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Markets and Feminisms 

1 Introduction 
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 equal opportunities legislation.  The main focus of the paper is on recent 
expositions of free market feminism emanating from the IEA Health and Welfare Unit, 
particularly Conway (1998); reference will also be made to Quest (ed., 1992) and Quest (ed., 
1994).  The foundations of free market feminism were put in place by McIlroy (ed., 1991), 
Kennedy Taylor (1992) and Hoff Summers (1994).  Free market feminism relies to a 
remarkable degree on a masculinist style of thought typified by essentialism, binary oppositions 
and a conception of the agent as a separative self.  
 
Three closely related principles concerning markets, individuals and the state are central to the 
free-market feminism (FMF) expounded by Conway (1998).  FMF argues that the free or 
minimally regulated market is the most reliable route to gender equality and social justice, that 
individual men and women freely choose traditional gender roles and that the state is necessarily 
or essentially anti-market and hence, from the FMF perspective, hostile to gender equality.  
Each of these principles is critically examined in this paper. 
 
There are competing conceptions of market exchange with different implications for the claim 
that the free market is constitutive of liberal neutrality and as such a guarantor of equity, fairness 
or justice including the gender dimension of justice.  In neoclassical welfare economics the 
competitive market is justified in terms of outcomes: in a competitive equilibrium no one can be 
made better off without someone else being made worse off.  The Austrian 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 
reveals the limitations of these ways of understanding markets.  Market transactions do more 
than allocate resources among competing uses; they contribute to the provisioning of 
households.  Markets are not mechanisms operating in isolation from society but are institutions 
embedded in ‘structures of constraint’; as such their processes and outcomes alike reflect 
power imbalances.  This feminist interpretation of markets suggests that they are not constitutive 
of liberal neutrality and do not safeguard justice in the gender distribution of work and income.  
Insofar as such justice is regarded as an objective of feminism, the implication is that FMF is not 
in principle a school of feminist thought.   
 
The advocate of FMF might reply that this conclusion depends upon a contestable definition of 
justice, according to which justice in social arrangements entails their exhibiting a tendency to 
equality.  On an entitlement theory of distributive justice however the processes and outcomes 
of competitive markets are indeed just.  Against this view it is argued that, while it is true that the 
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FMF can be saved by grounding it in an entitlement theory of justice, this strategy commits the 
advocate of FMF to a certain conception of the self, in fact to a possessive individualist or 
separative self.  There is a substantial feminist literature that represents the rationality, self-
interestedness and autonomy of the separative self as characteristic of a masculinist style of 
thought.  An adequate understanding of the self as related or connected undermines the FMF 
claim that women and men freely choose traditional gender roles.  This reinstates the conclusion 
that FMF is not feminist at all. 
 
The third principle of FMF is that the state is necessarily inimical to the pursuit of individual self-
interest through market exchange and therefore, for the proponent of FMF, to women’s 
interests.  Advocates of FMF also argue that the state, and social movements such as feminism 
that make use of state agencies and rely on government legislation as channels for collective 
action, are hostile to capitalism.  These views display markedly masculinist traits of thought.  To 
see the market and the state as a binary opposition, and to take an essentialist approach to 
capitalism as necessarily involving the free market, is to engage in masculinist ways of thinking 
that are widely regarded with suspicion among feminists.  Moreover, the FMF argument that 
curtailing state action is the best way to advance women's interests is a highly questionable 
strategy for feminists.  Once again it seems that FMF has failed to make a convincing case for 
being a form of feminism.    

2 Markets, gender and justice  

FMF argues that the free market promotes justice in the gender distribution of work and 
income. The aim of this section is to examine neoclassical, Austrian and feminist interpretations 
of market exchange and their implications for the claim that the free market is constitutive of 
liberal neutrality and as such a guarantor of justice in the gender dimension of work and income.   
 
