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Mar kets and Feminisms

1 I ntroduction

The purpose of this paper is to offer a critique of free market feminism. This school of thought
believes that women will be better off and enjoy wider opportunities in a free market than in a
market regulated by equa opportunities legidation. The main focus of the paper is on recent
expogtions of free market feminism emanding from the IEA Hedth and Wefare Unit,
particularly Conway (1998); reference will dso be made to Quest (ed., 1992) and Quest (ed.,
1994). The foundations of free market feminism were put in dace by Mcllroy (ed., 1991),
Kennedy Taylor (1992) and Hoff Summers (1994). Free market feminiam rdies to a
remarkable degree on a masculinigt style of thought typified by essentidism, binary oppositions
and a conception of the agent as a separative seif.

Three closdy rdated principles concerning markets, individuas and the gate are centrd to the
free-market feminism (FMF) expounded by Conway (1998). FMF argues that the free or
minimaly regulated market is the most reliable route to gender equdity and socid justice, that
individua men and women fredly choose traditiona gender roles and that the Sate is necessarily
or essentidly anti-market and hence, from the FMF perspective, hodtile to gender equdity.

Each of these principlesis criticaly examined in this paper.

There are competing conceptions of market exchange with different implications for the clam
that the free market is condtitutive of liberd neutrdity and as such a guarantor of equity, fairness
or judtice including the gender dimension of jugtice. In neoclassca welfare economics the
competitive market is judtified in terms of outcomes: in a competitive equilibrium no one can be
made better off without someone ese being made worse off. The Audtrian perspective sees
competition a process for disseminating knowledge and generating innovation and as a
procedure that excludes coercion from economic activity. A feminist account of markets
reveds the limitations of these ways of understanding markets. Market transactions do more
than alocate resources among competing uses, they contribute to the provisoning of
households. Markets are not mechanisms operating in isolation from society but are inditutions
embedded in ‘sructures of congtraint’; as such their processes and outcomes dike reflect
power imbalances. This feminist interpretation of markets suggests that they are not congtitutive
of libera neutradity and do not safeguard justice in the gender distribution of work and income,
Insofar as such justice is regarded as an objective of feminism, theimplication isthat FMF is not
in principle aschool of feminigt thought.

The advocate of FMF might reply that this conclusion depends upon a contestable definition of
justice, according to which justice in socid arrangements entalls their exhibiting a tendency to
equdity. On an entitlement theory of ditributive justice however the processes and outcomes
of competitive markets are indeed just. Againg thisview it is argued that, while it istrue that the




FMF can be saved by grounding it in an entitlement theory of justice, this Srategy commits the
advocate of FMF to a certain conception of the sdif, in fact to a possessive individuaist or
separative sHf.  There is a subgtantid feminigt literature that represents the rationdity, sdif-
interestedness and autonomy of the separdive sdf as characteristic of a masculinist style of
thought. An adequate understanding of the sdlf as related or connected undermines the FMF
clam that women and men fredy choose traditiond gender roles. This reingtates the conclusion
that FMF isnot feminist &t dl.

Thethird principle of FMF isthet the Sate is necessarily inimical to the pursuit of individud sdif-
interest through market exchange and therefore, for the proponent of FMF, to women's
interests. Advocates of FMF dso argue that the state, and socid movements such as feminism
that make use of dae agencies and rely on government legidation as channds for collective
action, are hodtile to capitaism. These views digplay markedly masculinit traits of thought. To
see the market and the state as a binary opposition, and to take an essentidist approach to
cgpitalism as necessaily involving the free market, is to engage in masculinist ways of thinking
that are widdly regarded with suspicion among feminits. Moreover, the FMF argument that
curtalling dtete action is the best way to advance women's interests is a highly questionable
drategy for feminisgts. Once again it seems that FMF has faled to make a convincing case for
being aform of feminism.

2 Markets, gender and justice

FMF argues that the free market promotes judtice in the gender didtribution of work and
income. The am of this section is to examine neoclassca, Audrian and feminist interpretations
of market exchange and their implications for the clam that the free market is condtitutive of
libera neutrdity and as such a guarantor of justice in the gender dimension of work and income.

The argument begins with a brief satement of two senses of didributive jugtice. The libertarian
account of digtributive justice is conggtent with the FMF clam that free market processes are
just. The egditarian understanding of digtributive justice supports the feminist god of gender
equdity in work and income from within the libera tradition that is acknowledges the benefits of
market exchange. The next step is draw on a feminist account of markets to reved the
limitations of neoclasscad and Austrian ways of understanding them. Market transactions are
more than a mechanism for dlocating resources among competing uses and more than a
discovery procedure; they contribute to the provisoning of households. As socid ingtitutions
embedded in ‘structures of congraint’, markets in their processes and outcomes dlike reflect
power imbalances. This feminist interpretation of markets suggests that they are not congtitutive
of libera neutrdity and do not safeguard justice in the gender distribution of work and income.
Insofar as such justice is regarded as an objedive of feminism, theimplication isthat FMF is not
in principle a school of feminig thought. True, this conclusion rests upon the egditarian theory
of didributive justice. However the dternative, according to which free market outcomes are
jud, is grounded in a masculinist conception of the sdif.




2.1 Thefreemarket and libertarian and egalitarian theories of distributive justice

In the firg few pages of Free-Market Feminism (FMF) a line of argument is set out about
markets and free markets which entails an essentidist definition of a highly contestable term.
The free market is contrasted with a market whose operation is curtailed by legidation (p. 3),
from which it follows that a free market is one which is free of legidative interference or where
the influence or scope of legidation is minima. On this bass FMF congructs an oppostion
between free-market feminiss and, not anti-free-market feminists but ant- market feminists.
This dide from free markets to markets is a symptom of the way in which FMF privileges one
analyss of markets over others. It assumes that a market that is only minimally regulated isin
some sense more of a market or more authenticaly manifests the essence of a market than one
which is more closgly regulated. FMF therefore presents an essentialist gpproach to the
understanding of markets.

