
Economics and Women: 

A Critique of the Scope 

of Traditional Analysis 

and Research 

by Joan McFarland 

The foundation of the current 
formal body of economic analysis 
rests on the rather curious 
concept of "economic man"—on 
the a prior? assumption that 
man in a capi t a l i s t i c society 
whether worker, business­
man, consumer or investor 
is motivated by economic 
forces, and hence will 
always act in such a 
way as to obtain the 
greatest amount of 
satisfaction for 
the least amount 
of cost. 



"Man" in t h i s instance i s meant to 
stand f o r "humankind." However, there 
is l i t t l e evidence that there a c t u a l l y 
is an assumption of "economic woman" 
in the a n a l y s i s . Instead, i t is of t e n 
assumed that women are p r i m a r i l y moti­
vated by other than economic considera­
t i o n s . An extreme example of t h i s kind 
of problem can be seen in a f a i r l y re­
cent paper where an elaborate model i s 
put forward to e x p l a i n why a female 
might choose to stay at home rather 
than work.(l)The key to the model is 
the assumption made that "women regard 
t h e i r household a c t i v i t i e s primari1y as 
acts of love" ( i t a l i c s minej"! Fortun-
a t e l y , not a l l t r a d i t i o n a l economists 
have chosen to make such mockery of 
women's r o l e in the economy. However, 
few have seen f i t to t a l k about the 
equivalent of "economic man" in female 
terms. 

Most of the a n a l y s i s in t r a d i t i o n a l 
economics has ignored the r o l e of women 
in the economy a l t o g e t h e r ; in those few 
cases where i t has been taken up, such 
s p e c i f i c questions have been looked at 
that the status quo is in no way c h a l ­
lenged. Instead i t has been l e f t to 
r a d i c a l economists, non-economists and 
women in the l i b e r a t i o n movement to 
deal with the substantive issues posed 
by women's changing r o l e in the economy. 

B a s i c a l l y what i s intended here i s to 
bring together the various kinds of 
work that have been done on the subject 
of women's r o l e in the economy. The 
main concentration w i l l be on a d e s c r i p ­

t i o n and c r i t i q u e of the type of work 
done by the t r a d i t i o n a l economists. It 
seems most important to br i n g together 
t h i s material not only to f a m i l i a r i z e 
others w i t h what is a v a i l a b l e but a l s o 
to a l l o w an e v a l u a t i o n of the d i r e c t i o n 
which t r a d i t i o n a l economists seem to 
be t a k i n g on the t o p i c of women. In 
a d d i t i o n an attempt i s made to out­
l i n e the q u i t e d i f f e r e n t d i r e c t i o n 
that the r a d i c a l a n a l y s i s of women's 
changing r o l e in the economy has taken 
and to contrast i t s scope, choice of 
subject and treatment of the problem 
with that of the t r a d i t i o n a l a n a l y s i s . 

I. THE TRADITIONAL ANALYSIS 

The t r a d i t i o n a l a n a l y s i s has centered 
on the subject o f women in the labour 
market. Apart from that, there has 
been a small amount of a t t e n t i o n given 
to the economic c o n t r i b u t i o n of the 
woman in the home. However, any over­
view, or macroeconomic a n a l y s i s , of 
women's r o l e i s almost t o t a l l y l a c k i n g . 

The a n a l y s i s of the labour market has 
three major themes. F i r s t , there are 
those analyses which deal with the 
determinants of the demand and/or sup­
ply of female labour. Second, there 
are those analyses which study the 
s t r u c t u r e of f a c t o r markets which r e ­
s u l t in d i s c r i m i n a t i o n against women. 
T h i r d l y , there are those s t u d i e s which 
attempt to measure the extent of d i s ­
c r i m i n a t i o n against women which e x i s t s 
in s p e c i f i c labour markets. 



The supply o f female labour 

Studies on the supply of female labour 
have concentrated p r i m a r i l y on the case 
of the married woman. The explanation 
given f o r t h i s i s that the married 
woman's p a r t i c i p a t i o n in the labour 
f o r c e requires a s p e c i a l a n a l y s i s . 
Whereas both men's and s i n g l e women's 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n r a t e s * depend on a choice 
between work and l e i s u r e , f o r the mar­
r i e d woman, the choice i s between three 
a l t e r n a t i v e s : work o u t s i d e the home, 
work i n s i d e the home and l e i s u r e . As 
the a n a l y s i s goes, the w i f e i s drawn 
i n t o work o u t s i d e the home by economic 
v a r i a b l e s ; her p o t e n t i a l earning power 
and any i n s u f f i c i e n c y in the earning 
power of her husband. These two f a c ­
t o r s are o f t e n r e f e r r e d to as the " p u l l " 
and "push" f a c t o r s . On the other hand, 
the w i f e i s drawn i n t o the home by such 
demographic v a r i a b l e s as her age, her 
m a r i t a l s t a t u s and the ages of her 
ch i1dren. 

Two o f the most important American 
stu d i e s on the su b j e c t , by Jacob 
Mincer(2)and Glen Cain(3) have concen­
t r a t e d on determining the r e l a t i v e im­
portance of two economic v a r i a b l e s on 
the p a r t i c i p a t i o n of married women: 

the p o t e n t i a l earnings of the w i f e and 
the actual earnings of the husband. 
The a n a l y s i s i s then t i e d i n t o the 
t r a d i t i o n a l a n a l y s i s of an i n d i v i d u a l ' 
supply curve of labour and the income 
and s u b s t i t u t i o n e f f e c t s of a change i 
the return to labour. The income e f ­
f e c t r e s u l t s from the change in the 
husband's earnings w h i l e the s u b s t i t u ­
t i o n e f f e c t r e s u l t s from the change in 
the wife's p o t e n t i a l earnings. 