The argument begins with a brief statement of two senses of distributive justice.  The libertarian 
account of distributive justice is consistent with the FMF claim that free market processes are 
just. The egalitarian understanding of distributive justice supports the feminist goal of gender 
equality in work and income from within the liberal tradition that is acknowledges the benefits of 
market exchange.  The next step is draw on a feminist account of markets to reveal the 
limitations of neoclassical and Austrian ways of understanding them.  Market transactions are 
more than a mechanism for allocating resources among competing uses and more than a 
discovery procedure; they contribute to the provisioning of households.  As social institutions 
embedded in ‘structures of constraint’, markets in their processes and outcomes alike reflect 
power imbalances.  This feminist interpretation of markets suggests that they are not constitutive 
of liberal neutrality and do not safeguard justice in the gender distribution of work and income.  
Insofar as such justice is regarded as an objective of feminism, the implication is that FMF is not 
in principle a school of feminist thought.  True, this conclusion rests upon the egalitarian theory 
of distributive justice.  However the alternative, according to which free market outcomes are 
just, is grounded in a masculinist conception of the self. 
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2.1 The free market and libertarian and egalitarian theories of distributive justice  

In the first few pages of Free-Market Feminism (FMF) a line of argument is set out about 
markets and free markets which entails an essentialist definition of a highly contestable term.  
The free market is contrasted with a market whose operation is curtailed by legislation (p. 3), 
from which it follows that a free market is one which is free of legislative interference or where 
the influence or scope of legislation is minimal.  On this basis FMF constructs an opposition 
between free-market feminists and, not anti-free-market feminists but anti-market feminists.  
This slide from free markets to markets is a symptom of the way in which FMF privileges one 
analysis of markets over others.  It assumes that a market that is only minimally regulated is in 
some sense more of a market or more authentically manifests the essence of a market than one 
which is more closely regulated.  FMF therefore presents an essentialist approach to the 
understanding of markets. 
 
What polemical purpose is served by setting up the free market as the ideal 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 essentialist account of the free market in the claim 
made by FMF that the free market is one of the ‘institutions constitutive of liberal democracy’ 
(p. 4).  It will be argued here that the claim that the free market is constitutive of liberal 
democracy is empty, because FMF fails to even to acknowledge the radically ambiguous and 
irredeemably contested nature of both of the relevant concepts, those of the free market and 
liberal democracy.  While it is true that there is an affinity between one conception of the free 
market and one interpretation of ‘liberal procedural neutralism’, FMF is ill-advised to present 
the free market as such as constitutive of liberal democracy as such.  On any definition of the 
free market, it is compatible only with a Nozickian or libertarian account of liberal democracy, 
and not with the egalitarian, for example Rawlsian, approach.   
 
The picture of the free market as constitutive of liberal democracy is perhaps best understood in 
terms of the concept of liberal neutrality.   
 

It is not the function of the state to impose the pursuit of any particular set of 
ends upon its citizens.  Rather the state should leave its citizens to set their own 
goals, to shape their own lives, and should confine itself to establishing 
arrangements which allow each citizen to pursue his own goals as he sees fit – 
consistent with every other citizen’s right to being able to do the same. 

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

 
The quotation above seems to me to put the idea of liberal neutrality in a nutshell.  The idea is 
that society is characterized by moral dissensus; individuals may hold one of a range of possibly 
incommensurable conceptions of the good.  There is irresolvable conflict over the values which 
public institutions should serve.  The coercive power of the state should therefore be curtailed, 
since state actions cannot be justified by reference to any conception of the good, any particular 
set of ultimate ends, which is agreed by everyone.  It follows from this moral dissensus or 
pluralism, first, that the state, in its minimal operations, ought to be neutral as between citizens.  
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Second, this neutrality applies to its procedures rather than the outcomes of its operations, for 
there is no agreed criterion for judging outcomes, merely a presumption against procedures that 
favour any particular conception of the good.   
 
At first sight the free market looks like a procedure for settling competing claims on scarce 
resources in a way that treats rival claimants justly, in that outcomes depend upon the voluntary 
actions and choices of buyers and sellers participating in market transactions out of a sense of 
mutual advantage.  But it is time to look more closely at both liberal procedural neutralism and 
the free market.  A closer examination of the idea of a neutral procedure reveals its ambiguity 
and limitations.  It will be enough to consider very briefly two theories of justice as ways of 
elaborating the basic idea of a neutral procedure for distributing goods, Nozick’s libertarian or 
entitlement theory and Rawls’s egalitarian theory. 
 