What polemical purpose is served by setting up the free market as the ided or perfect form of
market exchange? There are several aspects to a complete answer but the one which is of
immediate interest is the part played by the essentidist account of the free market in the clam
made by FMF that the free market is one of the ‘inditutions congtitutive of libera democracy’

(p. 4). 1t will be argued here that the clam that te free market is condtitutive of liberd

democracy is empty, because FMF fails to even to acknowledge the radicaly ambiguous and
irredeemably contested nature of both of the relevant concepts, those of the free market and
liberd democracy. While it is true that there is an affinity between one conception of the free
market and one interpretation of ‘liberd procedurd neutrdism’, FMF isill-advised to present
the free market as such as conditutive of libera democracy as such. On any definition of the
free market, it is compatible only with a Nozickian or libertarian account of liberd democracy,
and not with the egditarian, for example Rawlsan, gpproach.

The picture of the free market as condtitutive of liberd democracy is perhaps best understood in
terms of the concept of liberd neutrdlity.

It is not the function of the Sate to impose the pursuit of any particular set of
ends upon its citizens. Rather the state should leave its citizens to set their own
gods, to shgpe ther own lives, and should confine itsdf to establishing
arrangements which dlow each citizen to pursue his own gods as he sees fit —
conggtent with every other citizen’sright to being able to do the same.

(Jones, P., 1989, p. 9)

The quotation above seems to me to put the idea of liberd neutrdity in anutshell. The ideais
that society is characterized by mora dissensus; individuals may hold one of arange of possbly
incommensurable conceptions of the good. There is irresolvable conflict over the values which
public ingtitutions should serve. The coercive power of the state should therefore be curtailed,
since gate actions cannot be justified by reference to any conception of the good, any particular
st of ultimate ends, which is agreed by everyone. It follows from this mora dissensus or
plurdism, firg, that the Sate, in its minima operations, ought to be neutra as between citizens.




Second, this neutrdity applies to its procedures rather than the outcomes of its operations, for
there is no agreed criterion for judging outcomes, merely a presumption againgt procedures that
favour any particular conception of the good.

At firg sght the free market looks like a procedure for settling competing clams on scarce
resources in away that treats riva clamants judtly, in that outcomes depend upon the voluntary
actions and choices of buyers and sdllers participating in market transactions out of a sense of
mutua advantage. Buit it is time to look more closdy at both liberal procedurd neutrdism and
the free market. A closer examination of the idea of a neutra procedure reveds its ambiguity
and limitations. It will be enough to condder very briefly two theories of judtice as ways of
elaborating the basic idea of a neutra procedure for distributing goods, Nozick’s libertarian or
entitlement theory and Rawls s egditarian theory.

The theoretical basis of the FMF identification of the free market as a condtitutive indtitution of
liberal democracy lies in the Nozickian idea that the voluntary transfer of goods in a market is
the archetypd inditution which settles distributiona issues in a free society (Nozick, 1974).

Suppose that justice in holding goods is understood in terms of entitlement to goods. It follows
that, on condition that economic agents are entitled to hold their initid endowment of goods, any
redigtribution of those goods which comes about solely through voluntary, market exchange will
be judt, in that it will leave agents with al and only the goods they are entitled to hold. What
about justice in the acquisition of initia holdings of goods? Nozick’s libertarian theory belongs
to a tradition that can be traced back to the saventeenth century political philosopher John
Locke's principle that a person justly acquires resources by ‘mixing’ her labour with them.

Accordingly, the foundation of the entitlement theory of didtributive justice is a parable about the
acquisition through labour of resources to which no one is acknowledged as having a prior
dam. In efect, the entittement theory of justice takes for granted the existing alocation of
property rights and therefore places savere limits on attempts to redistribute through state action
holdings of goods which have been generated by market exchange.

For the libertarian theorist the unrestrained accumulation of private property by one individua
does not pose athreset to the liberty of other individuds, it is therefore judt, provided only that it
is undertaken through voluntary exchange. However, another account of liberdism n the
digtribution of goods recognizes that one person’s freedom can be threatened and even curtailed
by the power that is conferred on another person by the private ownership of resources on a
large scale. For example, John Stuart Mill argued that ‘the rich ... in the absence of law and
government ... would probably be successful in converting the poor into their daves ([1861],
1972, p 315). This can be regarded as one source of the more egditarian interpretation of
liberdism associated with Rawls (1972). Rawls's am is to justify within a liberd framework
economic ingditutions which would ‘define the appropriate digtribution of the benefits and
burdens of socia co-operation’ (p. 4) and display a ‘tendency to equaity’ (p. 100).

The location of Rawls's theory of justice in the liberd tradition is secured by the ‘principle of
equd liberty’ according to which ‘each person is to have an equd right to the mogt extensive
basic liberty compatible with a smilar liberty for others (p. 60). The concept of basic liberties
captures the idea of the political rights of the individua, which has dways been a core




component of the liberd tradition. Badc liberties are therefore defined by Rawls (1972) as
‘(the right to vote and to be digible for public office) together with freedom of speech and
assembly; liberty of conscience and freedom of thought; freedom of the person aong with the
right to hold (persona) property; and freedom from arbitrary arrest’ (p. 61). The ‘tendency to
equality’ in economic institutions is expressed in the ‘difference principle, which states that
‘socid and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are ... to the greatest benefit of
the least advantaged’ (p. 83). Inequdities in the distribution of ‘primary socia goods incdluding
‘powers and opportunities, income and wedlth' (p. 92) are to be tolerated only if their incentive
effects on productive efforts can be shown to improve the conditions of the worst off members
of society. Rawls (1972) argues that the * difference principle represents, in effect, an agreement
to regard the digtribution of naturd talents as a common asset and to share in the benefits of this
digtribution’ (p. 100).