In the em p i r i c a l t e s t i n g of the aggre­
gate data done in these s t u d i e s , the 
r e s u l t s show that the s u b s t i t u t i o n e f ­
f e c t or the " p u l l e f f e c t " of the w i f e 1 

p o t e n t i a l earnings to be stronger than 
the income e f f e c t or the "push e f f e c t " 
of the i n s u f f i c i e n c y of the husband's 
earnings. The authors use these f i n d ­
ings to e x p l a i n the apparent c o n t r a ­
d i c t i o n that the p a r t i c i p a t i o n rate of 
married females over the past few 
decades has been i n c r e a s i n g concurrent 
ly with the increased earning power of 
t h e i r husbands. They f u r t h e r argue 
that the increased p a r t i c i p a t i o n rate 
of married females i s the r e f l e c t i o n 
of the increased p o t e n t i a l earning 
power of those females, an e f f e c t 
which outweighs the negative impact on 
female p a r t i c i p a t i o n rates of r i s i n g 
male incomes. 

* " P a r t i c i p a t ? o n r a t e " i s defined as the 
number of women who are i n the labour 
f o r c e as a percentage of those who could 
be. 

Both Mincer and Cain do consider the 
inf l u e n c e of other v a r i a b l e s such as 
the wife's education and the number of 
c h i l d r e n under s i x years of age but in 



general they f i n d the explanatory value 
of the wife's p o t e n t i a l earnings and 
the husband's actual earnings to be 
grea t e r . 

Another American study by W.G. Bowen 
and T.A. Finegan takes the work of 
Mincer and Gain s t i l l f u r t h e r with t h e i r 
emphasis on the problem of e x p l a i n i n g 
the changes in the p a r t i c i p a t i o n rate of 
married females over time. (k )Applying 
c r o s s - s e c t i o n c o e f f i c i e n t s to time 
s e r i e s data, the authors c l a i m to be 
able to e x p l a i n s u b s t a n t i a l l y a l l of 
the change in the p a r t i c i p a t i o n 
rates of married females In the 
United States from 19^8-65 using i n ­
come, labour market and demographic 
v a r i a b l e s . The i n c l u s i o n of the 
labour market v a r i a b l e s i s i n i t s e l f 
notable about the Bowen and Finegan 
study. This has hardly been done 
elsewhere. The labour market v a r i a b l e s 
are s p e c i f i c a l l y an industry mix var­
i a b l e , a supply of females v a r i a b l e 
and a wages of domestics v a r i a b l e . 
The f i r s t two give a rough i n d i c a t i o n 
of the job o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r female 
workers w h i l e the l a t t e r gives a rough 
measure of the cost to a married f e ­
male of entering the labour market. 

Of the Canadian s t u d i e s , only S y l v i a 
Ostry i n The Female Worker in Canada, 
emphasizes any of the above themes. 
She deals b r i e f l y with the issue of 
the r e l a t i v e importance of the hus­
band's ac t u a l versus the wife's poten­
t i a l earnings.(5)On the basis of 1961 
Canadian census data, using the wife's 

education as a proxy f o r her earning 
p o t e n t i a l , Ostry suggests that the 
p u l l e f f e c t seemed to be considerably 
greater than the push e f f e c t . 

The other Canadian s t u d i e s look at a 
wide v a r i e t y of p o s s i b l e determinants of 
the labour f o r c e p a r t i c i p a t i o n of women 
but on the basis of c r o s s - s e c t i o n a l data 
o n l y . In most of these s t u d i e s , the 
exi s t e n c e of c h i l d r e n seems" to be the 
most important determining v a r i a b l e . Of 
i n t e r e s t a l s o i s the findi'ng in a number 
of these s t u d i e s that the explanatory 
power of the husband's earnings i s 
greater than that of the wife's earning 
p o t e n t i a l . However, the i m p l i c a t i o n s 
of these r e s u l t s are not emphasized. 
Four of the studies were done f o r the 
Dominion Bureau of S t a t i s t i c s and one 
was published in the Canadian Journal of 
Economics.(6)Three were based on the 1961 
and previous census data, one on a con­
sumer finance study done by S t a t i s t i c s 
Canada and the l a s t on a sample survey 
of f a m i l i e s taken in metropolitan 
Toronto. 

The e a r l i e s t of these s t u d i e s , that by 
Allingham (1967), considers the par­
t i c i p a t i o n of a l l women in the labour 
f o r c e not j u s t that o f married women. 
He c r o s s - t a b u l a t e s three v a r i a b l e s 
w i t h respect to women's labour f o r c e 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n , namely,marital s t a t u s , 
education and age and f i n d s them to 
rank in that order of importance. 

c 
Allingham and Spencer's 1968 study 
of married women, which uses m u l t i p l e 



regression a n a l y s i s , f i n d s that f o r 
the younger woman, aged 15"44, the 
presence of c h i l d r e n and the l e v e l of 
her education to be the most important 
v a r i a b l e s determining p a r t i c i p a t i o n in 
the labour f o r c e , w h i l e f o r the woman 
aged 45 - 64, her education and her hus­
band's income are the two most impor­
tant v a r i a b l e s . 