The theoretical basis of the FMF identification of the free market as a constitutive institution of 
liberal democracy lies in the Nozickian idea that the voluntary transfer of goods in a market is 
the archetypal institution which settles distributional 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 initial endowment of goods, any 
redistribution of those goods which comes about solely through voluntary, market exchange will 
be just, in that it will leave agents with all and only the goods they are entitled to hold.  What 
about justice in the acquisition of initial holdings of goods?  Nozick’s libertarian theory belongs 
to a tradition that can be traced back to the seventeenth 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 distributive justice is a parable about the 
acquisition through labour of resources to which no one is acknowledged as having a prior 
claim.  In effect, the entitlement theory of justice takes for granted the existing allocation of 
property rights and therefore places severe 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 individual 
does not pose a threat to the liberty of other individuals; it is therefore just, provided only that it 
is undertaken through voluntary exchange.  However, another account of liberalism in the 
distribution 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 slaves’ ([1861], 
1972, p 315).  This can be regarded as one source of the more egalitarian interpretation of 
liberalism associated with Rawls (1972).  Rawls’s aim is to justify within a liberal framework 
economic institutions which would ‘define the appropriate distribution of the benefits and 
burdens of social co-operation’ (p. 4) and display a ‘tendency to equality’ (p. 100).   
 
The location of Rawls’s theory of justice in the liberal tradition is secured by the ‘principle of 
equal liberty’ according to which ‘each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive 
basic liberty compatible with a similar liberty for others’ (p. 60).  The concept of basic liberties 
captures the idea of the political rights of the individual, which has always been a core 
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component of the liberal tradition.  Basic liberties are therefore defined by Rawls (1972) as 
‘(the right to vote and to be eligible for public office) together with freedom of speech and 
assembly; liberty of conscience and freedom of thought; freedom of the person along with the 
right to hold (personal) property; and freedom from arbitrary arrest’ (p. 61).  The ‘tendency to 
equality’ in economic institutions is expressed in the ‘difference principle’, which states that 
‘social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are … to the greatest benefit of 
the least advantaged’ (p. 83).  Inequalities in the distribution of ‘primary social goods’ including 
‘powers and opportunities, income and wealth’ (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 distribution of natural talents as a common asset and to share in the benefits of this 
distribution’ (p. 100). 
 
This way of thinking about natural talents highlights the main difference between the entitlement 
and the egalitarian interpretations of the liberal theory of justice.  The idea behind the foundation 
of entitlement to resources in ‘mixing labour’ with them is that the economic agent appropriates 
something outside herself by mixing with it what is already her own - her labour in the form of 
skills and talents 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 individualism’ by MacPherson (1962), is 
closely related to the masculinist concept of the separative self (England, 1993).  It is denied by 
the postulated Rawlsian agreement to regard the skills and talents of individuals as a common 
asset, which can therefore be seen as a possible foundation for a feminist interpretation of the 
liberal theory of distributive justice.    

2.2 The free market in neoclassical and Austrian economics 

In FMF two claims are made about free markets as a putative system of distributive justice.  
First, it is contended that where ‘sex is not a genuine job-related qualification, sexual 
discrimination places costs on employers who practise it which render them at a competitive 
disadvantage vis-à-vis those who do’ (FMF, p. 1).  Second, the objective of policy for FMF is 
that women should ‘receive for their work all that it is worth to their employers in a free market’ 
(p,2).  What picture of the free market is implied by these claims, and is it compatible with either 
or both of the liberal theories of justice?  Clearly, the assumption is that free markets are 
competitive.  But in contemporary economics there are two main theoretical perspectives on 
competition, the neoclassical 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 
natural and harmless, or rather aggressive and self-interested but nevertheless natural and 
harmless.  On this view market exchange is the spontaneous expression of individual choice and 
plays a central role in the organization of social life,.  There certainly are circumstances in which 
market exchange is uncontentiously of mutual advantage to both parties and it is such 
circumstances that the free market might appear to be an ideal liberal democratic institution for 
ensuring justice in the distribution of goods.  ‘There is a prima facie case for the inclusion of 
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market exchange within any distributive system.  For, given any distribution of goods taken as 
just, if two parties would prefer the result of a bilateral exchange to the status quo why not allow 
them to trade?’ (Scanlon, 1977, p. 43).   
 
How would a free-market feminist answer that question?  For a free-market feminist there is no 
reason at all not to allow the two parties to trade and this answer would remain unproblematic 
well beyond the circumstances of uncoerced bilateral exchange from an initial distribution of 
goods which is assumed to be just.  In Chapter 1 it was argued that the working of the price 
mechanism generates inequalities in income and that market exchange in industrial capitalist 
economies transmits inequalities of power grounded in structures of constraint.  The question I 
want to pursue here is whether the argument that the free market is constitutive of liberal 
democracy amounts to a defence of the free market against these objections.  While the free 
market bears a superficial resemblance to a system of procedural justice in the distribution of 
goods, the free-market feminist claim that it is a constitutive institution of liberal democracy 
seems to me to misunderstand what markets are good at.  There are two principal theoretical 
frameworks for explicating the concept of the free markets, the neoclassical and the Austrian. 