Thisway of thinking about natura talents highlights the main difference between the entitlement
and the egditarian interpretations of the liberd theory of justice. The idea behind the foundation
of entitlement to resourcesin ‘mixing labour’ with them is that the economic agent appropriates
something outside hersdf by mixing with it whet is dready her own - her labour in the form of
skills and taents plus effort.  And clearly the underlying assumption is that a person is the
possessor of her own capacities (and hence of everything acquired by the exercise of those
capacities). This assumption, termed ‘possessive individuaism by MacPherson (1962), is
closaly related to the masculinist concept of the separative sdf (England, 1993). It is denied by
the postulated Rawlsan agreement to regard the skills and tdents of individuas as a common
ast, which can therefore be seen as a possble foundation for a feminist interpretation of the
libera theory of digtributive justice.

2.2 Thefreemarket in neoclassical and Austrian economics

In FMF two claims are made about free markets as a putative system of digtributive justice.
Fird, it is contended that where ‘sex is not a genuine job-related qudification, sexud
discrimination places costs on employers who practise it which render them at a competitive
disadvantage vis-a-vis those who do’ (FMF, p. 1). Second, the objective of policy for FMF is
that women should ‘receive for their work dl that it is worth to their employersin a free market’
(p,2). What picture of the free market isimplied by these clams, and isit compatible with either
or both of the liberd theories of justice? Clearly, the assumption is that free markets are
compstitive. But in contemporary economics there are two main theoretical pergpectives on
competition, the neoclassicd analysis of competitive equilibrium and the Austrian description of
competitive process.

At the root of the advocacy of free markets seems to be an assumption that market exchange is
naturd and harmless, or rather aggressve and sdf-interested but nevertheless naturd and
harmless. On this view market exchange is the spontaneous expression of individua choice and
plays a centrd role in the organization of socid life,. There certainly are circumstances in which
market exchange is uncontentioudy of mutua advantage to both parties and it is such
circumstances that the free market might appear to be an ided libera democratic ingtitution for
ensuring judtice in the digribution of goods. ‘There is a prima facie case for the incluson of




market exchange within any distributive system. For, given any distribution of goods taken as
jug, if two parties would prefer the result of a bilateral exchange to the status quo why not alow
them to trade? (Scanlon, 1977, p. 43).

How would a free-market feminist answer that question? For afree-market feminist thereisno
reason at dl not to dlow the two parties to trade and this answer would remain unproblematic
well beyond the circumstances of uncoerced bilaterd exchange from an initid distribution of
goods which is assumed © be just. In Chapter 1 it was argued that the working of the price
mechaniam generates inequdities in income and that market exchange in indudria capitdist
economies tranamits inequaities of power grounded in sructures of congraint. The question |
want to pursue here is whether the argument that the free market is conditutive of liberd
democracy amounts to a defence of the free market againgt these objections. While the free
market bears a superficia resemblance to a system of procedural justice in the distribution of
goods, the free-market feminigt clam that it is a condtitutive indtitution of liberd democracy
seems to me to misunderstand what markets are good a. There are two principa theoretica
frameworks for explicating the concept of the free markets, the neoclassica and the Ausdtrian.

221 Thefreemarket in neoclassical economics

From the perspective of neoclassca economics perfectly competitive markets - distinguished
by large numbers of buyers and sdlers, freedom of entry ard exit, complete information and
uniform product qudity - are under certain conditions an efficient mechaniam for alocating
scarce resources among competing uses.  Equilibrium occurs when the choices made by
economic agents are consistent, so that they can dl buy or sell as planned in order to maximise
ther individud utilities The welfare implications of a competitive equilibrium are captured by
the idea of Pareto efficiency; in a perfectly competitive market a equilibrium it is impossible to
increase the utility of one person without decreasing that of another. For an economy
composed entirely of perfectly competitive markets, the Pareto criterion identifies a range of
efficient market equilibria but it has nothing to say about the justice or fairness of the distribution
of goods associated with each equilibrium. The economy could settle at any one of a number of
efficient competitive outcomes, each reflecting a different initial endowment of resources. What
can be said the justice of the ditribution of goods under these circumstances?

The libertarian theory of judtice in effect presents exchange in a competitive market as itsdf the
inditutiona sructure that settles ditributiond issues justly. So long as economic agents are
entitled to hold ther initid bundle of goods, any redigtribution of those goods which occurs
through voluntary exchange in competitive markets leaves agents with goods which they are
entitled to hold. The dement of the entitlement theory that generates this result is not the generd
idea of liberd procedurd neutrdism that it shares with the egditarian theory but the assumption
of possessive individudism which differentiates the two accounts of distributive justice. Thereis
no reason to believe that perfectly competitive markets will exhibit a *tendency to equdity’ in
digtributing goods, even if the initid endowment of goods and resources were equa. And any
degree of inequdity in the distribution of goods and resources associated with a particular
competitive equilibrium throughout the economy is possible. Moreover, there is no scope within
the neoclassca framework for seeking to establish an initid digtribution of resources that




reflects an agreement to regard the talents of individual agents as a commonasset. From the
neoclassica perspective the free market could be a condtitutive ingtitution of libera democracy
on an entitlement interpretation of justice in the distribution of goods but not an egditarian one.
The atempt in FMF to identify the free market with libera democracy as such fals on a
neoclassica understanding of the free market.

2.2.2 Thefreemarket in Austrian economics

From an Austrian viewpoint markets are a discovery procedure, bringing together knowledge of
resources and knowledge of consumer demands which would otherwise remain locked away
indde the heads of many individuds. Agan from within the Audrian tradition markets are a
cregtive process, not only bringing existing knowledge together but actualy cresting the demand
for innovatory products. On both accounts competitive markets are never in equilibrium. The
idea of the comptitive process is centrd to the Audtrian tradition. Markets are in a state of
congtant change as firms ceasdesdy jockey for competitive advantage through activities such as
innovation (new products and production processes), improvements in product qudity and
advertisng (dl of which areincompatible with the neoclassica concept of perfect competition).