Ostry's study (1968) considers many 
v a r i a b l e s by both c r o s s - t a b u l a t i o n and 
m u l t i p l e regression a n a l y s i s . The re­
s u l t s suggest that the presence of 
c h i l d r e n i s the most important v a r i a b l e 
determining labour f o r c e p a r t i c i p a t i o n 
f o r women under f o r t y - f i v e w h i l e the 
l e v e l of the husband's income i s the 
most important v a r i a b l e f o r women over 
f o r t y - f i v e . 

Spencer and Featherstone consider among 
other v a r i a b l e s , in t h e i r 1970 study, 

'the e f f e c t of f a m i l i e s ' f i n a n c i a l assets 
and debts on married women's p a r t i c i ­
pation i n the labour f o r c e . They f i n d 
that the r e l a t i o n s h i p does occur as 
might be p r e d i c t e d : wives' p a r t i c i p a ­
t i o n rates increase with an increase in 
debt, and d e c l i n e w i t h an increase in 
the l e v e l of asset holdings. Unfortun­
a t e l y , data was not a v a i l a b l e f o r t h i s 
study on e i t h e r the wives' earning po­
t e n t i a l or t h e i r education so that t h i s 
most important v a r i a b l e could not be 
t e s t e d . 

In Spencer's more recent Canadian 
Journal of Economics paper, the wife's 
education is included as a v a r i a b l e . 

However, he f i n d s the presence of i n ­
fants the most important explanatory 
v a r i a b l e and the husband's income l e v e l 
the second most important explanatory 
v a r i a b l e p a r t i c u l a r l y when i t i s over 
$15,000. He f i n d s the importance of 
the wife's education to be less than 
e i t h e r of these other two v a r i a b l e s 
with the wife's education in science 
more important than education in any 
other f i e l d . 

These s t u d i e s , both the American and 
Canadian, are i n t e r e s t i n g and useful 
to a p o i n t . However, they epitomize 
the t r a d i t i o n a l approach. They only 
examine why women do what they do 
not why they do not do something 
d i f f e r e n t or what f a c t o r s might 
bring about a change. The v a r i a b l e s 
chosen f o r t e s t i n g a l s o show l i t t l e 
f a m i l i a r i t y with any of the women's 
l i t e r a t u r e which suggests that the 
three most important f a c t o r s a f f e c t i n g 
a wife's choice about whether or not 
to work would be: the a t t i t u d e of 
those around her to her working, par­
t i c u l a r l y that of her husband; how 
she perceives her p o s s i b i l i t i e s in 
the labour m a r k e t — s p e c i f i c a l l y , the 
extent of d i s c r i m i n a t i o n which she w i l l 
have to face and the l i m i t s to her up­
ward m o b i l i t y ; and l a s t l y , the a v a i l ­
a b i l i t y of daycare f a c i l i t i e s at a 
reasonable cost. Of a l l the s t u d i e s , 
only Bowen and Finegan.even vaguely 
consider these v a r i a b l e s . None of 
these f a c t o r s i s ever touched on by 
the others. 



The demand for female labour 
need for a change of emphasis in the 
research being done on this subject. 

There has really been only one important 
study on the demand for female labour. 
That was a Ph.D. thesis based on 
American data done by Valerie Oppen-
heimer.(7)ln it Oppenheimer explores 
the question of the extent to which a 
growing availabi 1ity of jobs in pre­
dominantly female occupations has 
created a "demand-pull effect" on 
women's market work. She concludes 
that it does indeed have a very impor­
tant effect. For the 1940-50 period, 
there was a k0% rise in the avail­
a b i l i t y of jobs in "female occupations" 
(defined as those jobs in which 70% or 
more of the workers are female). For 
the 1950-60 period, she finds a l i t t l e 
less than a 50% increase in the jobs in 
"female occupations" and a 60% increase 
in occupations in which women comprised 
50% or more of the labour force. Op­
penheimer suggests that these figures 
could be interpreted in the following 
way: 

On the whole, this suggests that 
perhaps the best explanation for 
the overall increase in female 
labour force participation in 
recent years is that there has 
been an increase in the demand 
for female workers which has, in 
turn, stimulated an increase in 
the supply of women to the labour 
market.(8) 

This conclusion has many implications 
not the least of which would be the 

Discrimination in the labour market 

The analysis of discrimination in the 
labour market is of basically two types. 
The f i r s t is the overcrowding model 
based on the assumption of monopsony in 
the labour market* and the second is the 
discrimination model based on the as­
sumption of perfect competition in the 
labour market. 

The overcrowding thesis was introduced 
early in this century by a British 
economist, Millicent Fawcett, who sug­
gested that women, as a result of being 
denied entry into many professions, are 
crowded into unskilled occupations.(9) 
This increases the supply of labour in 
such occupations, driving wages down. 

In the thirties Joan Robinson formalized 
the overcrowding thesis by analyzing it 
in terms of a monopsonistic labour mar­
ket in which the supply of labour as 
perceived by the employer is different 
for male and female 1abour.(10)To the 
extent that the supply curve of female 
labour is perceived as lower than 
that of the male supply curve, the fe­
male's wage is lower than the male's. 

*A firm is said to have monopsony power 
in the labour market if it has some 
control over the wages it pays its 
employees. 



