families.

The sad fact remains: in the United States, many low-income lone
mothers have been forced into what Randy Albelda calls a match made in
hell.3° The combination of low pay and no benefits with scheduling inflexi-
bility and minimal provisions for time off interferes with parents’ ability to
meet the regular health and educational needs of their children. According
to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, employment
among low-income single mothers with young children grew from 44 per-
cent in 1996 to 59 percent in 2000. Recently released statistics show the
magnitude of the childcare crisis: in California there are two hundred thou-
sand families waiting for childcare subsidies, in Florida there are more than
forty-six thousand, and in Texas there are more than thirty-six thousand.
Without subsidies these families must pay half their income for childcare,
and only one in seven eligible children actually gets these subsidies.37 The
link between women’s poverty and the well-being of children could hardly
be clearer.

Poverty among the Very Young and the Very Old in
Rich Nations

An important indicator of a society’s support for the diffusion of opportu-
nities is the extent to which children and the elderly escape poverty. Most
people believe that children should not suffer when their parents are too
poor to secure adequate nutrition, housing, supervised care, medical atten-
tion, education, and recreation. Another widely shared value is that the
elderly should be able to retire comfortably after a lifetime of productive
employment. Thus, a focus on the poverty of children and the elderly,
rather than on the poverty of able-bodied adults (male or female), allows us
to avoid acrimonious debate over the deserving versus the undeserving
poor.

The idea that a decent society should provide opportunities that enable
all children to fully develop their human capacities and potentials allows us
to see how important it is to eradicate child poverty. The Canadian Coun-
cil for Social Development (CCSD) provides a well-reasoned approach to
the importance of reducing child poverty. This approach takes the attri-
butes of healthy, productive adults as a starting point and then identifies
the resources and environments that enable children to grow into adults
who possess these socially desirable traits. By the standards of the CCSD,
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healthy, productive adults have good social skills, know how to learn in
different environments, and are able to pursue meaningful work. To reach
maturity with these attributes, children need economic resources, shelter,
healthcare, attentive parenting, attentive childcare, schooling, recreation,
physical safety, and concerned, nurturing communities.?® It is important
for any society to make sure that children have access to the things they
need to become healthy adults. In other words, fighting child poverty
means more than just choosing a poverty line or providing basic food and
shelter.

These sentiments are echoed in a recent report calling for common wel-
fare policies across the European Union. Ggsta Esping-Andersen, Duncan
Gallie, Anton Memerijck, and John Myles argue that the foundations of
people’s live are established in childhood.?® Therefore they argue for a com-
prehensive social investment strategy that explicitly focuses resources on
children and families with children. They claim that investing in children
will reduce much childhood disadvantage and as a result fewer children will
drop out of school, use drugs, live on the streets, or experience violence.4°

Poverty is, of course, directly related to how much you have to spend,
but it is also reflected by the deprivation and disadvantage you face in your
daily life. As a report from the New Policy Institute in Great Britain points
out, those who face persistent poverty live in marginal neighborhoods; use
schools, clinics, and hospitals that are strapped for resources; and have only
limited access to public transportation or childcare. They face a higher risk
of crime and drug-related attack. Poverty is not only about income and
consumption, or even only about aspiring to social and economic advance-
ment.*" It is about whether people are able to live decent lives and fully
participate in their societies.

Even if it were possible or desirable to put aside ethical, compassionate
considerations (which we don’t), there are still compelling, pragmatic rea-
sons for alleviating the poverty of children. In all the industrial nations, the
rapid aging of the population means that there will be fewer and fewer
workers to support each retiree. The viability of pension schemes like social
security is dependent upon widespread participation in the labor force and
the growing productivity of labor. The poverty of children undermines
both of these because children from poor families have weaker labor force
attachment and lower educational attainment than do children from fami-
lies that are well-off. Mean-spirited and stingy responses to poverty are nei-
ther sound nor ethical economic policy.

It is also worth pointing out that absent publicly funded pensions like
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social security, poverty among the elderly would increase dramatically. In
fact, the reduction of poverty among society’s elders is one of the great
achievements of twentieth-century social policy. Table 5.3 compares the
incidence of poverty among children and the elderly in nine selected
countries.

These data illustrate the stark difference between child and elder
poverty in English-speaking countries and in Western European countries.
In Sweden and Finland, policies have been set in place to drive down the
incidence of poverty among children so that children are less likely to be
poor than Swedish or Finnish adults. In contrast Germany, Canada, the
United Kingdom, Australia, and the United States all have child poverty
rates substantially greater than the poverty rate of the total population.
And the United States once again takes the prize for having the highest
rate of child poverty in the industrial world, while Australia has the dis-
tinction of having the most elder poverty among the rich nations.

Although publicly supported pension schemes for older adults have
done a remarkable job of reducing elder poverty, it remains the case that in
many countries elderly women are disproportionately poor. Women who
are divorced, separated, widowed, or never married are at the greatest risk
of poverty.

Comparing female elder poverty in six industrialized nations, Jiirg
Siegenthaler finds that the Netherlands and Sweden have the best record of
preventing poverty among older single women, while France ranks a close
second.?* As usual, the United States ranks last: seven out of ten of the poor
elderly are women, and the poverty rate for women over sixty-five is 13.1
percent, nearly twice that of men (7 percent).#? The poverty rates for

TABLE 5.3. Population in Poverty in Nine Selected Countries

Poverty in Population
as a Whole (%)  Children in Poverty (%) Elderly in Poverty (%)

Finland (1994) 5.1 4.5 6.7
Sweden (1995) 6.6 2.6 2.7
Germany (1994) 7.5 10.6 7
France (1994) 8 7.9 9.8
Netherlands (1994) 8.1 8.1 6.4
Canada (1997) 11.9 15.7 5.3
United Kingdom (1995) 13.4 19.8 13.7
Australia (1994) 14.3 15.8 29.4
United States (1997) 16.9 22.3 20.7

Sonrce: David Jesuit and Timothy Smeeding, “Poverty Levels in the Developed World,” Luxembourg Income Study
Working Paper 321, July 2002.
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African-American and Hispanic women are even higher. In 1998, almost
one-third of black elderly women and one-quarter of Hispanic elderly
women were poor.** This underscores the salience of race and ethnicity in
determining economic status.

Eliminating poverty among single, older women requires national com-
mitments to old-age security systems that are available to all and that are
high enough to prevent poverty among the recipients. Absent a strong
commitment to ending poverty among elder women, the future looks
bleak. The European welfare states show us that elder poverty is not an
inevitable feature of contemporary economic life. It can and should be alle-
viated.

Conclusion

Contemporary poverty research recognizes the personal and social costs of
poverty. Poverty is more than just a lack of income or inadequate con-
sumption. Poverty creates multidimensional hardships when people and
communities confront unemployment, low income, family breakdown,
inadequate housing, bad schools, high crime environments, and poor
health. Since poverty is multidimensional, solutions to it require multidi-
mensional responses. Unfortunately, however, power has accrued to politi-
cians who advance the view that the private costs of market intervention
are greater than the social benefits of reduced poverty, deprivation, and
misery. Conservatives argue that in market economies hard work and effort
allow people to lift themselves out of poverty. For them, unregulated cap-
italism with minimal state intervention is the best way to fight poverty
because competition creates both incentives and opportunities. One must
work very hard to find empirical evidence supporting this claim. Indeed,
the historical record shows quite the contrary: as government intervention
in the economy expands and income redistribution programs are extended,
poverty falls.

Despite nearly fifty years of evidence to the contrary, conservatives con-
tinue to insist that markets create an environment rich with opportunity
and anyone who can’t achieve success in that environment is deeply flawed.
For conservatives, poverty reflects individual pathology not the structural
defects of the economic system. There is a huge and unbridgeable gulf
between an explanation of poverty that rests upon a negative characteriza-
tion of the poor and an explanation of poverty that roots poverty in the
structure of the economy.
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As feminists and economists, we cast a skeptical eye on such individual-
istic arguments. This is not to argue that certain people are inevitably
doomed to poverty. Many remarkable stories document the escape from
poverty through hard work and effort. One person’s escape from hardship
does not, however, forestall another person’s slide into poverty. Individual
upward economic mobility should not be confused with the elimination of
poverty. As long as a society refuses to recognize the inextricable link
between gender and racial equality and economic opportunity, poverty
will continue to be the fate of too many women and children. As we have
stressed, well-paying jobs with security and benefits are the route out of
poverty. As these jobs become increasingly scarce, inadequate incomes for
some are the necessary result. In this analysis it is not difficult to under-
stand the roles played by hierarchies of race, gender, and ethnicity: these
are precisely the social mechanisms for allocating poverty. The economic
and social changes attending globalization make these problems even more
acute.
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6. Globalization Is a Feminist Issue

The Barbie dolls, soccer balls, and stuffed animals that fill toy store shelves
in the United States and Europe were probably manufactured in other, less
prosperous countries. In fact, many of the clothes, shoes, appliances, and
housewares sold in the United States and Europe are produced by workers
in the global South—Asia, Africa, the Caribbean, and Latin America—
specifically for export to the rich industrialized countries. This is one of the
most visible manifestations of economic globalization. Workers on this
global assembly line," the majority of whom are women, are subject to haz-
ardous working conditions, poor pay, and long hours. Understanding the
link between globalization and gender requires a vision of the process that
is multifaceted and goes far beyond export production to its effects on cul-
tures, identities, and politics. Even so, these aspects of change are rooted in
the growing integration of national economies as people, goods, machines,
and financial capital flow across national borders.

Relations of trade and exchange have long had significant international
dimensions. Venetian merchants, for example, facilitated trade between
Europe and the Middle East during the Crusades. Marco Polo’s travels led
to trade with China, and Dutch merchants plied their wares between
northern Europe, Indonesia, and Africa. In 1600 Queen Elizabeth granted
a monopoly charter to the English East India Company to secure the rights
of English merchants to exploit India. These examples highlight the long
global history of commerce.

But international trade today differs in both qualitative and quantita-
tive ways from the global trading of earlier eras. Electronic technologies
make global communications instantaneous, and new methods of handling
cargo (containerization) have drastically reduced transportation costs. As a
result, transnational corporations are now able to relocate their manufac-
turing operations to parts of the world characterized by low wages and
business-friendly political regimes. The geographic mobility of capital
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limits the ability of national governments to protect their citizens and
undermines the power of workers to organize for better working condi-
tions. At the same time, an increasingly conservative political rhetoric has
emerged that champions free markets and rationalizes the dismantling of
progressive labor legislation, health and safety standards, environmental
protections, and social welfare programs.

Globalization creates winners and losers, exacerbating relations of
dependency and exploitation. Critics of globalization argue that unfettered
global trade causes greater inequality within and between nations. Income,
wealth, health, and education are concentrated into fewer hands, while an
ever larger share of the world’s population is consigned to poverty, disease,
and illiteracy. The proponents of free trade argue that narrowly circum-
scribed government regulation, combined with the free mobility of capital,
will, in the long run, benefit everyone everywhere. In this view, free mar-
kets have the potential to bring prosperity, via Western-style economic
growth, to the impoverished peoples of the world. As feminist economists
we are suspicious of the claim that national and transnational markets will
meet everyone’s social needs. As demonstrated in earlier chapters, markets
often fail to value caring labor, they do not eliminate discrimination, and
they do not, on their own, reduce poverty or unemployment. Globalization
is a feminist issue precisely because it plays a central role shaping labor
markets by reinforcing the status quo gender division of labor and under-
mining the ability of states to enact progressive social policies.

What’s in a Name?

The terminology used in any taxonomy of the world’s peoples and
economies reveals quite a bit about the various ways of understanding
global hierarchy and privilege.? The term the Third World has its origins
in the Cold War. In this taxonomy, the capitalist economies of the indus-
trialized world were designated the First World, while the centrally
planned economies of the Soviet Union and its satellites were designated
the Second World. To assert their independence from the superpowers,
leaders of countries in Asia, Africa, the Middle East, the Caribbean, and
Latin America formed an alliance they named the Third World. Initially
this alliance reflected their common interests stemming in a shared agenda
for economic development. But by the end of the 1980s the Third World
nations were more different than alike so that today the name no longer
designates a cohesive geographical group.3
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The terms center and periphery are similar to the terms First World and
Third World. This classification was created by Marxist development
economists to highlight the relationships of power and dependency
between the rich, industrialized countries of Europe and North America
and the poor, primarily agricultural exporting countries of Latin America,
South America, Asia, and Africa. In this view, the colonizing center had
tremendous economic power, while the colonized periphery depended on
the center for education, capital, and technology.

