WTE – Feminist Economics, 11 Sept 2008

Should everyone study economics?  
In school you can do a ‘crash course’ in ‘Higher’ but it’s not very substantial. We have the first-year undergraduates coming in next week and to try and encourage 400 first-years to get interested is the challenge.  From that initial 400 you get about 120 in second-year because of the drop-off rate.  So each year you’ve got to try and find new and exciting ways to bring the first-years along with you… we tend to search on the internet and there’s lots going on in North America, for example, around making economics fun.  The Open University has also done stuff but it’s all about personal finance…taking responsibility for finances and you know a lot of it is about teaching you how to budget.  What about bringing it to the outside world?  
I think that economics should be taught from a very early age but a particular type of economics…
What is the gender split?  From first-year to second-year, are you getting a drop-off of women?
Oh yes, definitely, in Business Studies the young women will opt for marketing or H.R. rather than financial management.  In Social Sciences the gender split is not as obvious, it tends to be about 50/50, but it tends to be ‘mature’ versus ‘younger’ students.

Costs and benefits

Economics is a very powerful tool.  It’s not just about the costs but about the benefits and these involve who you employ and what it does for productivity.  You may employ the ‘cheapest’ and if you do that you will reap the rewards only of having the cheapest employees but in the mainstream economy women are not as ‘productive’ as men (for obvious reasons, they go off and have babies etc.) You’ve got to take into account your benefits… economics is not just about reducing costs but about getting value.  Economics is a powerful tool to dismiss these kinds of accounting mechanisms.  Instead of focussing on reducing costs which is a very narrow limited conception of economics, we need to look beyond that and have more sophisticated ways of working out costs and benefits.  But remember economists only value what their tools allow them to value.
But most people won’t engage in debate about the costs and benefits issue because it’s too challenging…

In order to challenge that kind of argument you’ve got to say, ‘I understand your methodological framework, what are your output measures, how do you measure efficiency and how did you do your cost benefit analysis, what did you include?’  That challenges the foundations…
Discrimination

If you go back to the model we’ve got those ‘useless’ ‘non-people’ at the bottom… ‘Useless’ to the economy that is, to the people in structures that to all intents and purposes rule the world…I think discrimination is economic… people discriminate through economics, through labour, the way we abuse social reproduction is economic.  It’s an exploitative structure so ok they’re not measuring it but there must be something in there that they acknowledge that it provides more important things that they need the benefits of.
Like the whole thing with the Minimum Wage… the CBI said that everybody was going to go out of business and this was only one part of the argument…

It’s useful to have the economics behind you to see through how arguments are being disguised, to recognise the value judgement that’s being made and to say we’re not going down the route of Minimum Wage and that particular economic argument.  It’s not the only economic argument and that’s why it is a really powerful tool, if you can come up with an alternative that identifies the bias in that particular approach then you can change the world.
Valuing the social reproductive economy

If there isn’t ever a value put on the social reproductive economy – and I’m not talking about the value of money otherwise you’re just playing their game… you need to value it in a different way and that’s a really complex thing to do.  How do you value without putting a pound value on a human being?  Because that’s what you’re arguing shouldn’t happen and yet how do you talk about this without sounding ‘wishy-washy’ and as if it has nothing to do with the real economy – what language can you use?

It comes down to the definition of work… it’s a fundamental issue really… who’s doing work… what work gets done… and how work is associated with money.  They are talking a lot now about the number of babies, in economic terms we can’t afford pensions if there aren’t enough babies.  In the past it wouldn’t have been an issue as having babies didn’t cost anything because women worked for free.  Now women have to support themselves and want an earned wage and their own pension so therefore they’re not having children and there’s a link into money there, why we’re not having children.  We are being to talk about the value of work and when reproductive work is of benefit in general to our economy we’ve re-defined work.
I think there’s a problem in the re-defining of work but in terms of values feminist economists try to acquire ‘economic knowledge’ versus ‘economic theory’.  I know what you are saying about valuing reproduction but the traditional macro economic model of the economy is the circular flow of income.  This is the model of exchange processes and the dynamics of such, so in the economists’ model we need equilibrium, there is a lot coming in and lots going out and we don’t want an imbalance.  If you’ve got less coming in than going out then we’ve got a problem… exports/imports imbalance, government spending, taxation imbalance etc.  We draw a map of this for our first-years to show them how it all works and in that map the ‘household’ is just a household, it’s just an entity – there’s nothing in there that incorporates the value systems within.  But actually there’s something coming out of that model that’s not going back in and if it continues to come out you’re going to have a problem.  What’s coming out is the unpaid work that goes on in households and it’s coming out into the paid economy and there’s nothing going back in to replace that leakage, it is leaving the economy and there is no government subsidy…
Investing in well being