The d i s c r i m i n a t i o n model, developed by 
Gary Becker p r i m a r i l y to e x p l a i n d i s ­
c r i m i n a t i o n on the basis of race but 
a l s o a p p l i c a b l e to d i s c r i m i n a t i o n on 
the basis o f sex, assumes p e r f e c t com­
p e t i t i o n in the f a c t o r market.(11) 
D i s c r i m i n a t i o n i s simply the r e s u l t of 
a preference by the employer f o r male 
employees. This r e s u l t s in a higher 
demand curve f o r male employees than 
f o r female employees and thus a 
higher wage f o r males than females. 
Whereas in the case of monopsony in 
the f a c t o r market, i t can be shown 
that the employer may a c t u a l l y b e n e f i t 
f i n a n c i a l l y from d i s c r i m i n a t i n g , w i t h 
p e r f e c t competition in the f a c t o r mar­
ket, the employer pays a premium as a 
r e s u l t of d i s c r i m i n a t i n g , by the 
und e r h i r i n g of women and the over-
h i r i n g of men. 

Most recent l i t e r a t u r e on the s t r u c t u r e 
of f a c t o r markets, where d i s c r i m i n a t i o n 
by sex occurs, favours the monopsony 
model to the p e r f e c t l y c o m p e t i t i v e 
model. The work of H. Z e l l n e r , Francine 
Weiskoff and others suggest that the 
b a l k a n i z a t i o n of f a c t o r markets o r 
occupational segregation i s the major 
f a c t o r e x p l a i n i n g the d i f f e r e n t i a l re­
wards of men and women in the labour 
force.(12)One w r i t e r puts the question 
of the r e l a t i v e value of each of the 
two approaches t h i s way: 

The a n a l y s i s of d i s c r i m i n a t i o n i s 
r e l a t e d to the d e f i n i t i o n of d i s ­
c r i m i n a t i o n invoked. The b a s i c 
premise of the a n a l y s i s v a r i e s as 

the w r i t e r concerned h e r s e l f (him­
s e l f ) w ith d i s c r i m i n a t i o n between 
equally productive workers in 
terms of wages o r with d i s c r i m i n ­
a t i o n which created entry b a r r i e r s 
to high paying occupations. While 
p e r f e c t l y competitive models ex­
p l a i n some of the former d i s c r i m ­
i n a t i o n , they are impotent in ex­
p l a i n i n g the latter. ( 1 3 ) 

Measuring d i s c r i m i n a t i o n 

There i s a considerable body of work 
measuring d i s c r i m i n a t i o n in terms of 
the d i f f e r e n t i a l in male and female 
earnings when q u a l i f i c a t i o n s , work ex­
perience, e t c . , are standardized. There 
are b a s i c a l l y two approaches to t h i s 
work. The f i r s t i s the c a l c u l a t i o n of 
a s e x - r a t i o of male/female earnings ad­
jus t e d f o r the d i f f e r e n t employment 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s in the two groups. 
S y l v i a Ostry uses t h i s method to analyze 
the 1961 Canadian census data. She ad­
j u s t s the s e x - r a t i o of female earnings 
f o r annual hours worked, occupational 
d i s t r i b u t i o n , age and education.(14) 
She f i n d s an unadjusted sex r a t i o of 
5k%, i . e . , women earned on average Sk% 
of what men earned in 1961. A f t e r the 
adjustments, the r a t i o i s 11.2% or 
85.0% (depending on the weights used 
in the comparison). This leaves an 
unexplained r e s i d u a l o f 15-22%. The 
author suggests that at l e a s t some of 
t h i s must be a t t r i b u t e d to d i s c r i m i n -
a t i o n - - " t h e f a c t that women were paid 
less than men f o r comparable work." 



A number of American studies have been 
done using the same s o r t of technique 
as Ostry used. These studies f i n d 
r e s i d u a l s varying between 29% an'd 
^3%.(15) 

The second approach uses the human cap­
i t a l investment model in which an i n ­
d i v i d u a l 's present earnings are seen 
p r i m a r i l y as the r e s u l t of past in v e s t ­
ment in education although adjustments 
are made f o r work experience and per­
formance on the job. The return on the 
males' investments i s then compared with 
the return on females' investments. One 
recent study, using t h i s approach to 
examine the s a l a r y d i f f e r e n t i a l s of 
p r o f e s s i o n a l employees in a s i n g l e 
c o r p o r a t i o n , f i n d s that i t is in job 
assignment not in d i f f e r e n t pay f o r the 
same work where the d i f f e r i n g returns 
of male and female investment are in 
evidence.(16) 

The economic r o l e of the housewife. 

T r a d i t i o n a l l i t e r a t u r e on the economic 
r o l e of the housewife i s f a r from s a t i s ­
f a c t o r y . The main question, of course, 
involves the computation of the value 
of the housewife's unpaid s e r v i c e s in 
the home. There are at l e a s t three 
d i f f e r e n t conceptual approaches to t h i s 
problem, each s u i t a b l e f o r d i f f e r e n t 
purposes. 