Taxonomies do not correspond exactly to geography. There are pockets
of the Third World within the First World. Some of these communities are
created as poor people migrate, legally or illegally, to the wealthy indus-
trialized countries seeking work as domestic servants or migrant farm
laborers or other poorly paid, unpleasant jobs. Others are created when
deindustrialization—the export of manufacturing to low-wage regions—
destroys the economic base of cities. In many rural areas in the United
States, the increasing concentration and centralization of food production
by transnational agri-business has driven thousands of small family farms
into bankruptcy, undermining regional prosperity.* In sharp contrast,
privileged elites in both the North and the global South live lives of lux-
ury and ease in walled compounds and gated communities.

Scholars still use the category Third World but call attention to the fact
that it is a contested term, expressing a relationship to centers of privilege
and power. It does not refer to an essential attribute of people so designated,
nor does it necessarily refer to a particular geographical location.> Never-
theless, it can still be said that the poor countries of the Third World, or the
periphery, retain certain characteristics that set them apart from the rich,
industrial nations. Many Third World countries suffer from severe eco-
nomic deprivation, the people and the environment are harshly exploited,
and the processes of globalization have created more misery, violence, and
political unrest.® For this reason, the terms North and global South, with
their geographical specificity, are often useful. The North refers to the rich,
industrialized countries of North America, Europe, Japan, and Australia,
while the global South refers to the countries of Latin America, South
America, Asia, Africa, the Caribbean, and the Pacific Islands.

Some international organizations classify nations by income or their
degree of development: as high, middle, or low income or as industrialized,
developing, or least developed. These classifications require us to specify
exactly what we mean by the term economic development. Is economic
development a synonym for market-driven economic growth? Or is it a
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process that is directed at creating greater income equality, less poverty,
cleaner and safer environments, better maternal health, reduced infant
mortality, improved mass literacy, and greater longevity? The United
Nations tacitly adopts the latter view of economic development when it
promulgates the Human Development Index (HDI), a way of ranking
nations that goes beyond the simple metric of per capita income to address
the degree of human development, as measured by factors such as life
expectancy, literacy, and education as well as income. The HDI yields
important information because it reflects a much more robust vision of eco-
nomic well-being than the usual per capita income rankings.

Global Privilege and Global Misery

The dehumanizing brutality of poverty and deprivation that haunts much
of the world’s population does not go away with our choice of global tax-
onomy or development metric. Almost half of the world’s population, 2.8
billion people, live on less than $2 a day, and 1.2 billion of them live in
even more extreme poverty, surviving—barely—on less than $1 per day.
In South Asia, for example, 44 percent of the population lives at this level.”
Today, the average income in the richest twenty countries is now thirty-
seven times that of the poorest. There are, moreover, enormous disparities
of income and wealth within the industrialized countries. Recent interna-
tional estimates find that one person in eight in the rich countries will
experience some aspect of poverty like long-term unemployment, income
less than the national poverty line, or a literacy level below that which is
needed to function in society.®

Women and girls experience far more than their share of this depriva-
tion. According to the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP),
three-fifths of the world’s billion poorest people are women and girls. Two-
thirds of the one billion adults who cannot read are female, and women also
represent a growing proportion of the people living with HIV/AIDS. More
than half the world’s migrants are women, and women and children com-
prise more than 8o percent of the world’s fifty million refugees.®

Today’s global inequalities are a continuation of the West’s colonial
excesses. The former colonies of England, France, Holland, Spain, Portu-
gal, Germany, and Russia provided the raw minerals, precious metals, and
cash crops like coffee, tea, tobacco, cotton, and sugar that were essential to
the emergence of capitalism and consumer society.'® The colonies were also
important markets for manufactured goods. As Eric Hobsbawm’s Industry
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and Empire makes clear, Western economic progress depended upon colo-
nial exploitation.'*

From the seventeenth through the twentieth centuries, the imperialist
nations of Europe relied upon a combination of bribery, force, and persua-
sion to impose political, cultural, and economic systems upon the institu-
tions and customs of indigenous peoples. When indigenous kinship struc-
tures, economic relations, or patterns of land use interfered with colonial
interests, they were undermined or destroyed. Consider the transformation
of indigenous family life. European colonizers brought with them a model
of the Western, patriarchal family, with all its rigidities regarding the sex-
ual division of labor and appropriate spheres for women and men. When
Victorian gender ideology was grafted onto existing traditional, patriar-
chal social norms, gender inequalities in colonial societies were exacer-
bated, worsening women’s social and economic status. An example illus-
trates this point.

In many African and Asian countries, women, not men, had primary
responsibility for agricultural work. The land was held and farmed com-
munally. When the Europeans changed the laws of land ownership and the
patterns of land use to mirror those of the West, women lost their custom-
ary rights to farm the land. Women thus lost the food security provided by
subsistence agriculture.’ In Asia and in Africa, as in much of the rest of
the world, feeding families is a woman’s responsibility. As women were
squeezed out of agriculture and pushed into economic dependency in the
household, their social status declined. Under colonial rule, this process
occurred around the world, systematically undermining women’s ability to
carry out the work of social reproduction.

The period of colonial expansion came to an end in the decades follow-
ing World War II as the European colonial empires in Asia, Africa, and
Latin America were overthrown and newly independent nation-states were
formed. These new nations, which came into existence in the context of the
international order shaped by the Cold War between the United States and
the Soviet Union, faced serious challenges in creating cohesive national
identities and sovereign political institutions.'3 They were extremely poor.
Their industrial infrastructure—roads, factories, and communication net-
works—had been built to meet the needs of the colonial powers rather than
their own. Moreover, their economic, social, and political structures and
institutions had been severely disrupted. These problems were exacerbated
by the Cold War because these new countries became the terrain upon
which the ideological battles between the United States and the Soviet
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Union were played out. This created a fertile ground for an international
economic order that overwhelmingly favored the interests of the industri-
alized North while pushing the new nation-states of the Third World
deeper and deeper into poverty and militarism.™*

The institutions for regulating international economic relations—the
International Monetary Fund (IMF), the International Bank for Recon-
struction and Development (now called the World Bank), and the Gen-
eral Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT)—also came into being at
the end of World War II. Regulating international finance was the job of
the IMF, providing long-term development loans was the function of the
World Bank, and setting the rules for international trade was the
province of the GATT (which is no longer in existence, having evolved
into the World Trade Organization, or WTO). All of these institutions
were dominated by policymakers and academics trained in Western
Europe and the United States. They believed that the solution to the
extreme poverty and immiseration of the Third World was Western-style
economic development. Economists and policymakers endorsed a simple
recipe: Third World development required rural, subsistence-agricul-
tural economies to transform themselves in the image of the West and
become modern, industrialized, high-consumption market systems. The
stages through which economies passed in their development from tradi-
tional to modern could be speeded up through large-scale, government-
directed investments in infrastructure like dams, factories, roads, and
energy generation.">

Women and Development

From its inception, economic development affected women and men dif-
ferently. Systematic attention to the issues around women and develop-
ment began in 1970s as a result of the convergence of interests of two dif-
ferent groups of women, the United Nations Commission on the Status of
16 The United Nations group
was primarily interested in legal and educational equality for women,

Women and the global women’s movement.

while feminists in the U.S. women’s movement were primarily interested
in equal pay and equal employment. As their interests converged, the
United Nations declared 1975 the Year of the Woman and marked this
with a world conference in Mexico City. Subsequently, 1976 to 1985 was
designated by the United Nations as the Decade for Women, with two
more conferences, one in Copenhagen (1980) and one in Nairobi (198s).
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Although a variety of interests and agendas regarding women'’s status and
gender equality were advanced, by 1980 the emphasis on women and
development was firmly established. “"Women in Development’ became
the Decade’s overnight catchphrase, a seductive one, which for a time at
least, could evade the question of what kind of development women were
to be drawn into.”"7

The work of the feminist economist Ester Boserup played a crucial role
in turning attention to the impact of development on women. Boserup’s
monumental 1970 work Women's Role in Economic Development set the stage
for a long-running, extremely influential debate. Boserup accepted the
dominant view that development involves the gradual change from subsis-
tence family production to specialized production and commodification.™
Her important insight was that as development takes place, the socioeco-
nomic functions of the family change, and these changes lead to changes in
women’s roles and status. Boserup questioned the prevailing gender ideol-
ogy that saw men as farmers and women as housewives. She argued that
although women the world over did seem to have a monopoly on food
preparation and other household tasks, this did not mean that men were
the ones who did the farming. On the contrary, in much of the developing
world food was produced primarily by women, with little help from men.
In these female farming systems women’s agricultural work was essential
to familial and hence national well-being. Nowhere was this better exem-
plified than sub-Saharan Africa, which Boserup deemed the “region of
female farming par excellence.” "

Boserup showed how women'’s status in agricultural societies was deter-
mined by their contributions to food production. Thus the change from
female to male farming systems entailed the loss of both status and free-
dom for women. As farming became more Europeanized, men monopo-
lized the ownership of animals and machines. This process was exacerbated
by European colonial administrators who, blinded by their Victorian gen-
der ideology, ignored female farmers and reorganized agricultural produc-
tion in ways that forced men to cultivate commercial crops for export.
Although they saw that it was the women, not the men, who were chiefly
responsible for farming, the Europeans believed that farmwork was far
more appropriate for men than it was for women. The fact that indigenous
men didn’t actually do agricultural work was attributed to laziness and not
to the patterns of work and reproduction that had prevailed in the precolo-
nial era. So great was the distaste of the Europeans for female farming sys-
tems that in many cases women’s customary land use rights were taken
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away and given to their husbands. Boserup forcefully demonstrated how
women’s loss of status and freedom in African societies followed directly
from the colonial policies of European imperialists.

The emergence of small family business in villages and towns also plays
an important role in the transition from a subsistence agricultural economy
to a commodity exchange economy. Here, too, Boserup saw women’s dis-
advantage. In the transition from an agrarian precapitalist economy to an
industrial capitalist economy, men’s customary right to dispense of
women'’s labor often is transformed into a right to a woman’s wages (if she
works for pay) or a right to any profits women may earn as a result of their
handicraft activities or the sales of foodstuffs. It is also important to con-
sider the differential importance of human reproduction and fertility in
agrarian versus industrial/urban society. As an economic system becomes
more commercialized, the physical labor of children becomes less necessary
to familial well-being, so children are no longer economic assets to the
family. Pregnancy and breast feeding become obstacles to women’s eco-
nomic independence since, according to Boserup, they interfered with
women’s ability to fully participate in a modern industrial economy.
Boserup, always mindful of similarities between developed and developing
societies, reminds us that the power structure within large institutions
continues to mirror the gender and age hierarchies of subsistence
economies: the old men hold the highest positions, young men vie with
each other to step into the shoes of the male leaders, women serve men, and
the only space for very young women is at the bottom. Indeed, one funda-
mental difference between women and men that is relatively constant
across cultures, economies, and continents is that few women are permit-
ted to rise in the social hierarchy as they age.

Boserup’s work has been subject to feminist criticism. Lourdes Benerfa
and Gita Sen argue that Boserup ignored the exploitation of women in
global capitalism.?° In other words, Boserup saw the spread of capitalism
as a basically liberating force for women since she believed that the expan-
sion of wage labor, and the commodification of food, clothing, health, and
education, would free women from drudgery and domestic subordination.
Benerfa and Sen point out the flaws in this view, arguing that even as cap-
italism spreads, women continue to be economically marginalized, not
because they are less productive but because their subordinate gender sta-
tus is reinforced as they are drawn into female occupations. Moreover, Ben-
erfa and Sen point out that Boserup overlooks the social significance of the
unpaid labor performed in households and communities that is necessary
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to maintain and reproduce the labor force. Reproductive labor includes
childcare, cooking, and cleaning. (This concept is very close to the concept
of caring labor discussed in chapter 3, the main difference being it includes
tasks necessary to sustain life that do not necessarily involve caring: e.g.,
doing the laundry.) Since women are responsible for the overwhelming
majority of reproductive work, one cannot understand women’s economic
roles without considering how the tendency of market systems to under-
value reproductive labor determines the relationship between reproductive
and productive labor.

Boserup had, of course, noticed that in the societies she studied women
did the cooking and cleaning. She also wrote about the adverse impact of
this division of labor on women'’s status and freedom. Ultimately, however,
it was her conception of modernization and development that prevented
her from treating reproductive work as analytically separate from produc-
tive labor. As economic development proceeds, fewer and fewer goods and
services are produced within the family, and more and more are produced
by specialized private firms, the government, or other public institutions.
The question is how far should this process of specialization and com-
modification go?

Although Boserup did not answer this question directly, she did argue
that all contemporary societies are in a process of transition whereby sub-
sistence production within the home will be (eventually) supplanted by
specialized production for exchange. In her view, reproductive labor is not
and should not be looked at as analytically distinct because work is work.
This is not a trivial issue, and in many ways Boserup anticipated the con-
temporary debates about welfare-state policies, especially as they relate to
the provision of childcare and eldercare.