The Audrian tradition offers an interpretative understanding of market processes which
illuminates the historical narrative of consumerism and new technology under industrid capitaism
in away that is beyond the scope of neoclassca economic andyss. The fore grounding of
dynamic processes, discovery and crestivity degpens our understanding of what might be called
the ‘classca’ argument for the market, that it generates unimagined materid abundance. The
idea of the market as a creative process captures the image of the market economy as a
cornucopia, conjuring into existence unsuspected wants and ways of life as wel as the means of
saisfying and living them.  Yet cdosdy rdaed to this achievement through unpredicteble
discovery and crestivity is the haphazard nature of the way in which the market digtributes its
largesse.

The Austrian understanding of markets acknowledges the importance of chaos in economic and
socid life. There is no commensurability and no pretence of commensurability between input
and reward in the ideas of the market as a discovery procedure and as a creative process. A
fragment of knowledge brought into play by the competitive process or a single bright idea
fdling on receptive ground can provide the foundation for entrepreneurid fortunes and
commercid dynagties.  Unremitting toil in a socidly vauable but unprofitable cause can and
routindy does dtract mediocre returns.  These outcomes are far from the egditarian liberd

principle of tolerating inequdities of income and wedth only if they maxmise the wel- being of
the worgt- off members of society. There is no tendency to equdlity in the distribution of goods
thrown up by the competitive process and it generates many inequdities which are wdl in

excess of those that might be warranted as means to the greatest possible advantage of the least
advantaged. On the Audtrian understanding of the free market, it is not therefore a congtitutive
indtitution of liberd democracy. However, once again the libertarian theory of justice does not
place ary obstacles in the way of the free market, understood in terms of competitive process,
entering aliberd democratic society.




What makes for this difference in outcome is the libertarian theory’s possessive individudist
assumption about the talents and capacities of the which people bring with them to the market.
If each agent is regarded as the possessor of her own capacities, then anything she acquires
through her own labour becomes her private property. Provided this is transferred only by
means of voluntary exchange in a market, justice in the digtribution of goods is preserved. It is
paradoxica to find that free-market feminism can make good its claim that the free market is a
conditutive inditution of libera democracy only on an interpretation of liberd democracy which
relies upon possessve individualism, a notably masculinist propogtion. This is not to suggest
that FMF is vulnerable to knock-down logically conclusive objections. It is another aspect of
the masculinist cagt of mind of FMF that it assumes that explorations of economic and politica
thought are amenable to this binary dl-or-nothing style of reasoning. It israther that the parable
of the acquigition of previoudy unclaimed resources by separative salves does not seem to ft,
does not seem to have persuasive force, does not seem to be appropriate, as a centra
component of feminist economic and politica theory.

2.3 A feminist interpretation of markets

For FMF the free market is an autonomous inditution that dominates a free society. From a
feminist perspective, markets are one socid inditution among others, influencing and in turn
being influenced by (a) organizations such as households, firms and the state and (b) the
prevailing culturd and politica norms.

Oneway of darifying the difference between free market and feminist approachesis to compare
their answers to the question. What do markets do? In the perfectly competitive model
markets alocate resources efficiently. What happens in one market has an other marketsin the
economy, through changes in relative prices. Lower prices move resources away from markets
where they are in excess supply towards markets where there is an unsatisfied demand for

them, manifested in higher prices. Lower prices are ds0 the mechanism which preads the
effects of technological advance throughout the economy. For example, the mass production of
dlicon chips reduces their production cogts and hence their sdlling price and the quantity sold,
with amilar effects on the markets for persona computers, microwave ovens and the many

other goods which incorporate them. This may leave consumers with money to spend on other
goods such as wine and weekend bresks.  Allocating resources is certainly part of what

markets do and what markets do is certainly an important part of what we do with resources.

The problem is not that this picture iswrong but thet it isincomplete.

Fird, the assumption that markets dlocate resources is an example of undue abstraction,
disembedding markets from their surrounding socid ingtitutions and thereby failing to gppreciate
fully the economic process in which markets play a pat. This is captured by the idea of
provisoning (Boulding, 1986; Nelson, 1996), which refers to the process of meeting peopl€’ s
needs. Provisoning human life refers to ‘the commodities and processes necessary to human
surviva’ (Nelson, 1993, p. 32) and is awider process than market exchange. The dlocationist
pergoective misses the full ggnificance of what makets are doing in the context of
complementary ingtitutions such as families or households and the state.  Allocating resources to
the production of goods to satisfy consumer wants is only part of the sory; there is dso the




question of how the household, usudly the women within it, use resources to meet the needs of
its dependent members. Market exchange is only one part of the total process of provisioning;
voluntary co-operation and centrd planning, or gifts and coercion, are aso involved. Friedman
(1978, p.18) puts is rather neatly: ‘Under any inditutions, there are essentidly three ways in

which | can get another person to help me achieve my ends. love, trade and force’. A

provisioning perspective acknowledges the importance of the giving of gifts and use of legitimeate
force in meeting peopl€’ s needs. Moreover, it enablesiit to be recognised that market exchange
may actualy come into conflict with the wider process of provisoning. For example, markets
might provide the things that people want at the cost of damaging things they need such as an
unpolluted environment.

Second, in contributing to the provisioning of society, markets are shaped by the surrounding
socid dructures and ingtitutions. Market transactions cannot be assumed to be the outcome of
voluntary individual choices undertaken because they promise equa benefit to both parties
dready equal in power. Coercion, or the exercise of power, is not just an dternative or an
external complement to market exchange; it is aso operationd within markets. Even if amarket
is initidly free of coercion, the working of the price mechaniam itself will soon generate the
inequadlities of income, wedth and hence power which underlie the development of inequdities
of power. Thefact that consumers prefer one producer’ s goods rather than another’ s is enough
to open up inequdities of income, which lead to the concentration of ownership of the means of
production and the emergence of socid classes defined in terms of their rdation to production.
However, it would be ‘economidic’ to bdieve tha the only significant socid structures and
inequalities are based on classes defined in thisway.