You start to get into a discussion about well being and investing in well being, not talking about benefits for women but talking about well being because they are productive – you are getting something back…
That’s the beauty of economics you are able to put it like that, because just talk about the value of women having babies and no one will engage, not in the world we operate in anyway… but enter their world and incorporate your thinking into it and you’ll be listened to.  Surely that’s crucial – being listened to and being heard…  After all economic thinking dominates the policy world.

There is no acknowledgment of causal links – “let’s not talk about the costs to well being, let’s not talk about unpaid work, about male and female carers and the vast leakage that this is from the economy and the labour market and in personal terms and in family terms… the social consequences as well as the economic consequences…” But when you engage in a ‘sums’ argument, well being is a really insidious concept in that application.  I mean, whose well being are we talking about and who is bearing the cost financial, personal or in health terms of the failings within the system?  
The Marxist economist, Desai, spoke about a focus on welfare as measured by value in the market place, earnings, our replacement value, social security deficit etc.  He missed the point about well being… he justified the use of time-use survey, which is moving away from a ‘commodification’ focus and looking at how we spend our time and how that can contribute to the well being of individuals.  So the commodification aspect which values the time you’ve spent but negates the love, care and attention – the ironing shirts and asking, “how was your day honey” while you are doing it.  
I know that is a complete gender stereotype but wouldn’t it impact more on the well being of the recipient and yet is not accounted for within the commodification process.  And that is what we are trying to use, in order to maybe get some insights into how economics can be adapted and used and better employed.

It falls short, it does commodify someway in terms of time it just changes pounds to hours.  It still tries to measure women’s input as productive units… like chickens delivering eggs!  Is there no other way… how do you measure, “and how are you honey?”
Well being will be greatly improved if women have rather more autonomy and that would mean economic autonomy.  David Cameron is now saying that they are going to start giving extra money to families (married couples again!) so that the woman can go back in the home, distributing kindness and care… well being becomes very quickly gendered by people wanting women to continue doing unpaid work.
Something that was said earlier about sociology being ‘fluffy’ made me think of a lecture I had in my undergraduate Degree.  The lecturer asked, ‘if a housewife had a wage, what would that wage be?’ and that was in the early 1980’s I think it was about £23,000 which was a lot of money then.  I can see the position of attaching some kind of monetary value to what we’re talking about, caring work and that… but today that would be equivalent to maybe £100,000 pounds per year and that places an emphasis in economic terms on value and I did wonder where would the country be if all the housewives went on strike?
The valuing process

Those kinds of studies are extremely relevant - I mean how does that sort of study challenge the bias inherent within the valuing process?  There’s still too many people think that women are better at doing that in terms of division of labour… and yes they are very good at it and should be paid… but not questioning why that happens in the first place.  Maybe we don’t want to put a value on it because by doing that we are going to pay women to stay at home do it and then assume that the well being of the family is enhanced by that. 
What has also happened in perhaps the last five years, there has been an ‘artificial’ minimum wage for people who work in childcare.  More people have to get more qualified to do these kinds of jobs and that pushes the whole child rearing as paid work up the ladder in terms of value on it.

Child care workers are not low-paid because of the skills they have, they are low-paid because they are women.

If you put the wages up men would move into them… possibly… if they did that what’s the implications of that do you think?