It is also important to note that Boserup’s conception of development
mirrors the processes and transitions that occurred in Europe and North
America. In this she is not alone. Most development economists (this was
an interesting point of tangency between mainstream and Marxist econo-
mists) agreed that the development of the Third World would mimic that
of the First. In other words, the processes of industrialization and modern-
ization that characterized the West embodied inevitable and universal
stages that the rest of the world had to pass through to develop. The path
from nomadic farming, to peasant landholding, to small artisan enter-
prises, to industrial capitalism was inevitable. Nations and peoples could
be helped through these stages by experts from the World Bank, the
United Nations, and other international development agencies.
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Gender, Debt, and Development

In the decades of the 1960s and 1970s development agencies like the
World Bank financed massive, large-scale industrial projects encouraging
nations to build high-technology factories and huge hydroelectric systems
to provide energy to growing urban centers. Development agencies also
encouraged the introduction of large-scale mechanized farming to increase
agricultural productivity. As yields per acre rose, this increased crop sup-
plies and drove down market prices. Falling output prices pushed subsis-
tence farmers off the land, while export-oriented plantation monoculture
expanded.

This process was typical of the Green Revolution, which championed
the widespread use of new hybrid seeds to increase farming yields. The new
seed types, unlike traditional crops, required massive amounts of fertilizer
and water. Subsistence farmers could rarely afford the fertilization and irri-
gation needed to cultivate these crops, but large plantations could. The
Green Revolution promised more rapid growth and prosperity for all, but
these did not materialize. Instead in many instances the Green Revolution
sparked a decline in the production of food for domestic consumption,
widespread migrations of men from the countryside to the cities in search
of employment, and a significant rise in the number of poor, female-headed
households.?™ By the early 1980s these problems were compounded by
what came to be known as the Third World debt crisis.

The conditions for the Third World debt crisis of the 1980s were put in
place during the 1970s. The steep rise in the price of oil that took place in
1973 and 1979 fattened the bank accounts of the oil-exporting nations. The
accumulation of these proceeds, called petrodollars, in international banks
allowed the bankers to go on a lending spree, ignoring virtually all known
principles of sound lending policy.?> Simply put, in the 1970s the world’s
financial markets were flush with cash, demand for loans in the Western
economies was weak, and real interest rates were extremely low. Govern-
ments and entrepreneurs in the Third World countries sought financing for
extravagant development projects, and the international financial commu-
nity was happy to oblige.?? The net result was that by the 1980s the poor
and middle-income countries were deeply mired in international debt.

In the 1980s the economic climate changed with serious repercussions
for the international balance sheets of the export-dependent Third World
nations. In the 1980s the industrialized economies were in recession, the
prices of basic commodities (grains, coffee, sugar, and the like) were
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falling, and interest rates were rising. The interest on Third World nations’
debts rose at the same time that their foreign export earnings fell. As if
these problems were not serious enough, double-digit inflation and badly
managed, often corrupt, public sectors further undermined economic
recovery. In this situation many Third World countries were simply
unable to meet the payments on their international loans. The crisis came
to a head in 1982 when Mexico announced that it was close to defaulting
on its $800 million foreign debt. Other countries soon followed suit. These
nations faced a difficule choice. If they defied the international financial
community and defaulted on their debts, they would lose the opportunity
to borrow in the future. Or they could accept the stringent conditions
imposed by the lending agencies—structural adjustments—for debt
rescheduling and payment.*4

Structural adjustment policies (SAPs) are austerity programs imple-
mented in indebted countries as a condition of receiving the additional loans
necessary to meet debt obligations and avoid default. SAPs were designed
and implemented just as economists and politicians rejected the belief that
government planning (with help from development experts) was good for
economic development. In the old view, tradition was seen as the principle
impediment to economic development. In the new view, government inter-
vention in markets—including public works projects, public support for
health and education systems, and income redistribution—is the main prob-
lem. This shift in thinking reflects the influence of neoliberalism. Propo-
nents of neoliberalism advocate a restricted role for national governments
and promote market-oriented policies such as free trade, deregulation, and
the privation of social services.

Reflecting this thinking, SAPs were premised on the notion that coun-
tries could return to economic health and repair their economies if and only
if they reduced the size and influence of government on economic activity
and opened all their markets to international economic forces. SAPs called
for the reorganization of the economy: nations were to increase their exports
and decrease their imports. As their foreign exchange balances rose, they
would be able to meet debt repayment schedules, and as their debt was
reduced, economic growth would accelerate. To these ends countries were
required to devalue their currencies to encourage exports, make substantial
cuts in public sector spending to reduce the size of the government sector,
remove subsidies and price supports to eliminate interference in markets,
and shift resources toward the production of goods for export rather than
domestic consumption.
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It is certainly true that policy changes were needed in Third World
countries. Borrowed funds were often wasted by politically powerful and
corrupt elites. Some development projects were ill-conceived. Third
World rulers were encouraged to spend billions on weapons, and billions
more ended up in the Swiss bank accounts of arms merchants, politicians,
and drug dealers.?> Moreover, most Third World countries are character-
ized by extreme inequalities of income, wealth, and status. This results in
what the economists Juan Antonio Morales and Jeffrey Sachs have called
fiscal indiscipline.?® When powerful, high-income groups refuse to bear
their share of the tax burden needed to maintain basic public sector activi-
ties, the government is forced to borrow (deficit finance) to keep roads pass-
able, electricity flowing, hospitals open, schools operating, and the mili-
taries armed.

Borrowing is the easy way out in this situation. But when debt service
becomes unsustainable, and the IMF steps in, the poor are left to pay for
the ruinous policies of the well-to-do elites, and the public programs
upon which they depended are eliminated. The poverty, hardship, and
deprivations caused by SAPs fall disproportionately on the shoulders of
women and children because women comprise a disproportionate share of
the poor. Under the conditions imposed by SAPs, women’s work burdens
increase: they have to work longer hours to earn the same income, they
have to do more household labor because public supports are gone, and
they have to work harder to get food since more food is directed to export
markets.?’

Feminist economists recognize the gendered effects of the debt crisis
and structural adjustment. Many believe that the women in development
(WID) framework, informed by Boserup’s work, is not adequate for theo-
rizing these new problems. The question for WID practitioners and schol-
ars was how to integrate women into existing development processes. They
did not question the underlying view that equated development with
Western-style modernization or the Anglo-European gender division of
labor. Women’s subordination was seen as the result of conflicts between
individual women and men, not the result of the impact of globalization
on the complex intersections of gender, race, class, and nationality. Gender
and development (GAD) emerged as a new framework for addressing the
economic bases of the structural problems facing poor women in the global
South.

The GAD framework, which emerged during the 1980s, takes the social
construction of gender and its interconnections with class, race, ethnicity,
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and nationality as its starting point. In this view, gender is a relational
term, referring to the differing roles, rights, and opportunities assigned to
women and men. Women’s subordination can be understood as a conse-
quence of a gender division of labor that assigns them to reproductive
tasks. (As discussed in chapter 3, the gender division of labor has
significant consequences for families and for the economy as a whole.) The
GAD approach illuminates unequal power relations between women and
men and facilitates an examination of all social, political, cultural, and eco-
nomic structures from a gender perspective. The implication is that all eco-
nomic policies and programs are likely to have asymmetric impact on
women and men since they occupy different social locations. Gender analy-
ses highlight asymmetric effects of economic and social policies that are
hidden by conventional theorizing.

For example, GAD theorists Diane Elson and Lourdes Beneria demon-
strate that macroeconomic models that treat labor like non-produced
inputs such as land are misleading. Diane Elson argues that the implicit
assumption in such models is that the work necessary to maintain and
reproduce the labor force, what has come to be known as caring labor, will
be forthcoming independent of its valuation and compensation. When
feminist analysis is applied to SAPs, this assumption is revealed and
demonstrates that the full economic costs of structural adjustment were
seriously underestimated. The bulk of these costs fall mainly on women
and girls as they increase their paid and unpaid working hours.

Structural adjustment required government spending cutbacks on
health, education, and other social services. As public provisioning was
reduced, families had to provide these services for themselves or go with-
out them altogether. Costs were shifted from the monetized public sector
to the nonmonetized household sector. Policymakers assumed that there
was an unlimited supply of women'’s labor available to compensate for the
reduction in public sector social services. Since the value of household labor
is not officially counted, these costs were hidden.?®

Although the costs were hidden, the facts are not. The unavoidable con-
clusion is that SAPs have failed to help poor countries. Today, the major-
ity of middle- and low-income countries are still weighed down by inter-
national debt obligations. That this debt can never be repaid is also coming
to be recognized. At this count there are forty-one heavily indebted poor
countries (HIPCs), most of which are in Africa. In 1999, the leaders of the
G8 (Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia, the United Kingdom,
and the United States) endorsed the HIPC Initiative. The initiative built
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on the Jubilee 2000 movement that was an international campaign to pres-
sure the leaders of the leading industrial nations (the G8) to cancel the
unpayable debts of the poorest countries by the year 2000. Research by
Oxfam found that the HIPC Initiative will not resolve the debt crisis of the
world’s poorest countries since it is too little too late.?® The entire initia-
tive remains tied to IMF structural adjustment conditions, and like other
debt relief efforts it is designed to bail out the creditors, not the region’s
poor.

Although SAPs are a failure, a few of the middle-income countries have
had some success emerging from poverty and debt. These countries,
mainly but not exclusively, in Southeast Asia are known as the newly
industrializing countries (NICs). South Korea, Singapore, Hong Kong,
Taiwan, Mexico, and Brazil all pursued what are known as export-led
development strategies. Following the advice of the World Bank and the
IMF, these countries opened themselves to world trade to generate export
earnings. Simultaneously they opened their financial markets to interna-
tional investors to attract large inflows of private capital. This capital was
used to finance export-led development strategies, the most significant
form of which involves subcontracting in export-processing/free-trade
zones.

Factories without Borders

Free trade is not a new idea. Indeed, it’s been at the heart of mainstream
economics for a long time. The idea is that different countries have differ-
ent natural resources, labor force talents and skills, and industrial capaci-
ties. Due to these differences, some countries can produce certain goods at
relatively lower costs than others. Every country will benefit if it specializes
in the production of those goods and services where it has the largest rela-
tive cost advantage (i.e., faces the lowest relative production costs) and
trades for the others.3° This is the principle of comparative advantage, and
it provides a theoretical and rhetorical justification for free trade.

Free trade is, however, somewhat of a misnomer. In practice the statutes
and regulations that govern international trade fill countless volumes and
vast libraries. Trade agreements—the formal, negotiated rule and regula-
tions guiding how and what nations can trade with each other—can be
multilateral (like the WTO), regional (like the North American Free Trade
Agreement, or NAFTA), or bilateral (between two countries) agreements.
These agreements have made it easier for transnational corporations to
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move their relatively labor-intensive production processes to poor, low-
wage countries in the Global South. These poorer countries, so the story
goes, have a comparative advantage in assembly line production. Since
wages are low in poor countries (since water is falling from the sky when it
rains), internationalizing production benefits poor nations because employ-
ment and export production will rise, increasing national income and eco-
nomic growth. This sanguine state of affairs also benefits transnational
stockholders since the company can now produce at lower costs. Not to be
left out are First World consumers who gratefully purchase the goods at
their lower prices. Even a cursory examination of the facts, however, casts
doubt on this Panglossian conclusion.

One of the ways that countries attract foreign capital is through the
development of special geographic areas called free trade zones (FTZs) or
export-processing zones (EPZs). The maquiladoras on the U.S.-Mexican
border are well-known examples. Foreign factories import components for
assembly and then export the finished, or nearly finished, products. The
owners of the firms that do the product assembly are not required to pay
tariffs on the unassembled goods when they are imported or the assembled
goods when they are exported. In addition to offering tax-free imports and
exports, governments attract foreign investors to their EPZs by subsidiz-
ing infrastructure support services such as water and electricity and
exempting employers from labor laws and other regulations. In the words
of the government of Bangladesh, “the primary objective of an EPZ is to
provide special areas where potential investors would find a congenial
investment climate, free from cumbersome procedures.”3" Similarly, the Zim-
babwe government tells us “[the EPZ’s] highly streamlined investment
facilitation framework allows an investor to set up operations without
unnecessary delays. Its business is to help Zimbabwe develop into a value-
added, technology driven, export-oriented economy.”3?

Transnational corporations can internationalize their production in two
ways. The first involves actually opening new factories in developing coun-
tries like Mexico or Indonesia. This is called foreign direct investment
(FDI), and research shows that most, around 8o percent, takes place
between rich countries.33 Thus FDI is relatively rare in the developing
countries. A far more common way for transnational corporations to carry
out international production limits their involvement to the beginning
and end of the product chain. That is, the transnational carries out the
research needed to design the products and also the distribution and mar-
keting needed to get them into consumers’ homes. The actual manufactur-

109



Liberating Economics

ing, which is the relatively labor-intensive part, is contracted out to facto-
ries in countries where wages are low, unions are either weak or nonexis-
tent, and environmental regulations are lax. Often these small to medium
size factories are not owned and managed by the transnational corporation
but rather by local entrepreneurs.