2.2.1 The free market in neoclassical economics   

From the perspective of neoclassical economics perfectly competitive markets - distinguished 
by large numbers of buyers and sellers, freedom of entry and exit, complete information and 
uniform product quality - are under certain conditions an efficient mechanism for allocating 
scarce resources among competing uses.  Equilibrium occurs when the choices made by 
economic agents are consistent, so that they can all buy or sell as planned in order to maximise 
their individual utilities.  The welfare implications of a competitive equilibrium are captured by 
the idea of Pareto efficiency; in a perfectly competitive market at 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 distribution of goods under these circumstances? 
 
The libertarian theory of justice in effect presents exchange in a competitive market as itself the 
institutional structure that settles distributional issues justly.  So long as economic agents are 
entitled to hold their initial bundle of goods, any redistribution of those goods which occurs 
through voluntary exchange in competitive markets leaves agents with goods which they are 
entitled to hold.  The element of the entitlement theory that generates this result is not the general 
idea of liberal procedural neutralism that it shares with the egalitarian theory but the assumption 
of possessive individualism which differentiates the two accounts of distributive justice.  There is 
no reason to believe that perfectly competitive markets will exhibit a ‘tendency to equality’ in 
distributing goods, even if the initial endowment of goods and resources were equal.  And any 
degree of inequality 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 neoclassical framework for seeking to establish an initial distribution of resources that 
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reflects an agreement to regard the talents of individual agents as a common asset.  From the 
neoclassical perspective the free market could be a constitutive institution of liberal democracy 
on an entitlement interpretation of justice in the distribution of goods but not an egalitarian one.  
The attempt in FMF to identify the free market with liberal democracy as such fails on a 
neoclassical understanding of the free market. 

2.2.2 The free market 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 
inside the heads of many individuals.  Again from within the Austrian tradition markets are a 
creative process, not only bringing existing knowledge together but actually creating the demand 
for innovatory products.  On both accounts competitive markets are never in equilibrium.  The 
idea of the competitive process is central to the Austrian tradition.  Markets are in a state of 
constant change as firms ceaselessly jockey for competitive advantage through activities such as 
innovation (new products and production processes), improvements in product quality and 
advertising  (all of which are incompatible with the neoclassical concept of perfect competition).   
 
The Austrian tradition offers an interpretative understanding of market processes which 
illuminates the historical narrative of consumerism and new technology under industrial capitalism 
in a way that is beyond the scope of neoclassical economic analysis.  The fore grounding of 
dynamic processes, discovery and creativity deepens our understanding of what might be called 
the ‘classical’ argument for the market, that it generates unimagined material 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 well as the means of 
satisfying and living them.  Yet closely related to this achievement through unpredictable 
discovery and creativity is the haphazard nature of the way in which the market distributes its 
largesse.   
 
The Austrian understanding of markets acknowledges the importance of chaos in economic and 
social 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 
falling on receptive ground can provide the foundation for entrepreneurial fortunes and 
commercial dynasties.  Unremitting toil in a socially valuable but unprofitable cause can and 
routinely does attract mediocre returns.  These outcomes are far from the egalitarian liberal 
principle of tolerating inequalities of income and wealth only if they maximise the well-being of 
the worst-off members of society.  There is no tendency to equality in the distribution of goods 
thrown up by the competitive process and it generates many inequalities which are well in 
excess of those that might be warranted as means to the greatest possible advantage of the least 
advantaged.  On the Austrian understanding of the free market, it is not therefore a constitutive 
institution of liberal democracy.  However, once again the libertarian theory of justice does not 
place any obstacles in the way of the free market, understood in terms of competitive process, 
entering a liberal democratic society.   
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What makes for this difference in outcome is the libertarian theory’s possessive individualist 
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 distribution of goods is preserved.  It is 
paradoxical to find that free-market feminism can make good its claim that the free market is a 
constitutive institution of liberal democracy only on an interpretation of liberal democracy which 
relies upon possessive individualism, a notably masculinist proposition.  This is not to suggest 
that FMF is vulnerable to knock-down logically conclusive objections.  It is another aspect of 
the masculinist cast of mind of FMF that it assumes that explorations of economic and political 
thought are amenable to this binary all-or-nothing style of reasoning.  It is rather that the parable 
of the acquisition of previously unclaimed resources by separative selves does not seem to fit, 
does not seem to have persuasive force, does not seem to be appropriate, as a central 
component of feminist economic and political theory.  