Well I would be concerned about the nature of that care if it was just being valued in the sense of how much it was worth to provide a babysitting service.  In the respect that part of care is about looking after the kids while the woman goes out to work.  Now if you were looking at the way it’s funded then it becomes a cost issue.  If every government says there’s funding to subsidise it but can’t provide it directly, then we’ll provide with private sector and subsidy… they need some kind of ‘return’ on that investment and what is it they count – numbers of children cared for – so the incentive for a private sector provider is to take more in.  What are the outcomes?  Are the children happy and socially aware? – How do you measure that? – You can’t!  Are your children prepared for school?  We can measure that by the fact that they can tie their shoe-laces or they know their ABC’s… therefore in economic terms at the end of this you get a value which you can measure against your investment.  So my three-year old then, rather than being cared for in a happy and social environment where children share with each other, is taught their ABC’s, their 123’s, knows how to tie their shoe-laces and the incentive for the childcare to be educational means that by age 5 they’re bored with education!  And it’s not childcare you’re providing, it’s preparation for good citizenship. 
In the Equality Review there is a section on childcare and they are still advocating that the ‘shiny, happy’ little children come from mothers who are ‘stay-at-home mums’ – apart from the BME group where the children would have been better off in nursery!

That’s the last thing you would expect or hope to see in an Equalities Review!

There was some research from the U.S. which looked at whether children were better off staying at home or going to nursery and the findings were that there were some good quality nurseries, childminders and parents and equally there were some not-so-good but what it came down to was the quality of care from whichever source….

Can I just point out that you can fall into a type of ‘misogyny’ in a sense… once you take a child outside the home it is very easy to make assumptions about what that care should consist of… it becomes transparent.  But all those assumptions can still be applied to the childcare when it takes place in the home and in fact childcare in the home can be commodified as well because why is it being done by women and why is it being done at home and why is it being done by a woman who is dependant on a male ‘provider’.  It’s not being done free of value judgments… When thinking through the very misogynistic attitudes it’s wonderful to criticise anyone whose child care becomes publicly paid for or is paid for directly but it’s being paid for anyway because the man has to go earn a salary and if he leaves his wife the law says he has to give money for the child… we’ve got the whole structure within the family already…

But that’s a very stereotypical family isn’t it?… Surely we’re fighting against that system and I don’t think our group should be promoting that as being the ‘norm’… because we think it really isn’t the norm!

‘Free-riding’

In economist language, ‘free-rider’ has a very different meaning than it has elsewhere… in economics it is someone who ‘takes’ but puts down nothing… so in terms of collective action you’ve got to try and minimise the potential for free-riding.  There are certain commodities that wouldn’t be provided in the private market – like refuse collection – because there would be incentives for us all to free-ride (you put your bin out at night and I’ll sneak out and put my rubbish in it!) – Street lighting – you can’t prevent me from living next door to you and benefitting from your street lighting…  That seems to highlight extra anomalies, market failures to justify government intervention in terms of subsidies etc….

But nobody talks about the ‘free-riding’ done within households, for example by husbands in ‘traditional’ marriages?  There is a market failure in the home due to the free-riding that happens there.

Dominant cultures may explain why people engage in the relationships that they do… but I don’t think that’s the whole scenario, I think economics plays a huge part in it…we all respond to incentives and if there is an incentive to free-ride then I’ll do it - not that I’m selfish, that is rational.  We all have a scarcity of resources available to us (this is relative of course) and of course I’m going to try and benefit from your actions…  However, I think we can only talk about free-riding in terms of what we can measure…

In terms of ‘free ride’ - if you think back… about 150 years to the early midwives… I mean that was a form of moral economy… they didn’t charge a fee for their service and they worked amongst the peasant communities supporting women in childbirth…

 Actually Adam Smith talked about that, I think he has been completely misquoted or misunderstood when he talked about benevolence, that such work was not done for others but for their own self-interest and that’s used as, ‘we want to do things for money’. I don’t think that is what he meant at all and there are moral sentiments in his writings.
Thinking about motivations and the work of the midwives… we’re living in a different economy and this is where the difference comes between economic knowledge and economic theory. 
The women who performed that work did so for a very different motivation than monetary value, they did it for the community but we don’t live in those communities any more.