The f i r s t method is to c a l c u l a t e the 
imputed value of the s e r v i c e s provided 
by the w i f e in the home. C o l i n Clark 
pioneered i t in the l a t e f i f t i e s when 

he estimated the s e r v i c e component of 
the cost of keeping people in i n s t i t u ­
t i o n s .(17)The more recent method, and 
the one suggested in the popular maga­
z i n e s , i s to break down the housewife's 
job Into i t s various aspects, as f o r 
example that of cook, dishwasher, 
cleani n g woman, b a b y s i t t e r , chauffeur, 
e t c . , compute the number of hours 
spent at each of these tasks and then 
c a l c u l a t e the value of these s e r v i c e s 
by m u l t i p l y i n g the hours spent on each 
by the p r e v a i l i n g hourly wage rate f o r 
such work in the market.(l8)These c a l ­
c u l a t i o n s are o f t e n i n the range of 
$8,000-$l4,000 y e a r l y f o r the average 
housewi f e . 

The second method of p l a c i n g a value on 
the housewife's s e r v i c e s i s that of 
c a l c u l a t i n g her opportunity c o s t . This 
presumably would be the one favoured 
by most economists. S p e c i f i c a l l y , the 
opportunity cost of a w i f e working i n 
the home would be what she could earn 
outsi d e of the home. These c a l c u l a ­
t i o n s are u s u a l l y made on the basis of 
her q u a l i f i c a t i o n s , education and pre­
vious relevant work experience.( 19) 
On average, the r e s u l t s by these c a l ­
c u l a t i o n s are lower than those based on 
the imputed value of s e r v i c e s performed. 
Most housewives, having planned t o be 
such s i n c e adolescence, have not pre­
pared themselves f o r s k i l l e d or p r o f e s ­
s i o n a l jobs in the labour market. 

The t h i r d method i s to c a l c u l a t e the 
replacement cost of a w i f e by using the 
s a l a r y which a homemaker would have to 



be paid to take over the wife's house­
hold d u t i e s . This would r e s u l t in the 
lowest estimate of the three f o r domes­
t i c help as a r u l e receives very low 
pay.(20) 

These c a l c u l a t i o n s are made f o r q u i t e 
d i f f e r e n t purposes. Some of the most 
important are: to estimate the omis­
sions in the GNP r e s u l t i n g from the non-
i n c l u s i o n of housewives' s e r v i c e s ; to 
assess the loss in p o t e n t i a l production 
because of housewives' choices of non-
market over market work; to evaluate 
what e i t h e r the husband or s o c i e t y 
should pay a housewife f o r the s e r v i c e s 
she performs; or to c a l c u l a t e the value 
of a c l a i m f o r damages in the case of 
the death of a w i f e . 

None of the three methods is s u i t a b l e 
f o r a l l of the purposes above. For 
example, the imputed value of the 
wife's s e r v i c e s approach might be 
appro p r i a t e f o r c a l c u l a t i o n s of omis­
sions from the GNP but not at a l l use­
f u l f o r e s t i m a t i n g the loss in produc­
t i o n from the wife's household work, 
and h i g h l y questionable in c a l c u l a t i n g 
a s a l a r y f o r the housewife, or her re­
placement value." Yet, the c a l c u l a ­
t i o n s f o r the imputed value of the 

-Note that in the Canadian study c a l c u ­
l a t i n g the c o n t r i b u t i o n of housewives to 
the GNP, the opportunity cost not the 
imputed value approach i s used. (See 
note 19-) 

housewife's s e r v i c e s are the most o f ­
ten quoted, probably because such c a l ­
c u l a t i o n s put the highest value on a 
housewife's s e r v i c e s . 

Overviews by the t r a d i t i o n a l economists 

Only a very few of the t r a d i t i o n a l econ­
omists have addressed themselves to what 
are considered by the women's movement 
to be the substantive issues posed by 
women's l i b e r a t i o n . One exception is 
Barbara Bergmann who, in a paper, "The 
Economics of Women's L i b e r a t i o n , " d i s -
cusses the question of the post-
l i b e r a t i o n economy.(21) She describes 
such an economy as one in which " i t 
would be customary for a l l women who 
are not students to do paid work o u t s i d e 
the home and for a l l men to do as much 
unpaid work i n s i d e the home as women 
do"--a s t a t e of a f f a i r s which she re­
gards as " g r o s s l y U n l i k e l y " to occur. 

Bergmann p r e d i c t s a 30% increase in the 
s i z e of the labour force in a post-
l i b e r a t i o n economy, with a r e s u l t i n g 
downward pressure on wages. However, 
she suggests that the e f f e c t s of the 
increase of the s i z e of the labour 
fo r c e could w e l l be countered by a f a l l 
in the length of the workweek. The most 
dramatic e f f e c t , she p r e d i c t s , would be 
the change in pay and in the number of 
women in occupations in which d i s c r i m ­
i n a t i o n has t r a d i t i o n a l l y e x i s t e d . 
She quotes some estimates which suggest, 
f o r example, that the s i z e of the labour 
fo r c e competing in pr e v i o u s l y male-
only occupations might increase by 15% 



( t h i s would be f o r the United States) 
with a corresponding 15% drop in the 
wage r a t e s . On the other hand, em­
ployment in p r e v i o u s l y female occupa­
ti o n s would be cut by about 35% with an 
increase in pay in the order of 55%. 
Other changes would include a reduction 
in the incidence of poverty s i n c e a 
s u b s t a n t i a l percentage of f a m i l i e s be­
low the poverty l i n e are headed by 
women, and the r e d i s t r i b u t i o n of house­
work between members of the family and 
between non-market and market sectors 
of the economy. 