In industrid capitdist economies markets transmit inequalities of power which are grounded in
four diginct socia ‘ structures of congtraint’ (Folbre, 1994, p. 17 and pp. 53-60). The Marxist
critique of capitdism rightly regjects the modd of individud choice in a free market but focuses
too narrowly on class as the one dimension of socia conflict and on the ownership of assets as
the sngle defining characterigtic of the dominant class. A more complex representation of socid
conflict is needed to acknowledge the importance of the structures of constraint associated with
patriarchy. Folbre (1994) suggests that the term ‘patriarchy’ ought to be understood ‘as
combinations of structures of constraint based on gender, age and sexua preference’ (p.59).

These structures based on class, gender, age and sexud preference both make possible, and
place congraints upon, the congruction of persona identities. Individuas cannot therefore be
regarded as sources of unconditiondly autonomous desires and voluntary choices. The
implication for the labour market, for example, is that people enter it with different congraints.
According to the free market backlash, forma equality of opportunity and the working of the
free market are enough to ensure that employment opportunities are filled purely on the basis of
ability to do the job. However, this fails to acknowledge the ways in which the structures of
congtraint operate on employers as much as job seekers. Employment opportunities reflect the
socidly congtructed assumptions of employers about the kind of people they want to work for
them, even if they do more than ‘fall to chdlenge the liberd modd of theindividud - implicitly an
adult man unencumbered by responsihilities to care for others (Sayer, 1995, p.128). The
ideology of the free market concedls the impact of structures of congtraint behind the fiction that
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labour market transactions are bargains struck between free and equa individuas. Far from
dominating society, the free market is a vehicle for the tranamisson of the effects of unequa
power based on class, gender, race and sexual preference groupings.

On an egditarian theory of justice that has affinities with feminist ethics, the free market, whether
interpreted in neoclassical or Audtrian terms, cannot be regarded as a neutrd procedure for
yielding just solutions to digtributive issues, including the gender divison of income and work. A
case can be made for regarding it as a just process, if justice is understood in libertarian terms,
but such an argument seemsto rely on the masculinist notion of the separative salf.

3 From separative selvesto social beings

While it is clear that feminiam is arich and varied school of thought, it is equaly clear that not
jugt anything can count as feminism. A doctrine such as FMF tha leans so heavily on
masculinist idess and gyles of thought might reasonably be thought to have overstepped the
legitimate bounds of feminist theorizing. The am of Section 3 is to provide one supporting
argument for this dam, by showing that FMF rdies upon the masculinist concept of the
separdive .

Free markets are not enough to explain and Hill less to judtify the existing gender pattern of
employment, the current gender divison of labour and the prevailing gender distribution of
income. This hardly needs to be argued in the present polemical context, because it is assumed
to be true by FMF. Free market feminists repeatedly appeal to biologicaly based differences
between men and women, in particular between their motivations and preferences, in seeking to
judtify the gender division of labour and the inequdities in work outside the home to which they
give rise (for example, Conway, 1998, p. 6, p. 19 and passm; Wilson, 1994, pp. 59-71,
Levine, 1994, pp. 72-86). The attraction of free markets, understood as gpproximating to the
perfectly competitive markets of neoclassical economic andysis, to free- market feminigsliesin
ther neutrdity, in the ways in which they act as channdls for differences in initid endowments.
Would free-market feminists advocate free markets in dl circumstances, or do they do so only
because they are a tranamitter and even an amplifier of exigting inequdities which came about
not through the agency of free markets but under paticular higorical and inditutiona
circumstances?

3.1 Thelimits of choice

Free-market feminigts clam that traditiond gender roles are fredy chosen or at least fredy
acquiesced in. There is a tenson between this proposition and the assumption that traditiond
gender roles are the product of innate and indeed natural biologicaly based characterigtics. The
problem is not that traditional gender roles may be either *fredy’ chosen or biologicaly based
but may not be both; there is nothing incoherent in the suggestion that choice may be limited or
congtrained but not determined by biologica factors. The difficulty with the free-market feminist
view is rather that the invariable qudification of choosng or acquiescing as ‘free seems to
render these actions immune from the requirement to be explained or understood in any other
way than beng ‘biologicaly based’. Is the decison to choose or acquiesce in a traditional

11



gender role a conscious or ddiberate or reflective decison at dl? Perhagps such roles are
assumed without the awareness of there being any choice in the matter.

Free-market feminists seem to take it for granted that the rationa choice modd of behaviour
can be generdised from the economic sphere to throw light on every aspect of human life. The
use of rationd caculation to maximise saf-interest is thereby taken for granted as the spring of
human action. For example, there is the powerful rhetoric of restraint, repeatedly appeded to
by free market advocates. ‘... whether regtricting the free market is the best or only way to
diminate al such remaining forms of discrimination ..." (Conway, 1998, pp. 7-80) and ‘...
whether curtailment of the market is ether necessary or dedrable to eradicate such
discrimination against women ..." (Conway, 1998, p. 6). Individud actions in markets and
elsawhere do not need to be restrained or curtailed unlessthey are at least potentidly disruptive
to the common good. FMF's characteristic recourse to the rhetoric of redtraint is therefore a
reflection of their assumption that human action in generd, and hence market exchange or
contracting in particular, isfundamentaly driven by sdf-interested motives.

The emphasis placed by free-market feminists on freedom of choice, as an dmost universd fact
of life rather than an ided informing the principles of political organisation, amounts to a refusa
to acknowledge the circumstances under which most women, and men, who are not
revolutionaries or prophets of new forms of socid life, live ther lives. Even if an individud’s
participation in a particular traditional way of life involves an ement of choice, it may reflect
ignorance of the availahility of aternatives, the security of the second best or the limits imposed
by low expectations. For example, ‘the hopeless beggar, the precarious landless labourer, the
dominated housewife, the hardened unemployed or the over-exhausted coolie may al take
pleasure in smdl mercies, and manage to suppress intense suffering for the necessty of
continuing surviva’ (Sen, 1987, p. 45).