I think we do… last night I went to a meeting at my children’s school and my mum babysat and I didn’t pay her a fee.  My sister’s kid sometimes comes over for a whole weekend and I don’t charge her a fee and she sometimes babysits for me so that’s a kind of moral economy in a way… I wonder if the ‘money’ economy exploits that moral economy because of what you’ve called invisible/unpaid care but the only way my sister and I can exist, having some kind of a life, as mothers, is through supporting each other and our mother helping us out.

The impact of narrowly defined value systems 

With the Welfare to Work agenda, the whole perverse outcome and unintended consequence of that is that fewer lone parents can go on welfare.  It would be ok for you to go out and look after someone else’s child but it’s not ok for you to be paid by the state to stay at home and look after your own kids.  The informal activity that goes on with neighbours, friends and relatives has to be commodified and formalised in order to access benefits.  Therefore, a whole commodification process driven by a value system that is narrowly defined within economics is determining that that kind of moral economy shrinks.  People are forced into the paid economy – there may be a point where your sister says, “I can’t do that for you because I’ve got to go out and be paid”.  An economist’s view is that the work is being done for nothing.  You can’t measure a moral value or an exchange value… it is technically too difficult to measure so the economist ignores it…
It seems to me that traditional economics doesn’t value disabled people at all but rather tends to deem disabled people not as productive as non-disabled people.  What would feminist economists make of that, valuing contributions and not making stereotypical assumptions?  Would feminist economists have a more humanitarian approach and not one of commodifying… Research has shown that disabled people can be highly productive in the workforce…
It’s not even the productive nature of it, I mean that’s one factor but another factor is the question of well being.  For an economist to say a person has less productive capacity, for example a pensioner, is only taking one particular notion of value.  What about the value to the family members, the sense of well being that that person creates within the family…  While we’re talking about putting a value on people – anyone remember the film, ‘Logan’s run’?  In the film people were sent to ‘Carousel’ at age 35 because they were redundant.  So why don’t we send our older people off to Carousel?  The argument being that if you are no longer contributing to the economy, you are a drain on the state… but this assumes that as rational economic agents the only satisfaction that we get is the monetary value and I don’t know if we do… 
I quite like my granny and I don’t really want her to be sent to Carousel and one day I’ll be a granny and I don’t want to be sent to Carousel.  There are motivations and values inherent in our relationships, we are not autonomous, and we have relationships with others. 
There are ethical judgements to be made depending upon the value system that is informing your theorising.  If is the value system is founded on the neo-classical framework which is traditional ‘costs and benefits’ then you’re stuffed!  
What we have is the selective norm of the traditional heterosexual family, roles within which have supported it and we’ll completely ignore the unintended consequences including unpaid labour and even if we’re not calling for that to be reimbursed at least we recognise the extent to which that subsidises low paid labour and subsidises the economic system that we live in, indeed the whole market system.

The reason, I think, is because that’s the way they want to live.  I did an ancient philosophy study and the question they asked was, ‘Why did Aristotle come up with the ideas that he did’ and my answer was that that was the way he wanted to live and he came up with logical reasons why he could live in that way…

The challenge
There’s a basic assumption of power in being able to create rules and reasons for how you want to live.  Feminist economists don’t have that power…

How do you challenge that? In terms of the market and academia if as a feminist economist it is so hard to get published in journals etc.

It’s got something to do with the critical mass of women involved in economics – you have mentioned the drop-off of economics students after first year and I remember that because I did economics in first-year (can’t remember a word of it) but I can remember not doing it because I couldn’t understand where you were coming from. Couldn’t see how it was relevant to my life because they used the outcome of the value of a man in the labour market being more valuable than a woman but they didn’t use the reasons where it came from in the first place and it just seemed completely oblivious to me.  I then went on to do a Degree in Industrial Relations and did a dissertation but really needed an economic background in order to justify the dissertation I was doing and didn’t have then…
The world of academia is based on incentives to get money and the only way to get extra money is to do research and the researchers are measured by a committee of their peers.  Now who does economics? 