A Canadian economist, Fernand Mattant, 
a l s o looks at the question of a post-
l i b e r a t i o n economy.(22)Mattant suggests 
that the oft-heard fear of unemployment 
as a r e s u l t of the greater p a r t i c i p a ­
t i o n of women in the labour force may 
w e l l be i l l - f o u n d e d . In f a c t , he sug­
gests, the work formerly done by the 
homemaker would have to be done in the 
market economy and as a r e s u l t there 
would be a c r e a t i o n of new jobs and a 
considerable expansion in c e r t a i n sec­
tors of the economy. Rather than 
greater unemployment in a post-
l i b e r a t i o n economy, the standard of 
l i v i n g of the general population might 
a c t u a l l y increase s i n c e there would be 
economies of s c a l e involved in the 
" i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n of housework." 

Other t r a d i t i o n a l economists have f a i l e d 
to address themselves in any meaningful 
way to the question of a p o s t - l i b e r a t i o n 
economy or other substantive issues 
posed by women's l i b e r a t i o n and thus 

t h e i r work tends to be considerably 
l i m i t e d i n i t s a p p l i c a t i o n . Glen Cain 
provides an example of such narrow 
t h i n k i n g in h i s study on married women 
in the labour f o r c e . It i s obvious he 
does not regard a charige in women's be­
haviour as an issue that presents a new 
problem that requires a d i f f e r e n t kind 
of s o l u t i o n a l t o g e t h e r . On the c o n t r a r y , 
he views i t as merely an a d d i t i o n a l 
v a r i a b l e to be taken i n t o account when 
old problems are considered. Thus he 
s t a t e s : 

Married women have become so im­
portant a segment of the labour 
fo r c e that a t t e n t i o n to t h e i r 
work patterns i s necessary f o r a 
f u l l understanding of many im­
portant economic problems: econ­
omic growth and the c y c l i c a l be­
havior of n a t i o n a l income, the 
personal d i s t r i b u t i o n of income, 
the e f f e c t s of income taxes on 
labour supply, and b i r t h rates.(23) 

( I t a 1 i c s mine) 

I I . THE RADICAL ANALYSIS 

The work of r a d i c a l economists and 
women in the movement i s concerned w i t h 
q u i t e d i f f e r e n t economic questions than 
those examined by the t r a d i t i o n a l econ­
omists. The r a d i c a l group r a i s e s more 
subs t a n t i v e questions such as what 
economic forces are r e s p o n s i b l e f o r the 
i n f e r i o r p o s i t i o n of women in our so­
c i e t y , what must be done to overcome 
these forces and how would a s o c i e t y 
look in which such d i s c r i m i n a t o r y f o r ­
ces did not e x i s t . 



Most o f the l i t e r a t u r e i s based on ex­
p l o r i n g the r e l a t i o n s h i p between sexism 
and c a p i t a l i s m . The strongest propon­
ents of the connection between the two 
suggest that sexism w i l l never be e l i m ­
inated w i t h i n a c a p i t a l i s t i c economic 
system. Marx and Engels b e l i e v e d t h i s 
and so do a number of more recent 
Ma r x i s t and s o c i a l i s t w r i t e r s . 

Many women in the movement suggest that 
l i b e r a t i o n i n a l l sense of that word is 
not p o s s i b l e under c a p i t a l i s m and that 
the e l i m i n a t i o n of sexism could "at 
best . . . only give women the same 
l i m i t e d freedom given most men in 
c a p i t a l i s t s o c i e t y . " However, on the 
other hand, these w r i t e r s b e l i e v e very 
s t r o n g l y that the e l i m i n a t i o n of c a p i ­
t a l i s m w i l l by no means guarantee the 
e l i m i n a t i o n of sexism. They suggest 
that the b a t t l e against sexism can be 
fought s e p a r a t e l y and can w e l l begin 
under capi t a l i s m . 

What s p e c i f i c a l l y are the r e l a t i o n s be­
tween sexism and c a p i t a l i s m according to 
these w r i t e r s ? These can be explored in 
three realms of a woman's l i f e : in the 
home, at the workplace and in the mar­
ket p l a c e . 

Women's t r a d i t i o n a l r o l e i n the home 
supports c a p i t a l i s m , i t i s suggested, 
in at l e a s t three d i f f e r e n t ways: in 
pr o v i d i n g f i n a n c i a l l y uncompensated 
domestic s e r v i c e s , in making l i f e 
bearable f o r the a l i e n a t e d worker and 
in t r a i n i n g the fut u r e labour f o r c e . 

Margaret Benston, in a well-known pas­
sage, emphasizes the r e l a t i o n s h i p be­
tween the i n f e r i o r status of women and 
women's economic r o l e in the home: 

The m a t e r i a l basis of the i n f e r i o r 
status of women is to be found in 
j u s t t h i s d e f i n i t i o n of women. In 
a s o c i e t y in which money determines 
value, women are a group who work 
outside the money economy. Their 
work i s not worth money, is there­
fore not even real work. And 
women themselves, who do t h i s 
v a l u e l e s s work, can hardly be ex­
pected to be worth as much as men, 
who work f o r money.(2k) 

She c a l l s f o r the i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n of 
housework as a p r e r e q u i s i t e f o r women's 
l i b e r a t i o n . However, she p r e d i c t s that 
there w i l l be considerable r e s i s t a n c e : 