The feasibility of export-led industrialization is based on the availabil-
ity of cheap labor to produce goods for export. In practice this means that
export-led industrialization strategies require significant pools of women
willing to work for low wages at monotonous, often hazardous, tasks.>* All
over the world, most of the workers on the factory floor are female, while
the supervisors and managers are male. This occupational segregation leads
to a significant wage gap between women and men in the newly industri-
alizing countries. As Table 6.1 illustrates, women make up anywhere from
31 percent to 47 percent of the nonagricultural labor force, and the gender
wage gap ranges from 52 percent to 80 percent.

It’s important to point out that cheap labor means more than extremely
low wages. Cheap labor also refers to the absence of health and safety pro-
tections, employee benefits, and social insurance to cover retirement,
unemployment, or worker disability.3> Cheap labor is also flexible labor:
the work requires minimal training, the labor contracts are short-term, and
there is no employment security. Around the world—in rich nations and
poor—irregular labor force participation and a willingness to work for low

TABLE 6.1. Female Share of Labor Force and Gender
Wage Gap for Ten Selected Countries (%)*

Female Share (% )" Gender Wage Gap (%)
Botswana 47 52
Brazil 45 61
Eritrea 31 66
Hong Kong (China) 45 66
Korea (Republic) 38 59
Malaysia 36 63
Mexico 37 70
Philippines 41 80
Singapore 45 59
Thailand 47 68

Source: Data from UN Statistics Division, “The World’s Women, 2000: Trends
and Statistics”; Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM), “Progress of the
World’s Women, 2002.”

“Latest availability data, 1995-2001.

"Nonagricultural employment.
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wages at jobs that do not require extensive training and carry little oppor-
tunity for advancement are characteristics associated with women work-
ers.3% The perception is that women in the developing world are docile,
passive, and highly union resistant and hence easily subject to the disci-
pline required by factory work.37 Thus, women’s attractiveness to transna-
tional capital stems from their subordinate gender status. Yet poor work-
ing women all over the world challenge this perception. At great personal
cost, often risking their lives, they fight to unionize and to force employers
to provide more humane working conditions. The perception that women
in the global South are docile reflects their extremely limited options for
earning income rather than any intrinsic gender traits.

Some argue that globalization entails a conversion of all labor to the
conditions of female labor. They see a future where the global economy
promises jobs that are more insecure, more flexible, and even more poorly
paid. As Guy Standing notes, the proportion of jobs requiring craft skills
acquired through apprenticeship has declined, labor market regulations
have been eroded, and unionized, full-time, stable jobs are disappearing.
These jobs were traditionally the preserve of men who belonged to the aris-
tocracy of labor. Standing refers to them as market insiders.3® Whatever we
call them, they are becoming an endangered species as more men, as well
as women, are pushed into insecure forms of labor. In Mexico, for example,
large numbers of men are now doing what was once considered women’s
work: they are low-wage employees doing work that requires little train-
ing in factories producing textiles and electronics.3® The contemporary sit-
uation of workers in the global South reminds us just how easy it is to
exploit labor when there are few options for earning a livelihood, when
there is an unlimited supply of people willing to work for subsistence
wages, and when the power of the state to quash labor organizations is vir-
tually unchecked by national or international institutions.

Globalization, and the technological change that fuels it, has created a
situation in which only a minority of workers need specialist skills that
require training and investment in human capital.4® The majority of
people are consigned to jobs that require only rote learning and for which
docility and malleability are the most important worker attributes.’ As
early as the 1840s critics of capitalism talked about the division between
manual and mental labor and decried the spread of mind-numbing work.
Today, the global division of labor along these lines is becoming more not
less pronounced. Sadly, after nearly one hundred years of progress we are
seeing the reemergence of these labor conditions in the developed world as
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well. Here, sweatshops, low-paid domestic labor, and menial, dead-end
service sector jobs are now very likely to be the fate of many in the world’s
largest, most cosmopolitan centers.

The Marketization of Governance

One of the important results of the liberalization of trade and finance is
that developing countries now compete with each other to attract foreign
capital to finance export-led development. Beginning in the mid-198os,
and continuing till the present, the IMF, the World Bank, and the WTO
urged countries all over the world to open their economies to the free flows
of goods, services, and international financial capital. Only one commodity
can’t follow the whims of the market: people. People, unlike goods, ser-
vices, and money, are constrained by border police and immigration
officials. The asymmetry of free-flowing commodities and capital, com-
bined with the legal barriers to legal migration, further increases the power
of transnational corporations to seek profits and disregard human costs.
Nonetheless, free trade, capital mobility, privatization, and decreased gov-
ernment regulation of transnational corporate activities were the panacea
held out by elite policymakers as the solution to poverty and underdevel-
opment. Because this view reflects the disproportionate influence of the
United States on international institutions, this conceptual framework is
called the Washington consensus.*?

The SAPs that were imposed in the 1980s were one manifestation of
this framework. The ways that multilateral and regional trade agreements
are constructed and enforced is another. These agreements, like SAPs,
ignore gender equity and other social concerns and implicitly assume that
women will continue to provide the caring labor necessary for social repro-
duction, regardless of the additional burdens placed on them.

The scope of contemporary trade agreements far exceeds the movement
of goods and capital. Indeed they are replacing democratically enacted laws
and regulations on the national level with international edicts. This has
been referred to as marketization of governance.*? The rights of citizens to
enact laws protecting public health, workers’ rights, or the environment
are secondary to the “rights” of corporations to expand their markets and
earn profits. The WTO, for example, has no minimum standards regarding
health, safety, workers’ rights, or the environment but does have the judi-
cial power to dismantle national standards regarding these things.

This power stems from the fact that trade agreements do more than just
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eliminate tariffs on imported goods and services. They also require nations
to eliminate what are called nontariff trade barriers. Nontariff trade barri-
ers are national regulations that prohibit imports that do not meet certain
content standards, licensing requirements, or safety and environmental
regulations. These regulations may be deemed barriers to trade under the
rules of the WTO. For example, the WTO has required Europe to allow
the importation of hormone-treated beef despite well-founded concerns
about its health effects, and the United States has been forced to abandon
its efforts to outlaw the sale of tuna caught with nets that endanger turtles
and other fish.# When national standards about content, safety, and the
environment are replaced by international standards (set by supranational
organizations and negotiated in secret), trade “harmonization” is said to
take place. George Orwell was prescient: under the rules of globalization,
war is peace, and harmony is dissonance on a world scale.

Trade rules, which also apply to investment, prohibit national govern-
ments from giving preferential treatment to domestic industries and can
even require that governments compensate corporations for any loss of
profits caused by changes in public policies. NAFTA provides a case in
point. It explicitly allows Canadian, U.S., or Mexican investors to sue the
host government if their companies’ assets, including the intangible prop-
erty rights of expected profits, are damaged by laws or regulations. The
case of Methanex v. United States is an excellent example. In this case the
California legislature voted to ban methyl tertiary-butyl ether MTBE), a
carcinogenic fuel additive. Methanex, the Canadian company that manu-
factures MTBE, sued the U.S. government for $970 million in compensa-
tion for the damage California was inflicting on its future profits.4> Cases
such as these do not go to court but rather are heard by secret arbitration
panels. This case was no different. It was eventually settled, and California
has dropped its opposition to MTBE. A similar situation occurred when
the Canadian government proposed requiring all cigarettes to be sold in
plain black-and-white packages with vivid warnings about the health
effects of smoking. Cigarette companies in the United States threatened to
sue, and although the suit was dropped, the Canadian government dropped
its plan to regulate cigarette packaging.4°

These examples are all from wealthy, industrialized countries with the
legal, financial, and political resources to resist corporate abuses. Consider
then how much more dire the situation is for developing countries without
such resources and with the urgent need to create jobs. The environmental
degradation of the global South is well-known: severe air pollution in
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major metropolitan areas, water pollution from the runoff of pesticides and
fertilizer in the countryside, deforestation and soil erosion, and the loss of
animal and plant habitats. The marketization of governance and
unchecked power of transnational corporations only exacerbate these prob-
lems.

Privatization, in particular the privatization of services, is another key
component of the marketization of governance. Health, education, and
water services are all targets of transnational corporations who view them
as profit-making opportunities rather than as services that states are obli-
gated to provide for their citizens. Privatization is a key component of
SAPs, and so as a condition for debt relief, many poor countries were forced
to abandon public spending on water, health, and education. This has cre-
ated opportunities for private, for-profit companies to come in and sell
these services as commodities. As a result, many people who lack the
income to purchase these basic services must make do without them.

The trend in water service is particularly troubling. Water, which is an
absolute necessity for human life, and access to it should be a human right,
is becoming increasingly scarce. According to United Nations estimates
over one billion people do not have access to clean water and two and half
billion do not have adequate sanitation and sewage. In the face of this
scarcity, water is becoming just another commodity to enhance corporate
profitability. The World Bank provides financing for water privatization.
The WTO allows national laws protecting public water systems to be chal-
lenged as trade barriers, and the IMF has required countries to adopt water
privatization as a condition for loan renewal.47

The consequences of privatization, combined with the protections
offered to transnational corporate profits, raise particularly troubling prob-
lems for all citizens concerned with gender equity and progressive public
policies. As has been shown time and time again, women are generally
responsible for providing healthcare, education, safe food, and clean water
for their families, tasks that are made far more ditficult by the privatization
of social services. Feminist economist Marjorie Gritin Cohen points out
that national governments are increasingly reluctant to subsidize national
services providing childcare, healthcare, and so forth because some of these
services are provided by private, for-profit companies who may charge that
government-subsidized services constitute nontariff trade barriers and
threaten their profits.#® Likewise, Farah Fosse, of the International Gender
and Trade Network, points out that women make up the majority of ser-
vice workers. Many of these jobs are in the public sector, which provides
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relatively better job security and benefits. When public sector employment
is reduced, women lose good jobs. In addition, affirmative action programs
and other preferences for marginalized workers may be considered trade
restrictions further limiting women’s opportunities.*® And, of course,
when education is privatized, particularly in the poorest countries, girls are
pulled out of school first.

The liberalization of international finance is another aspect of the mar-
ketization of governance. Countries were persuaded to open their financial
markets—their markets for stocks, bonds, and currency—to foreign spec-
ulators working for large institutional investment firms. Money managers
send speculative balances around the world seeking the highest returns.
This is called portfolio investment. Managers of mutual funds, hedge
funds, and pension funds can buy and sell at a whim the financial assets—
stocks, bonds, and currency—of other countries, including developing
countries.>® This has drastically changed the structure of debt in the devel-
oping countries. In 1981, before the Third World debt crisis erupted, 77
percent of the foreign investment in developing countries was financed by
stable, long-term, bank loans. By 1993, 74 percent of the foreign invest-
ment in developing countries was portfolio investment.

Portfolio investment can induce widespread economic instability
because capital is as free to leave as it was to arrive. Moreover, the invest-
ment decisions by money managers are not made on the basis of sound cal-
culations about the profitability of particular ventures like new factories,
infrastructure, or housing. They are instead gambles, pure financial specu-
lation. The current term for this phenomena is casino capitalism.>" As early
as 19306 the economist John Maynard Keynes was critical of casino capital-
ism. Students of economic history may remember his famous quote, “when
the capital development of the country becomes a by-product of the activ-
ities of a casino, the job is likely to be ill-done.”>?

Casino capitalism fuels speculative bubbles that always burst. When
they do, the people who borrowed the money and enjoyed its benefits are
rarely the same people who are left to pick up the tab. The Asian financial
crisis is a good example. It began in Thailand during the late 1990s. Large
amounts of unregulated and unrestricted capital flowed into the country in
the form of short-term loans. These loans financed the construction of
shopping malls, office buildings, and apartments, fueling a speculative
bubble that pushed real estate prices above their sustainable values. When
the bubble burst, and speculative capital fled, the results were predictable.
The bahr (Thailand’s currency) fell radically in value, the Thai economy
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went into recession, and unemployment skyrocketed. Again the IMF
bailed out the international financiers and left the Thai citizens saddled
with more international debt and a deeply devalued currency. Once again,
the consequences of financial speculation were gendered: the poor suffered
the most—women make up the largest proportion of the poor, and
women’s work burdens increased even as male unemployment increased.>3

Conclusion

This chapter has covered a wide terrain both chronologically and concep-
tually from the origins of development, to gender and development, to the
marketization of governance. We have been quite critical overall of the
effects of globalization on the lives and material well-being of the majority
of the world’s population, and we have stressed that women and girls are
the ones who suffer the most from neoliberal policies. The rights of corpo-
rations to cross borders and earn profits are enshrined in law, while the
rights of citizens to protect their health, their environment, and their eco-
nomic futures are swept aside. Our critique does not, however, make us
protectionists or isolationists. What we are arguing against is the marketi-
zation of governance, the dismantling of publicly provided social services,
and the unchecked power of elites to use people and natural resources with-
out regard for the real social costs of their actions.