More of us need to! (Interested group members signed up to hear more about further information on a feminist economics course)
Sylvia Walby wrote some really good stuff on women as “Travellers in a male world” (the labour market).  She realised she wasn’t getting anywhere without using the language of productivity, efficiency, cost/benefit analysis etc.  She engaged with the language and she used some of her economics. 
In the process of pushing through the social reform and the Welfare State Beveridge went to the Treasury and found out what language he needed to use.  
It’s a difficult one, I remember going into farms in Namibia and having discussions with farmers about their bonded labour systems where they paid black people in alcohol and then put it down on chits because they were already in debt having drunk more than they had worked for.  And having discussions with them on an economic basis around if your staff were… moving to the language of a worker, not a bonded labourer or a slave… healthier workers would have more children, there would be more small people helping out on the farm…. making an economic argument…  And I remember sitting outside afterwards feeling really sick… I felt guilty because we were arguing about people’s lives, we put a commodity on them… For me it was very emotional and I decided I would never do it again.  Moving into an economic muddle means that if you pick up their argument, their perfect model then that’s something I would feel I was colluding with!  

The use of economics

There are more times that economics can be useful than not.  It is the way it is used and abused that I have a problem with not the discipline itself per se.  I think there are some really useful models and that’s what I mean about economic knowledge versus theory.  A lot of it is theory developed at a particular moment in time, that is then used as a ‘self evident truth’ an axiom if you like, and it’s used to talk about early economist theory.  We have moved on and need to develop new theories and that’s up to us… 
I suppose the question is what sort of economic models are out there to make more sense for people that are being discriminated against through the system that we’ve got now?  Whether that be women, disabled people, black people etc. that are exploited for that system.  They are given a value because people are allowed to exploit them, so there is a value, it’s not being stated but it is there because they are being used and they’re propping up the economy.  What sort of model is out there that allows you to discuss that without commodifying them?  Without putting an economic or even a time value on them because time equals money…
I don’t think time does necessarily equate to money.  I think again it’s about the wider point of looking at gendered roles really, and how women and men use time differently and how services are structured around not the dominant view but the dominant model.  The dominant model in our society is a 9-5 working day for example, but that’s not the dominant reality for many people, particularly low paid workers the majority of whom are women who are trying to get to cleaning jobs at 5 in the morning.  And what do they do with their children while they’re working and do they have jobs at the other end of the day?  The time-use stuff that’s been done in Italy particularly…and in Spain… the new Equality Law has required that statistics and statistical analysis within policy formulation, within mainstreaming (which is the legislative drive now) includes time-use and time spent outwith the work time.  I haven’t looked at it properly yet but it includes time spent in paid work and in unpaid work and how that time is allocated.  I think that’s very interesting and one of the things they are doing with that in Italy is looking at it in terms of both the Capabilities Approach and Gender Budgeting.  They are looking at working with different academics and different women’s groups, working with local authorities and different part of the authorities, saying, “If we take the capabilities approach as a kind of overlay and translate it from that right through to the local authorities’ responsibilities for the services that you provide.  Where there’s a match between those rights and responsibilities, how do you allocate resources against them and who is using those resources and within what time-frame?”  And where there is a mis-match you see when services are available, the volume and level of services available and the time-frame.

The other thing I wanted to add was in answer to the wider question about an alternative model… I think it is the basic premise of exploring bias or challenging bias and just making that statement really, that the dominant economic model… that that argument isn’t the only argument… and creating the space to do that because we’ve all got lots of experience of difficult it is to create that space and how quickly you get shut down in that space.  There doesn’t have to be one way to look at things and certainly not when the dominant model is based on such a narrow description of un-reality!
Growing the economy

For me that’s really crucial in economic thinking to try to uncover why the word ‘should’ is important… the economy should grow, the economy can grow… but do we want it to grow?  Is growth exactly what we desire?  You’re saying economic growth should be our priority, based on your economic theorising … I’m saying it shouldn’t, we should go for a different kind of growth and that’s about coming up with alternatives to question the validity of the current position.
Why is the Scottish Government’s current overarching purpose, as it states, ‘to grow the economy’? 
And what do you mean by sustainable economic growth… the sustainability of the low paid, low wage economy, the sustainability of maintaining and keeping a lid on welfare spending… what does that mean?  It’s not really challenged… and there’s a whole other raft of smoke and mirrors brought in that perpetuate the myths about Nordic models etc…
You were saying earlier about traditional economics being very precise… “that’s what a disabled person is like… and that is what a home looks like… that’s what a BME family is like”…We are all so individual and there are so many differences…  

That’s where I struggle with my discipline; with economic theory against economic knowledge… it is a challenge to create more economic knowledge.  So these students doing economics create knowledge as opposed to taking the theory and applying that theory to their understanding.  Create more knowledge and for me that’s about challenging the foundations of the discipline.
The ‘male breadwinner’ family

Who came up with the theory of this stereotypical view of family?  Families no longer look like that… the male breadwinner model.