The concept of the individua which underlies the free-market feminist picture of universa choice
is the ‘separative sdlf’ (England, 1993). The rational choice modd used in neoclassical
economics assumes that consumer tastes or preferences are exogenous, they are not explained
by the model but are an explanatory input to it. Tastes are assumed to be ether fredly chosen
or biologicaly or psychologicaly determined. Asfar as the neoclasscd modding of marketsis
concerned, consumer tastes are sovereign in the sense of exerting explanatory power on it and
escgping casud influence emanating from it. England (1993) argues that this view of economic
motivation is an agpect of the ‘separative sdf’, a centra assumption of modern political
philosophy which has been questioned by feminigt theorids. If we replace this undersocidized
of individuas with one that recognises their vulnerability to socid influences and capacity for
empathy, it becomes clear that consumer tastes are endogenous in that they are in part the
products of market interaction. Once agan markets are seen to be a vehicle for the
tranamisson of socid influences;, consumer tastes are moulded by advertisng and affected by
emulaion.

One way of recognizing these effects without representing consumers as the dupes of fashion is
to rethink rationa choice as purposeful choice. This *encourages us to ask how people define
and pursue their dedres, but avoids any implicit dichotomy between rational and irrationd’
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(Folbre, 1994, p. 28). Theam isnot to deny the redlity of choice but to try to understand how
the purposes that guide choice are condtituted. It isdso to darify the nature of individuation, or
the process of becoming an individua through forming purposes by reflection on the rules,
norms and ingtitutions prevailing in a particuar socid Stuation. Perhaps the inadequacy of the
sepaative Hf is most dearly visble in its denid of the necessity for individuation, in its
assumption that individudity is the foundation of a human life rather than agod. For example,
Thomas Hobbes argued that in order to understand society it was necessary to start from ‘men
as if even now sprung out of the earth, and suddenly, like mushrooms, come to full maturity
without al kinds of engagement to each other’ (quoted in Lukes, 1973, p. 119).

Another way of perceiving the essentiaist nature of FMF is to consder the idea of market
exchange itsdf, or contracting. For FMF there is one core or paradigmatic interpretation of
contracting, which seesit as essentidly amatter of rationdly caculaing sdf-interest.

3.2 Contracts, context and culture

Contracting is not essentialy or necessarily sdf-interested and does not essentialy or necessarily
involve maximidng utility. Thereis no pure or essentid form of contracting, where it is true by
definition that contracting is sef-interested, which might then be gpplied in culturdly specific
contexts gaining different additiond layers of meaning. What seems to have happened in free-
market feminig thought is the condruction of an ided type of pure rationd sdf-interested
contracting out of a variety of culturdly specific forms of exchange. The implication of this view
isto present those forms of exchange as imperfect gpproximations to the essence of contracting,
groupings through the layers of socid meanings towards a perspicuous image of the true
archetypad mode of contracting. Yet dl thetimeit is, it ssemsto me, the culturaly specific forms
of exchange which are the originds, and the rationa choice mode an abstraction fram them.

What are these culturdly specific forms of contracting, these socidly embedded modes of
exchange? What generd categories ought we to add to the cdculation of sdf-interest
charecterigtic of the rationa choice model? The general concept of exchange can be extended
to cover two further categories. Firgt, an act of exchange or a series of such acts can be the
outcome of expressive rather than rationality, where the rationdity of the action conssts not in
its being calculated to be the most dficient means to a chosen end, but in expressing the two
agents identities through their dlegiance to a principle or commitment to a certain way of life.
Second, there is the exchange of gifts, understood as imposing an obligation to reciprocate, in
some broadly proportionate way in appropriate circumstances, on the part of the person
recaiving the gift. Contracting is not necessarily sef-interested and is not essentidly a matter of
maximigng utility.

In philosophicd terms, this is both a broadly late Wittgensteinian podtion and one that
exemplifies the typicaly feminigt focus on the socid Stuatedness of knowledge. To say tha
there is no essentid (sdf-interested and maximising) form of contracting but rather a variety of
modes of contracting which need to be understood in the context of forms of socid life and the
principles and values that condtitute them. This propogtion is probably best understood as a
satement of the genera feminist regjection both of a detachment between human knowledge and
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its socid gStuation and of the ‘separative salf’ or unsociaised rationd agent. The gpproach is
close to the late Wittgengteinian position that we do not know what a sentence means until we
know its context of utterance; as a decontextualised string of words the sentence could take any
one of anumber of meanings, the context tells us what speech act the sentence is being used to
perform, for example, for congtatives what statement it is being used to meke. Similarly, | am
suggesting, we do not fully understand the socia meaning of a contract or an act of exchange
until we have explored until we know the context in which it has been made. So contracting
may have amixed mativationd s, richer than the maximisation of individud utility, and can only
be undergood in a culturdly specific context informed in part by vaues other than df-
interested cdculation. Agang the FMF view, it therefore seems there is no meaningful or
adequate context-free concept of contracting which sees it as dways and everywhere sdf-
interesed and maximizing.

33 Social relationsin markets

The FMF focus on competitive markets carries with it a set of assumptions about the nature of
the socid relations that characterize such markets. The emphasis on freedom of choice, for
example in the clam that gender roles are fredy chosen or acquiesced in, implies that what
prevents such roles becoming intolerably oppressve is the posshility of exit from them.
Continuing incumbency in a role therefore entalls contentment in it. The stress on choice and
hence exit as the naturd response to disstisfaction deflects attention away from the possihility
of and prospects for negotiations to reform the socid inditutions which shape gender roles.