One significant social cost of globalization has been its pernicious effect
on caring labor. To the extent that globalization encourages the expansion
of markets, it has penalized the providers of care. Countries are able to
stimulate economic growth by shifting production from unpaid care ser-
vices to the production of market commodities. This is precisely what has
happened as developing countries have pursued industrialization policies
that rely on the labor supply of poor women willing to work for low wages
and few benefits.

Women'’s increased labor force participation means that the care services
they traditionally provided must now be purchased in the market or pro-
vided by the state.>* As discussed in previous chapters, relatively affluent
women are able to purchase care services from the market. Women in poor
households, on the other hand, have to shoulder the burdens themselves.
The poorer the household, the greater the burden. In parts of Asia and
Africa where male migration from rural areas to towns and cities is preva-
lent, women are left to take care of the children and elderly. Absent sup-
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port from either husbands or the state, these women face triple burdens of
caring labor, farming, and wage employment.>>

One of the ways that women are coping with greater demands on their
labor time is to participate in the informal sector of the economy. There
they work as domestics, as home-based pieceworkers, as street vendors, and
as sex workers. This sort of work is flexible and allows women to combine
earning a living with caring for their families. It is also insecure and poorly
paid. We turn to this topic in our next chapter.
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Globalization and the
Informal Economy

All over the world poor women, children, and men eke out an existence as
street vendors, home-based pieceworkers, domestic servants, gardeners,
and sex workers. When you step off a tourist bus in the global South, street
vendors selling their wares eagerly meet you. Street musicians serenade
travelers waiting for the metro in Paris, Berlin, London, and Amsterdam.
In the early morning suburban joggers in Southern California run past
Latina women and men hustling to their jobs as maids, nannies, and gar-
deners. And an evening stroll through the red light district finds sex work-
ers advertising their trade. All this work takes place in what economists
call the informal sector. But not all work in the informal sector is so visi-
ble. Hidden in homes and sweatshops around the world, poorly paid work-
ers sew clothes, weave rugs, stitch soccer balls, and assemble electronics.

The informal sector is the unorganized and unregulated sector of the
economy. Workers and businesses in the informal sector generally operate
outside the official rules and regulations of the state. According to the
International Labour Organization (ILO), the overwhelming majority,
from 6o to 66 percent, of informal sector workers are women.” Women
often work in the informal sector because it is characterized by extremely
small levels of start-up capital and minimal skill requirements and does
not require access to organized markets or channels of distribution. Work-
ers in the informal sector work in unsafe, crowded conditions and earn very
low wages. Because the informal sector is so large and diverse, huge varia-
tions exist among and within countries. Still the ILO concludes that the
informal sector is expanding: it is already large in developing countries, it
is growing rapidly in the transition economies, and it is (re)emerging in all
the industrialized countries.?
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The size of the informal economy is quite large. According to the World
Bank, the informal economy in Africa is estimated at 42 percent of GDP in
1999—2000, and in Latin America it is 41 percent of GDP. It comprises
between 19 and 67 percent in the transition economies and 20 percent in
the Western industrialized nations.? These are, of course, rough estimates.
It is particularly difficult to measure the informal economy since some of it
is illegal, most of it is unlicensed and unregulated, and many of the people
who participate in it are clandestine immigrants who are not allowed to
work in the official economy.

The emergence of the informal sector in industrialized countries is par-
ticularly interesting. Feminist geographer Saskia Sassen argues that this
phenomenon is best understood in the context of the structural changes in
the economy that accompany globalization: increased income inequality
and the restructuring of consumption in both high-income and very low-
income groups.* An expansion of demand for cheap goods and services is
fueled by growth in the low-income population, and the expansion of the
informal sector helps meet that demand. The many gypsy cabs, unlicensed
group day-care providers, and street food vendors in any large city are
examples of the ways that the informal sector works for low-income people.
At the same time consumption patterns among high-income groups are
characterized by custom-produced designer clothing, luxury homes,
gourmet food, and many personal services. High-income households hire
limousine services, live-in nannies, and private cooks. These examples
illustrate how the needs and wants of the high-income people are cotermi-
nous with the expansion of the informal sector.

Not for Love or Pleasure: Sex Work in the Global Economy

Consumption patterns vary by both income status and by gender. The sex
industry is a paradigmatic example of gendered consumption: the needs
and wants of men create the demand for sexual services from women, men,
and sometimes children.

Prostitution has been the subject of heated debates among feminists.
Some see it as inherently sexist, degrading, and humiliating. In this view,
prostitution rationalizes male dominance and encourages violence against
women, and it should be abolished. Others have seen it as a liberating
choice. In this view women should be able to use their bodies as they wish,
including selling their sexual services. As feminist economists, we take a
different view, one that regards the sale of sexual services as a type of work.
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Our interest is in understanding the working conditions of the industry
and its place in the global economy. To emphasize this point of view, we
use the term sex worker rather than prostitute.>

Like other forms of feminized labor, sex work has been affected by the
forces of globalization. The economic hardships and dislocations that have
accompanied globalization have created conditions where sex work is an
increasingly viable option. For many young women, sex work is likely to
be better paid, more flexible, and less time-consuming than factory work.
Feminist sociologist Wendy Chapkis cautions us to remember that prosti-
tution is often chosen from a desperately limited range of options.® Like-
wise, feminist economist Jean Pyle argues that deciding whether or not to
engage in sex work is not made in isolation from broader economic condi-
tions.” The sex industry is flourishing because the global liberalization of
trade and finance has eased international travel for sex workers and sex cus-
tomers. Moreover, structural adjustment policies (SAPs) require countries
to generate foreign exchange earnings, and sex tourism, by catering to
men from the rich nations, is one way to do this. Sex tourism is a growing
industry.

One of the particularly troubling aspects of this trade is child prostitu-
tion, a growing worldwide problem. In virtually every country, children
are engaged in commercial sexual activity. The United Nations Children’s
Fund (UNICEF) finds that over one hundred million children worldwide
are sexually exploited.® The root causes of child prostitution are poverty,
lack of economic opportunities, and failures of national and international
policies to protect children. Moreover, there are no international agree-
ments that prevent governments from generating foreign exchange earn-
ings through the sale of sexual services.

A recent report by the ILO examined the sex industries in Indonesia,
Malaysia, the Philippines, and Thailand, where commercial sex has become
increasingly important following the economic hardships caused by the
Asian financial crisis.® In addition to the sex workers themselves, the
industry supports a wide variety of other workers including managers, pro-
curers, cleaners, waitresses, cashiers, and security guards. Despite the
difficulty in obtaining precise statistics, the ILO estimates that several mil-
lion people earn a living either directly or indirectly through the sex indus-
try. The industry accounts for anywhere from 2 to 14 percent of national
income in these four countries, and these revenues are crucially important
to the economic well-being of many outside the industry. In Thailand, for
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example, close to $300 million is transferred annually to rural families by
women working in the sex industry in urban areas.

The report also shows that financial hard times affect women and men
differently. Widespread layoffs in manufacturing and services are likely to
drive women into the sex industry as opportunities for paid employment
decline. The net effect is an increase in the supply of sex workers. On the
other hand, the demand for sexual services by men is not much affected by
unemployment or the decline in national income. Consequently, the total
demand for sexual services may increase in the aftermath of economic crises
if hard-hit nations devalue their currencies and make sex tourism even
cheaper.™

Whether or not sex work is a good or bad job depends on working con-
ditions that vary widely along the lines of class, race, ethnicity, and nation-
ality. The feminist sociologist Kamala Kempadoo points out that in gen-
eral white sex workers have safer, more comfortable, higher-paid work,
while persons of mixed ancestry, Asians, and Latinas form a middle class,
and black women are disproportionately the poorest sex workers in the
most dangerous street environments."" This can be partly explained by the
colonial ideology that eroticized women of color. One of the ways that the
colonial system produced a racialized gender ideology was to link inferior-
ity to heightened sexuality. Thus the inferiority of indigenous women was
constructed, in part, by seeing them as more sexual than white European
women. As “primitives,” sex was “natural” to them.™ As we have demon-
strated repeatedly, that which is deemed natural does not require the same
compensation and prestige as that which is not.

This dynamic presents an important challenge to feminists interested
in improving the working conditions in the sex industry and protecting
the rights of sex workers. It goes back to the perennial problem in femi-
nism, which is how to reconcile the often conflicting interests of women
who are in different social and economic locations in a way that will cre-
ate a collective agenda for change. Today, many women are forced out of
economic hardship to migrate. As we have seen in earlier chapters, many
of them end up as domestic workers. Many also end up as sex workers, and
they are not always well received by their more fortunate colleagues who
enjoy the status of citizenship. For example, in the Netherlands, where sex
work is legal, Asian, African, and Eastern European women are prohibited
from working in licensed brothels and are consigned to working in illegal
establishments or streetwalking. Moreover, the Dutch sex workers do not
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allow illegal migrants to join their lobbying organization, Red Thread.
They see the migrants as a threat to the wages and benefits of Dutch work-
ers.”3 Of course, the issues raised here in the context of the sex industry are
much the same as debates about the influx of migrants on any other sort
of labor market.

The Dutch case is also interesting because it sheds light on the debates
between legalizing prostitution and decriminalizing it. Legalization gen-
erally entails regulating and taxing the industry. Such laws are often made
to protect the health of the prostitutes’ customers and increase state rev-
enues. State regulation of prostitution is an old story. Wherever armies are
sent, prostitution is tolerated, if not encouraged. Indeed, this is the origin
of the term hookers, which refers to General Hooker’s policy during the
U.S. Civil War (1861-65) of bringing prostitutes along with the troops.
Regulations that required sex workers to undergo regular medical exams
were supposed to safeguard the soldiers” health. These regulations put the
responsibility for safe sex on the sex workers rather than on the customers.
The regulations were often intrusive and humiliating, so feminists con-
cerned with the rights of prostitutes argued for decriminalization rather
than legalization. Feminists emphasize the importance of protecting the
health of sex workers as well as their customers and point out that sex
workers, like all workers, need protection from violence and coercion.
From this perspective it is clear that the issues facing sex workers are not
terribly different from the issues facing other workers in the informal
economy.

Decriminalization is, in our view, a better way to protect sex workers,
their customers, and the general public. The critical questions are how to
understand the gender-specific needs of women (especially around child-
care, pregnancy, STDs, sexual harassment, and violence), and how to create
labor organizations that are not based on hierarchies of race, gender, class,
ethnicity, or nationality. One might argue that given the dire problem
with HIV/AIDS transmission it makes sense to regulate prostitution to
stop the spread of disease. This only makes sense if it works. The problem
is that mandatory medical examinations that make it illegal for women
with sexually transmitted diseases to sell sex will not stop the spread of sex-
ual diseases. Slowing or stopping the spread of STDs will happen when
more people use condoms.' Oftentimes poverty, customers’ demands, or
workplace prohibitions prevent sex workers from using prophylactics.
When sex worker rights are protected, they will be able to require their
customers to practice safe sex.
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Protecting the rights of all sex workers, including both legal and illegal
immigrants, is also an important strategy in combating global trafficking
in women. Here we define trafficking as the illegal transport or sale of
human beings to exploit their labor. According to Human Rights Watch,
the trafficking of women and children into bonded sweatshop labor, forced
marriage, forced prostitution, domestic servitude, and other kinds of work
is a global phenomenon.™ Victims are coerced through deception, fraud,
intimidation, physical force, and debt bondage. Women are placed in abu-
sive conditions of employment and forced to pay off their “debts” before
they receive their wages or gain their freedom. Human Rights Watch
advocates treat this problem as a human rights violation and pursue legal
sanctions against the traffickers. The trafficking problem points to the need
to regard sex work as a legitimate kind of work and therefore create a cli-
mate wherein sex workers know they can seek legal redress without fear of
legal sanctions or deportation. Here the issues are not so different than in
other parts of the informal economy, and particularly in the case of domes-
tic workers.

Maids, Mothers, and Workers

One of the ways that affluent women reconcile the often conflicting
demands of work and family is by hiring domestic help. Rising global
inequality has made this easier as women from poor countries migrate to
richer ones in search of the incomes necessary to support themselves and
their families. Data suggest that women constitute half the world’s immi-
grants, and in some countries they account for as much as 8o to 9o percent
of the total.’® A woman’s decision to migrate is motivated by financial and
economic conditions. Lack of local employment opportunities combined
with the prospect of much higher wages in wealthier countries makes
migration an attractive option to many.