That’s interesting… because what came with the Male Breadwinner Family was the ‘family wage’ which was something that one person earned but as women entered the workplace that changed.  So, for women with children… there are lots of single parents out there…sometimes they are better off on benefits because the wage doesn’t pay enough for them to go out to work...
That is one explanation as to why the Trades Union movement have been so resistant to the Single Status Agreement because it negates their power to fight for a family wage…if you are going to give women equal pay then where’s their raison d’être?  They also fought social security reform in the form of independent benefit – benefit based on individuals rather than the household…the Trades Union movement were against that in the UK.
So that particular thinking, that economic theory that informs thinking, then goes on to perpetuate policies that support… and attitudes and dogma that supports that… uncovers the bias inherent within that theory.  Yes, create a theory that is pertinent to that particular moment in time but don’t be wed to theory – be open to the fact that over time economic theory may not be relevant to what is going on in a changing world.
To change things we need to constantly ask questions and asking for justification from bodies like the finance committee at the Scottish Parliament… but asking the questions in the right way…
I wonder if there is a link between the economics and the ideology… if women aren’t going to live within that ‘male breadwinning family’… because we’ve acknowledged that there are lots of different family forms…it isn’t just that ‘narrow’ one… that the economics can ‘back-lash’

There has been lots of work on alternatives to the male breadwinner and the adult wage-earner models in Scandinavian countries among others.  Perhaps this is something we can post on the forum?

When I’m looking at pensions and reading academic stuff it talks about the worker as someone who works full-time for 40 years… and the men who write this stuff talk about ‘people’, and by ‘people’ mean men.  They write such rubbish; they invent these fantasies of bricolage full of statistics but based on a person who has worked for 40 years…
So it comes back to you having to challenge the assumptions underlying all the time…
The Turner Report on pensions did not gather any serious statistics about women and does not address women’s issues.  And yet, the rest of us would think that any politician around would be aware that women have very low incomes in pensions.  If you analyse it, the Turner Report did not actually, specifically, provide any proper analysis of women and their pensions.  So policy restrictions and big changes that are going to go through are based on the general idea that a pensioner is a man.
An anecdote was recounted about recent experience with Talk Radio re. The EHRC ‘Sex and Power’ report… The dominant ‘paradigm’ (for want of a better word) is so difficult to challenge because when you challenge it then you become part of the problem…

Do you think that maybe the presenter was only saying these things to make you react?  I used to listen to on programme where the presenter/interviewer made the most controversial, outrageous and often ridiculous comments in order, I imagined, to provoke a reaction or to gain publicity?…
But there’s an element… if that story was about black people you wouldn’t be questioning the motives…  So there’s something about racism is not ok but sexism is… and if we challenge this as women then we’re really victimised…

I think we all need to have our voices heard…
I think if they haven’t listened to our voices till now I don’t think they ever will!

Where are we going to start?  The first steps are the hardest really…

It’s quite hard because the dominant ‘norm’ is dictating what we have… in Namibia we were redesigning all the curriculum materials and the way it was delivered because black people now had power.  So you could analyse all the text books and say, ‘that’s got to come out…that’s got to go and we need black history in here…’  You don’t get given that opportunity here, in that sense, it’s all about an argument and a tweaking… there isn’t the space to do that… 

The space is shrinking… in recent years this is happened because there is the impression that ‘women have been done’.
“If women do not cheerfully confine themselves to the place to which men have relegated them, then there is something wrong with the women rather than the place they are expected to occupy”.
Quote from Mary Wollstonecraft in Ferdinand Lundberg & Marynia Farnham Modern Woman: The Lost Sex, (1959)
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