Choice and exit are terms tha gain their resonance from their roots in the andyss of markets.
So their dominance in free-market feminist thought also suggests that indtitutiond change, asthe
product of negotiation and legidation, is necessarily anti-market. However, markets are
themsalves socid inditutions that are shaped, and indeed condtituted as the markets that they
are, by voice and the indtitutiond redesign to which it givesrise,

Hirschman (1970) introduced the concepts of exit and voice into economics and politics. Exit,
he suggested, is typicd of the economic redm; for example, the customer who stops buying
from one supplier and turns to another or who smply gives up buying a particular product can
be thought of as exercising her freedom to exit. In terms of economic anaysis, exit isatypica
neoclasscal term. Customers ether exit or they do not, exit isan dl or nothing metter, it isnot a
fuzzy concept. It isimpersond in that it does not require any direct communication between a
paticular buyer and a particular sdller. The exit of many cusomers is in itsdf a 9gnd to the
supplier and may st in motion efforts to make good the lapses in qudity or price
competitiveness which underlie consumer disstisfaction.  So the recovery if it occurs is the
unintended consequence of consumers decisons to exit; as a recuperative mechaniam exit is
invisble hand.

Voice is characterigtic of the political sphere, according to Hirschman (1970). Voice takes a
vaigy of forms ranging from informd, ungructured episodes of grumbling or protest to
indtitutionalized activities such as negotiations between an interest group and a government
department. The exercise of voiceisnot an dl or nothing or binary affair but a matter degreein
that it typicdly involves compromise, neither Sde getting everything they originaly wanted. And
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the improvement in performance in response to the exercise of voice is not an invisble hand
mechanism but an intended outcome.

Exit and voice can interact in the same inditution. For example, the threat of exit may help to
make the exercise of voice effective. This can occur in a market, athough not in the perfectly
competitive market of neoclassical economics. There seemsto be limited scope for exit the free
markets of free-market feminigs. A free or minimaly regulated market could involve voice in a
vaiety of forms from complaints to participation in product desgn. In other words a free
market can in principle be a customer market (Okun, 1981), where firms keenness to win
repeat business provides opportunities for the exercise of voice by customers. However, in a
free market there is no scope a dl for the exercise of voice through the political process. To
the extent that voice is exercised in this way and aregulatory framework isimposed, the market
moves away from the paradigm free market.

The implication is that socid vaues and relationships which are expressed through the state or
public indtitutions are excluded from shaping markets. For example, certain goods such as pre-
school child care may be provided through market exchange but a a price below cost because
that access to them should be wider than it would be if consumers had to pay the full cost of
their provison. Labour market regulation may reflect a commitment to a shared principle or a
sense of socid or group solidarity.  Anti-discrimination and equd pay legidation and affirmative
action, censured in FMF, come into this category. Markets are not free, because market
processes and outcomes are the products of invisble hand mechanisms working within a
regulatory framework shaped by political pressures and compromises; exit operates in a world
created by voice.

This section has sought to do two things. Thefirg isto reved the centraity of the separative sdf
to the structure of FMF and hence its reliance on a masculinist concept.  The second is to
suggest the limitations, from a more clearly feminist viewpoint, of the separative sdf: socid roles
are not aways fredly chosen, contacting does not invariably spring from self-interest and market
relations may involve the necessarily socidly interactive exercise of voice.

4 The free market and the varieties of capitalism

What is the most reliable means of ensuring equa opportunities for women to take part in
economic activity outsde the home? What is the best way of making sure that women receive
equa pay for work of comparable worth? It might seem paradoxicd to suggest that the best
route to these goas is an indirect one but that iswhat free-market feminists believe: on this view
there is no prospect of equa opportunities or equa pay until the labour market has been freed
from al sate regulation, alegidative task on which no government anywhere in the world seems
likely to embark. Even then women would have to wait; it is only in the long run that the free
market ‘contains an in-built sdf-correcting mechanism which tends to diminate ill-founded
discrimination againgt either sex’ (Conway, 1998, p. 20). |s free- market feminism redly such
an unattractive framework for policy making? The intention of Section 4 is to suggest that, yes,
it is. In this context the essentidism of FMF in reducing markets to the free market and in
identifying the free market with capitdism is deeply problematic.
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In the opening pages of FMF, the free market is identified with capitalism. According to FMF,
dmog al varieties of feminism are ‘anti-capitdist in tone and intent’” and can be referred to as
anti-market feminism, while only free-market feminism ‘is not hogtile to the free market’ (pp. 3-
4). Later it is suggested that the collgpse of communism makes it necessary for feminigts ‘to re-
gppraise their typicaly hogtile stance towards the market’ (p. 45). However, the collapse of
communism aso makes it gppropriate to examine the development of capitdiam, that is, to
acknowledge the varieties of capitdism. There is more than one modd of capitdism and a
cgpitalism based on minimally regulated or free markets is no more authenticaly capitaist than
those in which markets are regulated in a variety of ways by legidation and by culturd norms.
FMF involves a privileging of one modd of capitalism over others and an essentidist gpproach
to the understanding of contemporary capitdisms.

The question is whether we are prepared to move out of the nineteenth century
laissez fare dae into an era of liberd socidism, by which | mean a system
where we can act as an organized community for common purposes and to
promote socid justice, whilst respecting and protecting the individud.

(Keynes, 1939)

In these words are contained the core principles of the two political traditions, liberalism and
socidism, which have influenced the development of different forms of contemporary capitaism.
Many sociaists would accept Keynes's words ‘an organised community for common purposes
and to promote socid justice as adefinition of asocidist society. Some would want to replace
socid judtice with equdity, or an equa distribution of income, wedth and power, while feminists
would want to extend equality of distribution to cover the gender distribution of opportunitiesin
paid employment and related issues. But dl would agree with the priority accorded to the
building of collective institutions over individud freedom. By contrast the centra idea of
classcd liberdism is a bdief in the inviolability of individua freedom; except for a smal number
of specific and limited projects, the community should stand asde and permit the maximum
degree of freedom to each individud - freedom of thought, speech and religion but dso, as
Keynes went on to emphasise, freedom of ‘ property and enterprise’.