Domestic work is difficult work. Domestics work, and often live, in pri-
vate households. They are isolated, their work is unregulated, and they are
subject to abuse by their employers. Long workdays, low wages, and poor
living conditions, along with verbal, physical, and sexual abuse are often
their lot. According to a study by Human Rights Watch the median
hourly wage for domestic workers in the United States was $2.14 after
deductions for room and board. The median workday was fourteen hours,
and many workers were not free to leave their employers’ homes without
permission.’” Domestic workers are vulnerable to such abuses because they
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lack the protection and information that would allow them to defend
themselves. Fear of deportation and unemployment keep many of them
locked into abusive situations.™ In addition, loneliness and worry may be
their constant companions because they have often left their own children
behind.

Domestic work is low-status work, and immigrant domestic workers are
unlikely to be invited to participate in economic policy discussions with
world leaders. Perhaps they should be. Governments have a significant
interest in the economics of migrant domestics since for some nations
migration reduces unemployment and increases the remittance of foreign
exchange.’ Migrants typically send a portion of their earnings home to
their families. These remittances are important for two reasons. First, they
allow governments to reduce public spending for social services that
benefit poor families. Second, these remittances are an important source of
foreign exchange that can be used to service foreign debts. The host gov-
ernments also benefit since immigrant women’s low-wage labor allows
them to avoid providing public support for childcare and eldercare.?°

Of course, childcare and eldercare are needed by both the rich and the
poor. The demand for domestic services is not only from upscale profes-
sionals but also from single mothers who need affordable childcare, elderly
people on pension incomes, and two-earner working-class families.?” These
last three groups can afford a quite different pay scale than can upscale pro-
fessionals and so will have different standards for their employees. Since
this is an informal, unregulated market, those who can afford to pay the
most are free to discriminate on the basis of race, ethnicity, age, sexual ori-
entation, good looks, or any other feature they wish. It would be very sur-
prising therefore, if hiring practices did not mirror societal prejudices and
stereotypes. Young, attractive, light-skinned women will be found in the
top tiers of the market, while women whose skins are darker, who are older,
or who do not fit European beauty standards will be found toward the bot-

tom.??

Microcredit, Small Enterprises, and Homework

Despite hazardous conditions and low pay, national governments and
international organizations encourage women’s work in the informal sector
by promoting microcredit. Microcredit (sometimes referred to as
microfinance) refers to extremely small loans made to poor women to
enable them to start small-scale enterprises in the informal sector. The
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Grameen Bank, located in Bangladesh, is the progenitor of microcredit.
Small loans are made to women organized into groups called loan circles. If
one woman in the circle does not repay her loan, the others in the circle are
ineligible for future loans. In this way the collective liability of the group
serves as collateral. The interest rate on the loans is 16 percent. The
Grameen Bank boasts its successes: loan repayment rates are nearly 95 pet-
cent, and they are empowering the “poorest of the poor.”?3 The microcre-
dit phenomenon has captured the imagination of many organizations who
see it as a way to transform the poor into small-scale capitalist entrepre-
neurs. It is promoted as an effective tool to fight poverty since it is an
investment not a “handout.”

Despite its rosy aura, the reality is less appealing, and the situation is
more complex. It is certainly true that microcredit has been a success for
many of the banks that have adopted it. The loan repayment rates are extra-
ordinarily high. We must remember, however, that lending to the poor has
long been a lucrative enterprise. Pawnshops, finance companies, and loan
sharks profit handsomely when poor people find themselves desperate for
cash and unable to secure regular credit. In these conditions they are forced
to pay high interest rates. One would be shortsighted, indeed, to think that
profitable lending to the poor was a new innovation. The real questions
about microcredit are these: Does it reduce women’s poverty, or does it
exploit the poor? Does it empower women, or does it make them depen-
dent upon lenders?

The evidence is mixed. Proponents of microcredit usually offer stories of
individual success—women whose lives were transformed after they pur-
chased a market stall or some simple inputs that allowed them to start
handicraft production. There is no doubt that many individual poor
women and their families have been helped through microcredit. There is
also no question that when women take out loans, the whole family is
likely to benefit and the impact on child welfare will be greater than when
men take out loans.?4 At the same time, there is little evidence that micro-
credit has had any impact on poverty rates in the developing countries. A
study commissioned by the Canadian International Development Agency
(CIDA) concluded that only a small percentage of borrowers realized sus-
tained income increases, most only realized very small gains, and the poor-
est benefitted the least.?> The study also concluded that there was little
relationship between loan repayment and business success.

The evidence concerning the impact of microcredit on women’s empow-
erment is also ambiguous. According to the World Bank, microfinance
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empowers women by allowing them more control over household assets,
more autonomy and decision-making power, greater access to participation
in public life, and more control over household resources.?® Other findings
suggest that microcredit increases women’s dual work burdens of market
and household labor.?” Microcredit can also increase household conflict
when men rather than women control the loans. Men sometimes use
women to get loans and make women responsible for paying the loans
back.?® Conflict among women can also be exacerbated because of group
repayment pressures. In the repayment rules imposed by the Grameen
Bank, for example, monthly payments must be made regardless of extenu-
ating circumstances. When a woman cannot make her payments, the other
members of her loan circle can force her to sell her belongings to meet her
loan obligations.

Feminist economist Naila Kabeer argues that empowerment should be
understood as an expansion in the range of potential choices available to
women. Women’s potential choices are shared by specific relationships of
dependency, interdependence, and autonomy that characterize gender rela-
tions and structure the risks, incentives, and opportunities in different cul-
tures.?® Conceived in this way, it is possible to understand the specific cir-
cumstances under which microcredit can be empowering to women.

Although microcredit provides some benefits for individual women and
their families, it does nothing to change the structural conditions that
drive women into the informal sector in the first place. As an antipoverty
program, microcredit fits nicely with the prevailing neoliberal ideology
that defines poverty as a problem of individual failing. To solve poverty,
the poor must work harder, get educated, have fewer children, and act
more responsibly. Markets reward those who help themselves, and women
are no exception. This rhetoric shifts poverty solutions away from collec-
tive, social efforts and onto the backs of the poor women. It should come as
no surprise that microcredit solutions are gaining currency in the United
States as the solution for poverty there.

Feminists need to ask if, and to what extent, does microcredit help
people in the informal sector by improving their working conditions. As
one commentator has noted, encouraging the growth of the informal sector
sounds like advice from one of Dickens’s more objectionable characters.3°
Microcredit encourages the movement of production from the factory back
into the home via piecework. Indeed, one of the ways that women reconcile
their responsibilities for family duties and the need to earn a wage income
is by engaging in homework, and the vast majority of homeworkers are
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women working in their homes or in small workshops.>' Homeworkers are
generally paid by the piece not the hour. They sew garments, weave rugs,
make toys, and assemble electronic components. Homeworkers, mainly
women and children, face particular challenges because this work is often
beyond the reach of either national or international regulations. Conse-
quently, they often work long hours for very poor pay in unsafe, hazardous
conditions.

Many firms seek to boost their profits by setting up shop in the informal
economy, where they have reduced labor costs and no regulations on
employment. This often takes the form of subcontracting, whereby large
transnational corporations put out bids for smaller, local entrepreneurs to
set up production or assembly facilities where piecework is carried out. The
intermediary agents who connect local and global assembly lines are rarely
held accountable for the conditions of work. They are not required to pro-
vide safe work spaces, and wages are so low that those at the end of the pro-
duction chain receive pennies for every $100 of final sales. The informal
economy is no oasis of equality: microentrepreneurs and small enterprises
have the greatest status, prestige, and income, while homeworkers have the
least. Not only are women the majority of workers in the informal econ-
omy, they are heavily represented at the bottom of it.3?

Conclusion

The expansion of the informal sector provides many benefits to the global-
ized economy, which is dominated by the profit-seeking strategies of
transnational corporations. But the informal sector is unlikely to solve the
problems of global poverty, women’s subordination, and economic insecu-
rity. To the contrary, the growth of the informal sector actually exacerbates
the feminization of poverty in part because it weakens the power of nation-
states to enforce labor standards that ensure decent conditions of work. The
growth of the informal economy highlights the failures of globalization.
There is no way that unregulated markets will ever provide gender equity
and economic security to the most vulnerable. The individualistic solu-
tions of microcredit and entrepreneurship are not answers. While national
and international policies are needed, care must be taken to craft them in
ways that do not simply create bureaucracies and red tape that force more
poor women, men, and children into the unprotected, unregulated infor-
mal economy.
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8. The Liberated Economy

Mainstream economists claim that their conceptual building blocks are
objective, value-free, and scientific. We disagree; the fundamental cate-
gories of economic analysis are not neutral with respect to existing patterns
of social subordination and power." The concepts of, for example, rational-
ity and scarcity, maximization and equilibrium, commodities and
exploitation, embody historically specific visions of normative masculinity,
femininity, whiteness, and heterosexual orientation that are particular to
the West. Indeed, the establishment of Anglo-European world dominance
depended upon the creation of new patterns of social hierarchy and the
intensification of old patterns of domination.

Feminist economists begin with this observation, a starting point that
would not raise an eyebrow in philosophy, sociology, or the history of sci-
ence. But those who practice mainstream economics deny the historical
specificity of the discipline’s basic concepts. Instead, mainstream econo-
mists believe that the central organizing categories of economics are a mir-
ror of nature. Dare we point out that the commodities of everyday life do
not roll off assembly lines with equilibrium prices stamped on their fore-
heads? Nor does a nation’s income split itself in two, with wages on the one
side and profits on the other, with the ebb and flow of the tides. And
sunspots do not cause business cycles.? If economic concepts do not mirror
the natural world, then these concepts must be socially constructed—in
which case gender and sexuality, like race and class, matter.

Throughout this book we have stressed the connections between social
constructs that assign people to particular types of work and women’s sub-
ordinate economic status. We certainly hope that no readers have inter-
preted our advocacy for women as a call for turning the tables on men. To
the contrary, our commitment is to a freer, more just world, one in which
women and men regardless of social or geographic location can shape their
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destinies by sharing power and responsibility in the workplace, the home,
and the government.> But as discrimination and gender bias prevent
women from exercising their fair share of power and responsibility, they
continue to suffer disproportionately. The persistence of this economic dis-
advantage underscores the need for continued feminist activism and schol-
arship.

Even as women'’s participation in paid labor has increased, the feminiza-
tion of labor on a global scale means that work continues to be segregated
by gender, race, ethnicity, and nationality. Simultaneous with the expan-
sion of women’s participation in paid labor, we’ve seen a dramatic increase
in income inequality in both developed and developing nations. The
women and men who hold good jobs—whether as knowledge workers
(workers in information technologies) in the “new” economy, or as execu-
tives and managers in traditional industries, or as professionals in the ser-
vice sector—are well compensated for their labor, while other, poorly paid
workers—male as well as female—assemble products or provide services
necessary for the daily functioning of highly paid workers.4 Yes, women do
the majority of this supportive work. Why? Precisely because this work is
feminized: it is flexible, poorly paid, monotonous, and low status. How
ironic is it when social conservatives blame feminism for the erosion of
masculinity when it is actually the very economic forces they celebrate—
free markets, free trade, and globalization—that undermine the conditions
of work and threaten all workers with the specter of feminization.

Toward an Inclusive, Egalitarian Division of Labor

The confluence of representations defines some work as women’s and other
work as men’s. Such coding is largely, but not wholly, an effect of culture,
discourse, and ideology. Generally speaking, the types of work associated
with reproduction are precisely those viewed as natural, unskilled, and less
than. At the same time, positions in the division of labor largely, but not
completely, determine incomes. Those fortunate enough to match the
characteristics needed to claim masculinity, whiteness, heterosexuality,
and other markers of class privilege are assigned the most privileged posi-
tions in the division of labor, and consequently they receive high incomes,
status, and power (although being a white male does not guarantee eco-
nomic success). It is neither whiteness nor maleness per se that is rewarded;
it is rather that positionality vis-a-vis the social division of labor determines
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how much of society’s assets a person can acquire. Yet as we have argued,
social location is itself an effect of representation. In this way cultural
norms determine how people with various characteristics are assigned to
positions in the division of labor.

Feminist economics shows how material processes of production/repro-
duction and cultural processes of representation shape the division of labor.
This analysis reveals the need for new systems of representation in which
the many identities that were defined as less than, pathological, or deviant
are revalued. Recall the historical origins of the received system of repre-
sentation: culturally dominant groups claimed their superiority by casting
difference in terms of naturally given, hierarchical binaries. Positive traits
were associated with elites, and negative traits were associated with the
“other.”

Because feminist economics illuminates both the cultural and material
dimensions of the division of labor, it is able to link sociocultural processes
of representation with political-economic processes of valorization. Divi-
sions of labor, in all their various manifestations—manual and mental,
rural and urban, agricultural and manufacturing, productive and repro-
ductive—always mark, and thereby value and devalue, human work.