2.3 A feminist interpretation of markets 
For FMF the free market is an autonomous institution that dominates a free society.  From a 
feminist perspective, markets are one social institution among others, influencing and in turn 
being influenced by (a) organizations such as households, firms and the state and (b) the 
prevailing cultural and political norms. 
 
One way of clarifying the difference between free market and feminist approaches is to compare 
their answers to the question.  What do markets do?  In the perfectly competitive model 
markets allocate resources efficiently.  What happens in one market has an other markets in 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 also the mechanism which spreads the 
effects of technological advance throughout the economy.  For example, the mass production of 
silicon chips reduces their production costs and hence their selling price and the quantity sold, 
with similar effects on the markets for personal 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 breaks.  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 is wrong but that it is incomplete. 
 
First, the assumption that markets allocate resources is an example of undue abstraction, 
disembedding markets from their surrounding social institutions and thereby failing to appreciate 
fully the economic process in which markets play a part.  This is captured by the idea of 
provisioning (Boulding, 1986; Nelson, 1996), which refers to the process of meeting people’s 
needs.  Provisioning human life refers to ‘the commodities and processes necessary to human 
survival’ (Nelson, 1993, p. 32) and is a wider process than market exchange.  The allocationist 
perspective misses the full significance of what markets are doing in the context of 
complementary institutions such as families or households and the state.  Allocating resources to 
the production of goods to satisfy consumer wants is only part of the story; there is also the 
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question of how the household, usually 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 central planning, or gifts and coercion, are also involved.  Friedman 
(1978, p.18) puts is rather neatly: ‘Under any institutions, there are essentially three ways in 
which I 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 legitimate 
force in meeting people’s needs.  Moreover, it enables it to be recognised that market exchange 
may actually come into conflict with the wider process of provisioning.  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 
social structures and institutions.  Market transactions cannot be assumed to be the outcome of 
voluntary individual choices undertaken because they promise equal benefit to both parties 
already equal in power.  Coercion, or the exercise of power, is not just an alternative or an 
external complement to market exchange; it is also operational within markets.  Even if a market 
is initially free of coercion, the working of the price mechanism itself will soon generate the 
inequalities of income, wealth and hence power which underlie the development of inequalities 
of power.  The fact that consumers prefer one producer’s goods rather than another’s is enough 
to open up inequalities of income, which lead to the concentration of ownership of the means of 
production and the emergence of social classes defined in terms of their relation to production.  
However, it would be ‘economistic’ to believe that the only significant social structures and 
inequalities are based on classes defined in this way. 
 
In industrial capitalist economies markets transmit inequalities of power which are grounded in 
four distinct social ‘structures of constraint’ (Folbre, 1994, p. 17 and pp. 53-60).  The Marxist 
critique of capitalism rightly rejects the model of individual choice in a free market but focuses 
too narrowly on class as the one dimension of social conflict and on the ownership of assets as 
the single defining characteristic of the dominant class.  A more complex representation of social 
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 sexual preference’ (p.59).    
 
These structures based on class, gender, age and sexual preference both make possible, and 
place constraints upon, the construction of personal identities.  Individuals cannot therefore be 
regarded as sources of unconditionally autonomous desires and voluntary choices.  The 
implication for the labour market, for example, is that people enter it with different constraints.  
According to the free market backlash, formal 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 
constraint operate on employers as much as job seekers.  Employment opportunities reflect the 
socially constructed assumptions of employers about the kind of people they want to work for 
them, even if they do more than ‘fail to challenge the liberal model of the individual - implicitly an 
adult man unencumbered by responsibilities to care for others’ (Sayer, 1995, p.128).  The 
ideology of the free market conceals the impact of structures of constraint behind the fiction that 
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labour market transactions are bargains struck between free and equal individuals.  Far from 
dominating society, the free market is a vehicle for the transmission of the effects of unequal 
power based on class, gender, race and sexual preference groupings. 
 
On an egalitarian theory of justice that has affinities with feminist ethics, the free market, whether 
interpreted in neoclassical or Austrian terms, cannot be regarded as a neutral procedure for 
yielding just solutions to distributive issues, including the gender division 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 seems to rely on the masculinist notion of the separative self.   