What Keynes was proposing was a compromise between these two politica traditions of
classicd liberdism and socidism, abaancing of the collective purposes and socid justice againgt
individua freedom in a new political philosophy of liberd socidism, effectively the philosophy
for anew form of capitalism. Ever snce the Keynesian revoltion the questions ‘Which kind of
cgpitaism? How can cdasscd liberd and socidigt principles be blended in socid democrétic
capitaism? have been as prominent on the political agenda as the question ‘Capitaism or
socidism?  And with the dternative to capitdism of a centrdly planned socidist economy no
longer available, the debate over different forms of capitalism is the only one that matters. It is
therefore surprising that FMF present dl other forms of feminism which advocate equd
opportunities legidation of various kinds and other forms of state intervention and regulation as
pursuing an anti-capitalist agenda. Thisis not to deny that some feminists are anti- capitdist; but
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it isto ingst that measures to promote socid justice in gender issues, as in other areas, are not
essntidly anti-capitdist. FMF seems to misrepresent not only other feminigts but the whole
debate over the devdopment of ‘ningteenth century individudigic' capitdism into the
contemporary variety of forms of capitaism and the prospects for the emergence of post-
capitaist economies.

There are a number of different ways of conceptudising the varieties of capitdism; Atlantic,
Anglo-Saxon, plurdist and non-corporatist are terms which are widely used to describe the
more individudigtic, lassez fare or dasscd liberd range of the spectrum, while Rhindand,
corporatist and stakeholder are terms which identify the more collectivis segment.  In
individudigt capitdism labour markets are Sgnificantly less regulated than in collectivit
cgpitdiam; occupationa rights are workers rights to continued employment in the same
occupation, while organisationd rights refer to workers' rights to continued employment within
the same firm. In economies with lightly regulated |abour markets to there is a tendency for the
financid system to be market-based, in that enterprises have to rely on the stock market for a
large part of the funds they require for invesment. And the financid system in economies with
more tightly regulated labour markets tends to be bank-based, in that banks, as long-term and
Subgtantia stockholdersin many firms, provide much of the finance for investment in the form of
long-term loans. In both labour markets and financid markets, therefore, the behaviour of
agents is likely to be gpproximate more closely to the sdlf-interest and maximising of the rationd
choice modd in individudig than in collectivist capitaism.  This reflects the different socid and
inditutional context of the two types of capitdism. The same point is clear in respect of
inditutions for establishing economic consensus.  The bdance between the levels and
conditiondity of wefare benefits and education and training spending on the one hand and
taxation levels on the other isthe fina part of the pattern.

The diversty of patterns of women's participation in paid employment outsde the home is a
particularly relevant illudration of the variety of capitdism even within one region, namely the
European Union (Hatt, 2000). Three broad patterns may be distinguished. Firg, in the
countries of the southern or Latin rim of the EU and in Irdand, early participation is the norm,
with participation faling after marriage or childbirth. In the absence of a developed welfare
system, women's unpaid caring labour in the home is important. Second, a pattern of disrupted
participation is gpparent in the UK, Netherlands and Germany. For many women participation
in paid employment is interrupted, or restricted to part-time paid employment, while bringing up
young children. The return to full-time paid employment has often involved occupationd
downgrading and a reduction in long-term earnings and pensions. Third, Denmark and Sweden
exhibit continuous participation, where women's age-related economic activity is very Smilar to
men's, reflecting the way in which the wefare regime rather than the free market has enabled
women to reconcile more successfully than dsewhere their caring responghbilities with

participation in paid employmen.

FMF presents the free market as independent of any particular ingtitutiona context. It is as
though they see the free market as a diamond, inscribing its universa message of rationd choice
and sdf-interest on the softer materia of society. However it is dear that the ingtitutions within
which economic agents operate vary substantialy across capitdist economies. Markets have an
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impact on the society surrounding them but are dso shaped by the lega framework, the
inditutional structures and the norms and culture of society. These differences among capitdist
economies make it possble for feminists to advocate equa opportunities legidation, to
campaign for equa pay for equal work and so on as part of the process of constructing one
kind of capitalist economy out of another. The clam in FMF that feminists who favour sate
regulation of the labour market are anti-market and anti-capitdist is therefore unfounded. This
is predicated on a fase dichotomy between pro- and anti-capitdig, reflecting the essentidist
belief that there is only authentic form of capitaist economy and that it is based on the free
market.

5 Conclusion

This chapter began with a sense of the oddity of the free-market feminist srategy for ensuring
that there are equal opportunities for women to take part in economic activity outside the home
and receive equa pay for work of comparable worth. These objectives are to be achieved only
after the long-term process of establishing free or minimaly regulated markets throughout the
economy and then only when these markets have reached their equilibrium postionsin the long
run. This grategy has plausbility only on the assumption that the free market is entirely beyond
the cgpacity of socid inditutions to affect its processes and outcomes and yet exerts upon them
a powerful force for change. Free-market feminists do indeed see the free market in this way
and much of this chapter has sought to explore and critique such a picture of markets.

It has been suggested, firgt that, contrary to what free-market feminists claim, the concept of the
free market does not capture the essence of markets in generd and cannot be a congtitutive
ingtitution of liberd democracy as such. A more perspicuous understanding of markets and
liberal systems of digtributive justice acknowledges their variety and the absence of an authentic
essential nature to ether of them. Second, the free-market feminist contention that traditiona
gender roles are fredly chosen or acquiesced in was rejected on sSmilar grounds, in that it was
found to presuppose a conception of the human agent as a separdive sef and of human
motivation as essantidly sdf-interested.  Again the free-market feminist argument seeks to
privilege one particular category of motive and to deny the complexity of human affairs. Third,
the free-market feminist proposition that state action and legidation are necessarily anti-market
and anti-capitaist was questioned. Once again this position depends upon an essantidis
approach, taking it for granted that capitalism can only be defined in terms of the dominance of
free markets. Different forms of capitdism can be distinguished on the bass of the ways in
which sodd inditutions from legd and regulatory frameworks to cultura norms shape the
performance of markets.

It isintriguing that these three core free-market feminist principles share an essentidist gpproach
to concepts, a rdiance on binary oppositions rather than overlgpping Smilarities and differences
and a foundation in the separative sdf. These are characteristic both of masculinist styles of
thought in generd and of freemarket economics in paticular and it therefore seems
guestionable whether free-market feminism is a coherent theoretica framework.
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