We can imagine different systems of representation, ones that acknowl-
edge the inherent value of all human beings regardless of social location.
Likewise, we can imagine an egalitarian division of labor that respects all
forms of social labor and does not privilege productive over reproductive
labor, creative over repetitive work, or mental over manual effort. Given
the limitations of technology, there are always likely to be distasteful,
monotonous, backbreaking jobs that need doing. We need to envision
democratic ways of accomplishing this work that do not assign the people
who do it to a life sentence of drudgery reflecting their positions in the cul-
tural system of representation. An inclusive, egalitarian division of labor
will ensure that everyone—independent of their performance of manual or
mental, creative or repetitive labor—will have the opportunity to partici-
pate in the full range of productive and reproductive activities, and every-
one can give as well as receive care. The conditions of work need to change
to eliminate the pressures on reproduction/caring that stem from the over-
valuation of production, and the status of reproduction needs to change to
reduce tensions between caring and earning.

Our vision of inclusion begins from the idea that we all belong to com-
munities and have a range of reciprocal rights, obligations, and responsi-
bilities.> Institutions, and the cultural norms which support them, are the
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mechanisms that integrate people and groups into the social whole. In
many societies today, institutions like the family, the church, and the state
serve to control access to resources by privileging certain groups of people
and excluding others.® In this way, the rules, norms, and practices of exclu-
sion simultaneously produce difference. As we have argued throughout
this book, it is precisely the enactment of such rules, norms, and practices
that produce and reproduce social hierarchies. The division of labor,
including being exempt from labor, is a key element in every social hierar-
chy. A society structured by principles of inclusion must, therefore, strive
for an egalitarian division of labor. It is not enough to simply redistribute
the fruits of labor. It is just as important to call into question the social
institutions, practices, and political-economic structures that produce
exclusion and difference in the first place.

Envisioning a society with an inclusive, egalitarian division of labor
requires an approach to social analysis in which group disadvantage is not
simply the result of obstacles to individual achievement. Some believe that
group disadvantage, the outcome that women or people of color, for exam-
ple, tend to be less well off than elite males, occurs because individuals
(whether female, black, or migrant) have not been able to compete on the
same terms as elite men. For them, the goal of economic and social policy
is the removal of impediments to individual competitive advancement. In
this view the economic system is fair if it provides equal opportunities. If,
in other words, policies were enacted and enforced such that women and
people of color occupied the same locations in the division of labor as elite
males, then the problem of inequality would be eliminated.

But if everyone fit into the division of labor in the way that elite males
do, then who would do the caring labor, the physically demanding work,
and the poorly paid, monotonous tasks? Given the way that systems of
representation (over)determine economic winners and losers, we can pre-
dict exactly who will end up with these jobs: women, people of color, and
other culturally devalued groups. The equal opportunity approach
described above dodges questions of social structure and class by reifying
individual traits as the cause of social hierarchies. When, in contrast,
income, occupation, wealth, and opportunity are analyzed in terms of
structures of inclusion and exclusion, then the need for fundamental
change is obvious.

The principle of inclusion directs our attention to all the structural
causes of exclusion, including those that emanate from the spheres of dis-
course, representation, and culture. Exclusion and devaluation occur when
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those who contribute to the socially necessary work of production and
reproduction, whether this labor is manual or mental, creative or repeti-
tive, do not receive shares of society’s resources that permit them to live
decent lives, with access to the food, clothing, shelter, education, health-
care, and recreation that are the mark of full enjoyment of human rights. In
societies structured by exclusion there are more people than there are social
spaces that provide economic well-being. Indeed, the purpose of exclusion-
ary practices is to block access to the activities, occupations, and symbols
that are the mark of economic success.

In contrast, feminist, egalitarian principles of inclusion call for the
restructuring of society’s political-economic system to create conditions in
which everyone can participate in the production of the goods and services
we need for our daily lives, as well as fully participate in the many activi-
ties associated with reproduction. In this view, paid and unpaid work, pro-
ductive and reproductive work, are of equal social importance. The full
development of our potential as human beings means that all of us must
have the access to the material and cultural resources necessary to engage in
both types of labor.

Our feminist goal of inclusive representation accompanied by an egali-
tarian division of labor is neither more nor less utopian (or dystopian,
depending upon one’s values and politics) than are the prevailing neolib-
eral principles of free trade and free markets, on the one hand, or the tradi-
tional Marxist principles of class solidarity and the dictatorship of the pro-
letariat, on the other. Every school of social analysis—feminist, Marxist, or
neoliberal—has utopian underpinnings. Indeed, implicit and explicit val-
ues that inform social policy are always rooted in a utopian vision.

International Interventions

A central theme that has emerged in these pages is that gender equity and
social justice require public policies that supercede or modify market-
based outcomes. Unregulated markets never have and never will meet all
social needs, especially for services like childcare, eldercare, and household
labor. Moreover, to the extent that these services are purchased in markets,
the work will be poorly paid, low status, and feminized. Likewise, markets
alone can not solve the structural effects of discrimination, poverty, and
other forms of social exclusion. Thus, states and communities must play an
active role in creating the conditions for inclusive economic systems.

As we note in chapter 6, however, the power of the state to enact socially

132



The Liberated Economy

progressive policies to protect the rights of workers, ensure the supply of
caring labor, and create a more equal distribution of income has been seri-
ously eroded by the combination of neoliberal policies and economic glob-
alization. National governments today are far more accountable to corpo-
rate interests than they are to the needs of their citizens. Making this
situation even more problematic is the fact that, in this age of globalization
and migration, more and more of the residents of any particular country are
denied the privileges of citizenship. Once again, poorer, underprivileged
women are disproportionately represented in these immigrant populations.

Many feminists have responded to this dilemma by participating in
international and transnational organizations, including the United
Nations, which in 1995 sponsored the Fourth World Conference on
Women in Beijing, China. A parallel, nongovernmental organization
(NGO) forum was held in Huairou, and over thirty thousand women from
around the world attended, including, we are proud to report, representa-
tives from the International Association for Feminist Economics (IAFFE).
The NGO forum provided a space where groups could raise awareness of
issues particular to their region or area of concern, brainstorm and share
strategies, and lobby government delegations. Both the NGO participants
and the official delegates worked through a daunting array of obstacles to
collectively put forward a strategy for removing all impediments to
women’s active participation in public and private life. In the end, the
United Nations adopted the Platform for Action, a document that affirmed
a new international commitment to the goals of equality, development,
and peace for women everywhere.

The Platform for Action identified twelve critical areas of concern and
called on governments, the international community, and NGOs to take
strategic actions to redress them.” These twelve critical areas are

® The persistent and increasing burden of poverty on women

¢ Inequalities and inadequacies in and unequal access to education
and training

¢ Inequalities and inadequacies in and unequal access to healthcare
and related services

¢ Violence against women

e The effects of armed or other kinds of conflict on women, includ-
ing those living under foreign occupation

¢ Inequality in economic structures and policies, in all forms of pro-
ductive activities, and in access to resources
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¢ Inequality between men and women in the sharing of power and
decision making at all levels

¢ Insufficient mechanisms at all levels to promote the advancement
of women

e Lack of respect for and inadequate promotion and protection of the
human rights of women

e Stereotyping of women and inequality in women’s access to and
participation in all communication systems, especially in the
media

¢ Gender inequalities in the management of natural resources and in
the safeguarding of the environment

¢ Persistent discrimination against and violation of the rights of the
girl-child

Not surprisingly, every item on the Platform for Action is related to the
economy. Women'’s poverty, education, and health are obvious examples.
Concerns about women in the media, women and the environment, and
violence against women may seem to be at some remove from economic
processes and institutions. Television, radio, movies, print journalism, and
popular music, however, tend to represent women as dependent and pas-
sive, existing not for themselves but for the sexual pleasure of men. One
does not need an advanced degree in cultural criticism to recognize the
importance of such ubiquitous images for the perpetuation of women’s
economic subordination. Consider too the connections between environ-
mental degradation and women’s social status. Feminist research has docu-
mented the relationship between environmental stress and violence against
women, forces that limit women’s freedom and their economic indepen-
dence.?

The Platform for Action also reflects the commitment of the United
Nations to the notion that achieving equality between women and men is
a matter of human rights and a condition for social justice. The Platform
reaffirms the principles articulated in the Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), adopted by the
United Nations General Assembly in 1979. CEDAW calls for nations to
incorporate the principle of equality between men and women in their
legal systems and to enact laws that prohibit discrimination against
women.? Importantly, the Platform recognizes that without strong gov-
ernmental commitments to women'’s rights there will be a significant dis-
tance between the existence of these rights and women’s effective enjoy-
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ment of them. In reaffirming the importance of CEDAW, the Platform
recognizes that gender equality is a necessary but not sufficient condition
for building a sustainable, just, and developed society. The phrase
“women’s rights are human rights” expresses the close connection between
gender equity, women’s empowerment, and economic development.

The Platform for Action is not, however, an international treaty, so
national governments are not legally obligated to support its strategies or
recommendations. The Platform does, however, provide a document that
women’s groups and other NGOs can use to pressure national govern-
ments. It also facilitates the creation of international, national, and
regional institutions to monitor efforts to promote women’s equality in all
spheres of life, public as well as private. As our colleagues at the Beijing
Plus 5 conference held in 2000 noted, ratifying treaties and signing con-
ventions are not enough. Each nation must evaluate the progress it is mak-
ing toward women’s “full enjoyment of human rights and the fundamental
freedoms of all women throughout their life cycle.”*®

Like all international declarations the Platform reflects bargaining and
compromise. Under pressure from social conservatives, in the Vatican and
in some Islamic states, the language around issues of sexuality and human
reproduction is ambiguous. Moreover, the document does not specifically
address the structural problems associated with the neoliberal policies of
supranational organizations like the World Bank, the WTO, and the IMF
that increase poverty, undermine the welfare state, and reinforce patri-
archy. By failing to challenge the underlying causes of global inequality,
subordination, and powerlessness, the Platform for Action is an attempt at
reform, not a call for radical economic change. In the feminist analysis that
we support, the existing institutional framework is the problem. Ours is a
radical vision that calls for rethinking the very terms of economic perfor-
mance.

What Is to Be Done?

The evaluation of economic performance and economic well-being is cen-
tral to all economists, including feminists. Feminist analysis places the val-
ues of inclusion and equity at the center. In mainstream economic analyses,
economic performance and economic well-being have been cast in terms
that refuse the validity of the categories of gender, race, and class. Instead,
these questions are assumed to be gender, race, and class neutral. This
move allows mainstream economists and policy analysts to conveniently
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overlook the fact that people have different structural relationships to the
processes of production, reproduction, and consumption and that these dif-
ferent structural positions mean that economic policies affect different peo-
ple in different ways. One size fits all is as poor a guide to economic policy
formation as it is to shoes, socks, and pantyhose.

Feminist economic analysis insists on the centrality of the many different
social divisions of labor including those by gender, race, ethnicity, class,
sexuality, and nationality to show that income, status, and power follow not
from one’s economic contribution to society but rather from one’s relation-
ship to valued or devalued identities. More specifically, work that is socially
coded as feminine is devalued, and the people who do this type of work,
regardless of the sector within which they work (public or private, manu-
facturing or service, domestic or international), are similarly devalued.

Conceptualizing economic performance in ways that resist such devalu-
ing practices requires us to consider the relationship between modes of rep-
resentation and the social division of labor on the one hand and economic
well-being and social inclusion on the other. Interestingly, these connec-
tions are rendered irrelevant in the dominant view of economic success
where wealth creation through the engine of free trade is seen as the solu-
tion to every economic problem. In the neoliberal worldview, problems
like poverty and women’s subordination are problems of insufficient eco-
nomic growth. Since, according to the neoliberal view, free markets and
free trade cause the economic pie to grow more rapidly than under any
other conceivable economic regime, the rising tide of wealth and prosper-
ity that inevitably follow marketization will improve everyone’s standard
of living. In earlier chapters we present a range of arguments, both theo-
retical and empirical, that debunk these claims.

As feminist economists, we pose five evaluative criteria that allow us to
explicitly address the social values that should lie at the heart of every
assessment of economic activity.

1. Is the economic system fair? What is a fair share of society’s out-
put? Under what conditions are some people entitled to more than enough
for the enjoyment of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness? When is it
acceptable for others to suffer lifelong malnutrition or live without basic
medical care, education, and shelter? These questions lie at the heart of our
religious, ethical, and philosophical traditions. Of interest here is the fact
that, far more often than not, religious leaders, ethicists, and philosophers
have sided with the less fortunate, arguing that as a community we share a
responsibility for the health and well-being of our sisters and brothers,
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daughters and sons, mothers and fathers, coworkers and neighbors. No less
ink has been spilt reminding the well to do that their social responsibili-
ties are commensurate with their individual privilege. The world’s major
religions all have significant teachings focused on the importance of eco-
nomic equality and social justice. Feminist economists contribute to this
discussion.