3 From separative selves to social beings 
While it is clear that feminism is a rich and varied school of thought, it is equally clear that not 
just anything can count as feminism.  A doctrine such as FMF that leans so heavily on 
masculinist ideas and styles of thought might reasonably be thought to have overstepped the 
legitimate bounds of feminist theorizing.  The aim of Section 3 is to provide one supporting 
argument for this claim, by showing that FMF relies upon the masculinist concept of the 
separative self.   
 
Free markets are not enough to explain and still less to justify the existing gender pattern of 
employment, the current gender division 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 biologically based differences 
between men and women, in particular between their motivations and preferences, in seeking to 
justify the gender division of labour and the inequalities in work outside the home to which they 
give rise (for example, Conway, 1998, p. 6, p. 19 and passim; Wilson, 1994, pp. 59-71; 
Levine, 1994, pp. 72-86).  The attraction of free markets, understood as approximating to the 
perfectly competitive markets of neoclassical economic analysis, to free-market feminists lies in 
their neutrality, in the ways in which they act as channels for differences in initial endowments.  
Would free-market feminists advocate free markets in all circumstances, or do they do so only 
because they are a transmitter and even an amplifier of existing inequalities which came about 
not through the agency of free markets but under particular historical and institutional 
circumstances?   

3.1 The limits of choice   

Free-market feminists claim that traditional gender roles are freely chosen or at least freely 
acquiesced in.  There is a tension between this proposition and the assumption that traditional 
gender roles are the product of innate and indeed natural biologically based characteristics.  The 
problem is not that traditional gender roles may be either ‘freely’ chosen or biologically based 
but may not be both; there is nothing incoherent in the suggestion that choice may be limited or 
constrained but not determined by biological factors.  The difficulty with the free-market feminist 
view is rather that the invariable qualification of choosing or acquiescing as ‘free’ seems to 
render these actions immune from the requirement to be explained or understood in any other 
way than being ‘biologically based’.  Is the decision to choose or acquiesce in a traditional 
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gender role a conscious or deliberate or reflective decision at all?  Perhaps 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 rational choice model of behaviour 
can be generalised from the economic sphere to throw light on every aspect of human life.  The 
use of rational calculation to maximise self-interest is thereby taken for granted as the spring of 
human action.  For example, there is the powerful rhetoric of restraint, repeatedly appealed to 
by free market advocates: ‘… whether restricting the free market is the best or only way to 
eliminate all such remaining forms of discrimination …’ (Conway, 1998, pp. 7-80) and ‘… 
whether curtailment of the market is either necessary or desirable to eradicate such 
discrimination against women …’ (Conway, 1998, p. 6).  Individual actions in markets and 
elsewhere do not need to be restrained or curtailed unless they are at least potentially disruptive 
to the common good.  FMF's characteristic recourse to the rhetoric of restraint is therefore a 
reflection of their assumption that human action in general, and hence market exchange or 
contracting in particular, is fundamentally driven by self-interested motives.   
 
The emphasis placed by free-market feminists on freedom of choice, as an almost universal fact 
of life rather than an ideal informing the principles of political organisation, amounts to a refusal 
to acknowledge the circumstances under which most women, and men, who are not 
revolutionaries or prophets of new forms of social life, live their lives.  Even if an individual’s 
participation in a particular traditional way of life involves an element of choice, it may reflect 
ignorance of the availability of alternatives, 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 all take 
pleasure in small mercies, and manage to suppress intense suffering for the necessity of 
continuing survival’ (Sen, 1987, p. 45).  
 
The concept of the individual which underlies the free-market feminist picture of universal choice 
is the ‘separative self’ (England, 1993).  The rational choice model 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 either freely chosen 
or biologically or psychologically determined.  As far as the neoclassical modeling of markets is 
concerned, consumer tastes are sovereign in the sense of exerting explanatory power on it and 
escaping casual influence emanating from it.  England (1993) argues that this view of economic 
motivation is an aspect of the ‘separative self’, a central assumption of modern political 
philosophy which has been questioned by feminist theorists.  If we replace this undersocialized 
of individuals with one that recognises their vulnerability to social 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 again markets are seen to be a vehicle for the 
transmission of social influences; consumer tastes are moulded by advertising and affected by 
emulation. 
 