The need to keep women at home 
a r i s e s from two major aspects of 
the present system. F i r s t , the 
amount of unpaid labour performed 
by women i s very large and very 
p r o f i t a b l e to those who own the 
means of production. To pay 
women f o r t h e i r work, even at min­
imum wage s c a l e s , would imply a 
massive r e d i s t r i b u t i o n of waalth. 
At present, the support of a 
family i s a hidden tax on the wage-
e a r n e i — h i s wage buys the labour 
power of two people. And second, 
there i s the problem of whether the 
economy can expand enough to put 
a l l women to work as part of the 
normally employed labour force. 
Their i n c o r p o r a t i o n i n t o the labour 



f o r c e on terms of e q u a l i t y — w h i c h 
would create pressure f o r c a p i t a l ­
i z a t i o n of housework--is p o s s i b l e 
only w i t h an economic expansion so 
f a r achieved by neocapi t a l i s m only 
under c o n d i t i o n s of f u l l - s c a l e war 
mobi 1ization. ( 2 5 ) 

Some other w r i t e r s emphasize the s e r v i c e 
provided by the homemaker in p a c i f y i n g 
the a l i e n a t e d worker and preparing 
c h i l d r e n f o r t h e i r f u t u r e roles as 
e i t h e r workers or homemakers: 

A woman i s judged as a w i f e and 
m o t h e i — t h e only r o l e she is 
al lowed—according to her a b i l i t y 
to maintain s t a b i l i t y i n her family 
and to help her family adjust to 
harsh r e a l i t i e s . She therefore 
transmits the values of hard work 
and conformity to each generation 
of workers. It is she who forces 
her c h i l d r e n to stay in school and 
behave or who urges her husband not 
to r i s k h i s job by standing up to 
the boss or going on s t r i k e . ( 2 6 ) 

The secondary status of women is a l s o 
rooted in the r o l e forced on her in the 
workplace. Women are l a r g e l y marginal 
workers who can be a t t r a c t e d into or 
edged out of the labour f o r c e according 
to the needs of the economy. The most 
dramatic i1 l u s t r a t i o n of t h i s was what 
happened during World War 11.(27) 
Women entered the labour force in very 
great numbers and performed jobs of a l l 
types. When the men came back from the 
war, however, women were forced e i t h e r 

back i n t o t h e i r homes or back into 
"women's occupations." 

How i s i t that women allow themselves 
to be tre a t e d l i k e t h i s i n the work­
place? The answer i s simple. Women 
have been s o c i a l i z e d to accept t h e i r 
r o l e in the home as primary, in the 
labour f o r c e as secondary: 

Because they consider t h e i r econ­
omic c o n t r i b u t i o n supplementary 
even when i t is necessary to main­
t a i n a decent standard of l i v i n g 
f o r t h e i r f a m i l i e s , they are more 
w i l l i n g than men to accept low pay 
and poor working c o n d i t i o n s . Be­
cause they have been s o c i a l i z e d to 
be d o c i l e and accept subordinate 
p o s i t i o n s , they are f a r less l i k e l y 
than men to organize or create 
t r o u b l e f o r the employer. As they 
f e e l r e s p o n s i b l e to con t i n u i n g 
t h e i r r o l e as housewives and 
mothers w h i l e working (and there 
are no f a c i l i t i e s to r e l i e v e them 
of t h i s burden), they are forced 
to accept a very low economic 
p o s i t i o n , and even i f s k i l l e d , to 
be e x p l o i t e d as a cheap labour 
f o r c e . They are bound to search 
f o r work near t h e i r homes and 
very o f t e n f o r only part of the 
day or year. Thus, they are in a 
poor bargaining p o s i t i o n v i s - a - v i s 
t h e i r employers. This s i t u a t i o n 
is f u r t h e r exacerbated by the 
tendency of many women to work 
u n t i l t h e i r c h i l d r e n are born, 
drop out of the work f o r c e f o r 
ten, f i f t e e n , even twenty years, 



then return to work a f t e r t h e i r 
c h i l d r e n are grown. Thus they 
never a c q u i r e s e n i o r i t y or q u a l i f y 
f o r retirement or other b e n e f i t s -
employers, who are r e l u c t a n t to 
promote women to p r e s t i g i o u s or 
high paying j o b s , have an excuse 
not to do so.(28) 

There i s another group in t h i s school 
who have concentrated on the theme of 
how the t r a d i t i o n a l r o l e of the woman 
in the home supports c a p i t a l i s m through 
encouraging a high l e v e l of consump­
t i o n .(29)With someone at home whose 
primary concern i s with the house, and 
who i s s t i m u l a t e d i n t o buying f o r the 
home because of massive a d v e r t i s i n g 
d i r e c t e d mainly at her, more consumption 
probably takes place than would other­
wise occur. And s i n c e c a p i t a l i s m can 
be hurt by an i n s u f f i c i e n c y of the 
l e v e l of e f f e c t i v e demand, t h i s 
f u n c t i o n of the housewife d i r e c t l y sup­
ports the v i a b i l i t y of the c a p i t a l i s -
t i c system.(30) 