We argue against the view that extremes of wealth and poverty are nec-
essary, the inevitable reflections of an innate, unchangeable human nature.
Instead, we insist that the institutions within which people produce,
reproduce, and distribute the articles of daily life can be brought into line
with human aspirations for fairness, justice, and gender equality. Compare,
for example, the records of Sweden and the United States as regards income
distribution and women’s poverty. In the United States, the richest 10 per-
cent of households earns nearly six times the income of the poorest 10 per-
cent of households. In Sweden, on the other hand, the richest 1o percent of
households earns less than three times as much as the poorest 10 percent of
households."" Similarly, in the United States, nearly 50 percent of all lone
mothers live below the poverty line, yet in Sweden less than 5 percent of
lone mothers are poor.™?

At least two points are worth making in this context. First, if extremes
of wealth and poverty are both necessary to a well-functioning economy
and reflections of natural human proclivities toward greed and selfishness,
then it is impossible to explain the very large variations in poverty and
income inequality in otherwise similar economies. A nation’s economic
policies produce income inequality just as directly as they produce income
equality. For example, during the past two decades the United States has
seen a significant increase in income inequality. Much of this is due to the
decline in well-paid manufacturing jobs and an increase in low-wage, set-
vice sector jobs.™3

While this may seem an inevitable consequence of market forces, one
must also remember that this trend is accompanied by a decline in the pro-
portion of unionized workers and a decrease in the real value of the mini-
mum wage, both of which are directly related to government policies that
increasingly favor the interests of corporations over the rights of citizens.
In addition, with increasing income inequality the rich capture more polit-
ical power. They use this power to avoid paying their fair share of the taxes
needed to finance necessary public expenditures for roads, public safety,
health, and education. As the tax system becomes more regressive, the
quality of life declines for everyone, except the very rich.
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Poverty and inequality are not the unavoidable but unfortunate results
of otherwise well-functioning economies. They are the results of conscious
policy decisions, they can be markedly reduced, and the means to do so are
at hand. As progressives have argued for years, all nations need to enact
social welfare spending programs to provide subsidies for housing and
transportation, a national system of free or low-cost early childhood educa-
tion and care, and, of course, universal healthcare. There are plenty of
examples of how to achieve these important social goals. The obstacles we
face in the industrial world are ideological and political, not technological
and financial. Problems in the global South are similarly amenable to pol-
icy interventions. Indeed, if our vision of fairness is to have a meaningful
international dimension, then certainly the rich nations of the world must
accept some responsibility for the immiseration of the global South.

Many close to the situation agree that the North should provide debt
relief, practice fair trade, and insist on high labor standards. Demilitariza-
tion, environmentally sound development policies, and shifting resources
to domestic consumption are a few of the policies that the South should
pursue. Together these can be part of a renewed international movement
for economic justice that will go a long way toward relieving human suf-
fering in the developing world. The content of these strategies must be
determined locally and reflect the experiences and perspectives of the
people whose lives will be affected. Process is crucial to a feminist egalitar-
ian inclusive economy, and who has a seat at the table is a key determinant
of fairness.

2. Does the economic system provide an enhanced quality of life
over time? What is an enhanced quality of life? Clearly it is more than just
growth in per capita goods and services. There are several reasons why eco-
nomic growth is an inadequate indicator of enhanced quality of life. From
a gender perspective the most obvious problem is that it only counts that
which has an explicit monetary price tag. Attempting to correct this
deficiency by imputing market values to nonmarket work is not really
helpful because nonmarket work is usually undervalued. Another problem
with using growth as an indicator of an enhanced quality of life is that
there is no debit side."* Every market transaction—good, bad, indiffer-
ent—is counted as adding to our pile of consumables even when the mar-
ket transaction is for cancer treatments, incarceration, or cleaning up oil
spills. When activities highly valued by the market—building shopping
centers, malls, and luxury condos—harm wetlands, forests, and rivers, the
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loss of these irreplaceable natural resources does not show up as a cost to
anyone because they are public rather than private property.

Despite the fundamental assumption of mainstream economics that
more is always preferred to less, many have questioned the necessary con-
nection between owning more things and having a better quality of life.
Indeed, recent studies in the United States show an opposite correlation: as
people’s incomes and consumption have grown, and their material posses-
sions have increased, many report less, not more, happiness.’> To envision
an enhanced quality of life in a multidimensional way, a number of differ-
ent groups have developed alternatives to simple quantitative measures
like gross domestic product (GDP). For example, a progressive San Fran-
cisco Bay area organization developed the genuine progress indicator (GPI)
to try to net out the negative effects of consumerism, environmental degra-
dation, overwork, and disease.

What to include in quality of life? One measure crucial to well-being is
the extent to which reproductive labor is shared between women and men.
The environment—clean air, clean water, safe streets, and green space—is
another important aspect of the quality of life. We should also include
access to housing, adequate nutrition, medical care, education, and leisure.
Our critique of traditional measures of growth does not make us Luddites.
We understand the economic importance of growth and capital accumula-
tion. The problem is that current measures of growth do not give us good
information on how the expansion of output influences human well-being.

3. Does the economic system provide enough economic security?
What is economic security? Clearly economic security means something
about the ability to care for one’s self, family, and community. To what
extent can people count on the economic system to allow them to realize
their plans for the future economic well-being of their families and their
communities? That is, if you are a person who shows up for work and does
a diligent job, are you likely to find yourself out of work for reasons having
nothing to do with your job performance?

This is a question of macroeconomic stability since individual workers
are not responsible for the unemployment caused by downturns in the
business cycle, technological innovation, or changes in the pattern of inter-
national trade. It is also the case that environmental issues, like access to
clean water and breathable air, play a significant role in affecting people’s
ability to work, which in turn affects their economic security. When
policymakers are concerned about promoting equity and social justice, and
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protecting the environment, they will enact a range of economic policies
that will minimize the vicissitudes of markets, afford generous unemploy-
ment compensation, provide education and retraining programs, and care-
fully assess the environmental consequences of private market activity.

People who do not have full-time commitments to paid work also
deserve economic security. In chapters 3 and 5 we discuss the tension
between earning and caring. Here we reframe this tension in terms of the
traditional macroeconomic policy goal of full employment: when economic
security is reduced to a commitment to full employment, then policy is
bound to ignore the range of familial and community responsibilities that
run counter to paid employment. In a feminist, egalitarian, inclusive vision
of the economy, all people are entitled to economic security regardless of
their position in labor markets, the largess of their partners, or the gen-
erosity of their families. To actualize this dimension of economic security,
everyone must have access to basic income supports, paid parental leave,
high-quality, low-cost early childhood education, and significant paid
vacation time.

4. Does the economic system waste human and nonhuman
resources? What does it mean to waste human and nonhuman resources?
Clearly if there are millions of people who want to work, but who are
unable to find jobs, human resources are being wasted. Similarly, if a fac-
tory can produce one hundred widgets per day, but is only producing fifty,
then the productive capacity of machines is wasted. And if while produc-
ing widgets, firms pour toxic wastes into rivers and spew gasses that cause
acid rain into the air, then natural resources are wasted.

Since its inception, industrialization has gone hand in hand with the
exploitation of the natural environment: mining, logging, and quarrying
scar the earth. The sulphurous skies hanging over industrial cities in the
former Soviet Union, poisoned rivers running through the northeastern
United States, and deforestation in the Amazon River basin are just three
examples of how the production of goods for human use can waste nonhu-
man resources. Changing this pattern of ecological destruction requires a
change in policies.

It is not a matter of state versus private industry. Instead it is a matter
of making those responsible for production decisions accountable to the
community. Decisions regarding what to produce, how to produce, and
where to produce all have environmental consequences. We need laws and
regulations to ensure that production decisions fully incorporate all envi-
ronmental costs. When natural resources are undervalued, environmental
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destruction is the result. It is, however, crucially important to carefully
consider the reasoning behind the valuation of natural resources.

Consider the following example. In 1991 Lawrence Summers, then the
chief economist for the World Bank (now president of Harvard University)
wrote an internal memo calling for more pollution in poor countries: “I
think the economic logic behind dumping a load of toxic waste in the low-
est wage country is impeccable and we should face up to that. . . . I've
always thought that under-populated countries in Africa are vastly under-
polluted; their air quality is vastly inefficiently low compared to Los Ange-
les or Mexico City.”™® His reasoning reflects standard neoliberal economic
logic. The costs of pollution are measured either in terms of the output lost
due to sickness from pollution or the willingness and ability to pay to clean
up pollution. In poor countries wages are lower, hence the value of the lost
output is less, and because income is lower, people’s ability to pay for a
healthy environment is likewise less.

The ethical bankruptcy of this reasoning is obvious. We know that the
poor suffer the most from environmental degradation. The condition of the
environment also has important economic security aspects since well over
half the people in the global South rely directly on natural resources like
arable land, forests, rivers, and fisheries for their daily sustenance. Women
in particular are vulnerable to the negative effects of resource depletion, the
degradation of natural systems, and the dangers of toxic pollutants since
they are the ones who provide for their families and communities. In addi-
tion, women are at higher risk for environmentally based illness since they
have different susceptibilities to the toxic effects of various chemicals.
These risks are particularly pronounced in low-income urban areas where
the concentration of polluting industrial facilities is highest.'”

Discrimination is another significant source of economic waste for two
reasons. First, individuals face circumscribed opportunities that limit their
ability to contribute to society. Second, sorting people into occupations by
social identities rather than by their individual skills, talents, and poten-
tials stifles economic growth. Indeed, a recent International Labor Review
study found that occupational segregation by sex wastes human resources,
prevents change, disadvantages women, and perpetuates gender inequali-
ties.” Another aspect of the negative economic impact of discrimination
can be illustrated via the racialized consequences of segregation in the
United States. Variations in educational resources, access to credit markets,
and limited employment opportunities are especially problematic for
young African-American men. Their economic prospects are bleak. To
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date, the policy response of the U.S. government has been mass incarcera-
tion that justifies their social exclusion. In a feminist, egalitarian, inclusive
economy a commitment to economic stabilization, more equal access to
good jobs, and more good jobs will reduce the waste associated with all
forms of discrimination.

5. Does the economic system provide sufficient opportunities for
meaningful work? What is meaningful work? What distinguishes a job
from a career, profession, vocation, or calling? This distinction does not
necessarily depend on the specific type of work done. The conditions in
which people work are just as important. At a minimum, the conditions of
work must meet basic standards for health and safety. But meaningful
work goes beyond this minimum to include opportunities for advance-
ment, some degree of autonomy, the chance to exercise judgment, interac-
tions with coworkers, and an environment that is free from harassment and
intimidation.

We can see from this that good jobs are not defined exclusively by mon-
etary compensation. The social relations of production matter a great deal.
As we observe the world of work, however, we notice that high pay, pres-
tige, and job satisfaction often go together. This may seem to contradict
the standard economic view of work in which labor breeds disutility and
people can only be induced to give up leisure by the promise of money.

By this reasoning, less pleasant jobs offer compensating pay. This, how-
ever, flies in the face of experience. Engineers and doctors obviously earn
more than janitors and assembly workers. Why? One answer is that poorly
paid jobs require few skills. Many people can do the work, so even though
the work is unpleasant and repetitive, employers don’t need to pay a lot to
get the labor that they need. But the association of low pay, low skills, and
a lack of intrinsic meaning is misleading. Much poorly paid work is not
low skill, nor is it boring, repetitive, or meaningless: teachers, nurses,
social workers, childcare workers, and eldercare workers do demanding,
highly skilled work, yet they are poorly paid. Once again we see that it is
the way the work is coded—as feminine not masculine, as caring not pro-
ductive—that determines its pay and prestige, which in turn shapes the
social perception of its inherent worth.

A final consideration is that work should not violate the ethical, politi-
cal, or aesthetic values of the people who do it. For example, scientists
should not have to depend on military contracts to pursue their research.
Nor should people in poor communities have to accept prison expansion
and hazardous waste disposal sites to provide jobs.
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The Liberated Economy

Lola Weikal, in The Life and Times of Rosie the Riveter, quotes the Yiddish
proverb “work makes life sweet.”™ This reflects our view that labor can be
a creative part of the human experience. In a feminist, egalitarian, inclusive
economy, meaningful work promotes human dignity and demonstrates
society’s commitment to genuine human equality.

Concluding Remarks

Gender equity and social justice are central to economic theory and policy.
This book offers an understanding of the economy that promotes these
goals. We go beyond the demonstration and measurement of the disadvan-
tages associated with social location to develop an analysis that connects
modes of representation and modes of production. This is especially impor-
tant because dominant ideologies, like those associated with the male
breadwinner—female caregiver model of the family, work to the advantage
of the elite. To counter these ideologies, we have shown how cultural rep-
resentations valorize some activities and devalue others. It is clear that gen-
der ideologies play fundamental roles in structuring economic systems. A
central contribution of feminist economics is that it names and demystifies
the relationship between ideology, theory, and policy.
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