Dialogue between the t r a d i t i o n a l i s t s 
and the r a d i c a l s 

Dialogue between the t r a d i t i o n a l and 
r a d i c a l economists has been almost non­
e x i s t e n t . Neither seems aware of what 
the other i s doing. In f a c t , only one 
exception to t h i s general r u l e can be 
c i t e d . Barbara Bergmann attempts to 
d i s c r e d i t the r a d i c a l a n a l y s i s in 
"The Economics of Women's L i b e r a 
tion."(31)She suggests that the a l l e ­
g a t i o n that "women's s u b j e c t i o n i s a l l 

a c a p i t a l i s t p l o t " i s i l l - f o u n d e d , 
that i t i s the workers not the cap­
i t a l i s t s who gain from women's ex­
c l u s i o n from c e r t a i n occupations. 
She argues that the c a p i t a l i s t s 
a c t u a l l y " l o s e f i n a n c i a l l y " from d i s ­
c r i m i n a t i o n s i n c e " p r o f i t s are lowered 
when cheap female help i s spurned in 
favor of high-priced male help. " As 
f o r the r o l e played by females as con­
sumers under c a p i t a l i s m , Bergmann 
s c o f f s at the idea that " c a p i t a l i s m 
w i l l c o l l a p s e i f women don't stay home 
and spend t h e i r time purchasing con­
sumer goods." She suggests that " i n 
f a c t women who stay home are a poorer 
market f o r c a p i t a l i s t e n t e r p r i s e s ' 
products than women who go to work." 
There i s , she says, a greater necessity 
f o r these women to pay fo r household 
and personal s e r v i c e s . 

A c t u a l l y , Bergmann's comments only em­
phasize the lack of dialogue between 
the two groups. She does not refute 
the arguments of the r a d i c a l s on the 
same grounds on which they were made. 
S p e c i f i c a l l y , the e x p l o i t a t i o n of 
women workers is not made on the basis 
of those occupations from which women 
are excluded but rather on the basis 
of those occupations i n t o which women 
are allowed to enter. In jobs where 
women's marginal attachment to the 
workforce can be e x p l o i t e d , t h i s cer­
t a i n l y would b e n e f i t the employer not 
the other workers. As to the other 
argument, even though women might pur­
chase more ready-made food and use more 
se r v i c e s employed than unemployed, i t 



is argued that they would be i n c l i n e d 
to take less i n t e r e s t in purchasing 
commodities for t h e i r home and themsel­
ves i f they were working than i f they 
were at home. 

The basic problem here would seem to be 
that Bergmann's whole conception of a 
po s t - 1 i b e r a t i o n economy i s fa r too nar­
row. She does not envisage a s o c i e t y 
where women are t r u l y " l i b e r a t e d . " I f , 
indeed, women who a f t e r a l l are f i f t y 
per cent of the population, did refuse 
to carry out the function of housewife, 
i f women workers did a l l q u i t t h e i r 
female ghetto jobs and i f women did 
lose i n t e r e s t in buying for t h e i r homes 
and themselves to keep up with popular 
magazine standards, there is l i t t l e 
doubt that the c a p i t a l i s t economy would 
be ha r d - h i t and might indeed be im­
p e r i l l e d . But more importantly, 
Bergmann simply does not face up to 
the c e n t r a l point made by the r a d i c a l s . 
The l i b e r a t i o n of women would mean a 
massive r e d i s t r i b u t i o n of income be­
tween males and females. This poses a 
s i g n i f i c a n t threat to the status quo. 
In f a c t , nothing of t h i s kind has ever 
occurred in the past in any part of the 
cap i ta1i s t wor1d. 

Conclus ion 

In what d i r e c t i o n should we go from 
here? The f o l l o w i n g are simply a few 
suggest ions. 

B a s i c a l l y what is needed is a greater 
concentration by a l l economists on the 

more i n t e r e s t i n g and fa r - r e a c h i n g ques­
t i o n s posed by women's l i b e r a t i o n . 
More s p e c i f i c a l l y , there must be more 
a n a l y s i s of the impact of r e a l l y 
c r u c i a l f a c t o r s i n b r i n g i n g about a 
change in women's s t a t u s . This could 
begin by the i n c l u s i o n of such v a r i ­
ables as the a v a i l a b i l i t y of day care 
s e r v i c e s and'the extent of d i s c r i m i n a ­
t i o n in the labour market in examining 
women's present labour force p a r t i c i ­
p a t i o n — t h e v a r i a b l e s missing with 
stu d i e s p r e s e n t l y a v a i l a b l e . From 
there, the a n a l y s i s could move on to 
the subject of the p o s t - 1 i b e r a t i o n 
economy and p r o j e c t the labour force 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n rate of women with univer­
s a l day care and the e l i m i n a t i o n of d i s ­
c r i m i n a t i o n . 

In the macroeconomic area, there should 
be a n a l y s i s of what would happen to 
growth, employment and income d i s t r i b u ­
t i o n i f women r e a l l y were l i b e r a t e d . 
-At the moment, economists are making 
such p r o j e c t i o n s l a r g e l y on the basis 
°f status quo assumptions about the 
economic c o n t r i b u t i o n of women. More 
s p e c i f i c questions which could be con­
sidered include how women's l i b e r a t i o n 
would a f f e c t not only the supply of 
labour but a l s o the demand f o r labour 
with the exodus of housewives from the 
home and the demand created f o r the 
p r o v i s i o n of these s e r v i c e s i n the mar­
ket economy—the kind of work suggested 
in the Mattant paper. Other i n t e r e s t i n g 
questions might i n v o l v e the demand and 
supply created f o r both part-time work­
ers and work o p p o r t u n i t i e s with the 
l i b e r a t i o n of women. 



The f a c t o f the matter i s that the 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r c o n t r i b u t i o n s from 
economists to the debate on women's 
l i b e r a t i o n are l i m i t l e s s . The problem 
now is only to d i r e c t those economists 
working in the area to the relevant 
questions. 
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