One way of recognizing these effects without representing consumers as the dupes of fashion is 
to rethink rational choice as purposeful choice.  This ‘encourages us to ask how people define 
and pursue their desires, but avoids any implicit dichotomy between rational and irrational’ 
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(Folbre, 1994, p. 28).  The aim is not to deny the reality of choice but to try to  understand how 
the purposes that guide choice are constituted.  It is also to clarify the nature of individuation, or 
the process of becoming an individual through forming purposes by reflection on the rules, 
norms and institutions prevailing in a particular social situation.  Perhaps the inadequacy of the 
separative self is most clearly visible in its denial of the necessity for individuation, in its 
assumption that individuality is the foundation of a human life rather than a goal.  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 all kinds of engagement to each other’ (quoted in Lukes, 1973, p. 119). 
 
Another way of perceiving the essentialist nature of FMF is to consider the idea of market 
exchange itself, or contracting.  For FMF there is one core or paradigmatic interpretation of 
contracting, which sees it as essentially a matter of rationally calculating self-interest.    

3.2 Contracts, context and culture  

Contracting is not essentially or necessarily self-interested and does not essentially or necessarily 
involve maximising utility.  There is no pure or essential form of contracting, where it is true by 
definition that contracting is self-interested, which might then be applied in culturally specific 
contexts gaining different additional layers of meaning.  What seems to have happened in free-
market feminist thought is the construction of an ideal type of pure rational self-interested 
contracting out of a variety of culturally specific forms of exchange.  The implication of this view 
is to present those forms of exchange as imperfect approximations to the essence of contracting, 
groupings through the layers of social meanings towards a perspicuous image of the true 
archetypal mode of contracting.  Yet all the time it is, it seems to me, the culturally specific forms 
of exchange which are the originals, and the rational choice model an abstraction from them. 
 
What are these culturally specific forms of contracting, these socially embedded modes of 
exchange?  What general categories ought we to add to the calculation of self-interest 
characteristic of the rational choice model?  The general concept of exchange can be extended 
to cover two further categories.  First, an act of exchange or a series of such acts can be the 
outcome of expressive rather than rationality, where the rationality of the action consists not in 
its being calculated to be the most efficient means to a chosen end, but in expressing the two 
agents’ identities through their allegiance 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 
receiving the gift.  Contracting is not necessarily self-interested and is not essentially a matter of 
maximising utility. 
 
In philosophical terms, this is both a broadly late Wittgensteinian position and one that 
exemplifies the typically feminist focus on the social situatedness of knowledge.  To say that 
there is no essential (self-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 social life and the 
principles and values that constitute them.  This proposition is probably best understood as a 
statement of the general feminist rejection both of a detachment between human knowledge and 
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its social situation and of the ‘separative self’ or unsocialised rational agent.  The approach is 
close to the late Wittgensteinian 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 a number of meanings; the context tells us what speech act the sentence is being used to 
perform, for example, for constatives what statement it is being used to make.  Similarly, I am 
suggesting, we do not fully understand the social 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 a mixed motivational set, richer than the maximisation of individual utility, and can only 
be understood in a culturally specific context informed in part by values other than self-
interested calculation.  Against the FMF view, it therefore seems there is no meaningful or 
adequate context-free concept of contracting which sees it as always and everywhere self-
interested and maximizing. 

3.3 Social relations in markets   

The FMF focus on competitive markets carries with it a set of assumptions about the nature of 
the social relations that characterize such markets.  The emphasis on freedom of choice, for 
example in the claim that gender roles are freely chosen or acquiesced in, implies that what 
prevents such roles becoming intolerably oppressive is the possibility of exit from them.  
Continuing incumbency in a role therefore entails contentment in it.  The stress on choice and 
hence exit as the natural response to dissatisfaction deflects attention away from the possibility 
of and prospects for negotiations to reform the social institutions which shape gender roles.  
Choice and exit are terms that gain their resonance from their roots in the analysis of markets.  
So their dominance in free-market feminist thought also suggests that institutional change, as the 
product of negotiation and legislation, is necessarily anti-market.  However, markets are 
themselves social institutions that are shaped, and indeed constituted as the markets that they 
are, by voice and the institutional redesign to which it gives rise. 
 
Hirschman (1970) introduced the concepts of exit and voice into economics and politics.  Exit, 
he suggested, is typical of the economic realm; for example, the customer who stops buying 
from one supplier and turns to another or who simply gives up buying a particular product can 
be thought of as exercising her freedom to exit.  In terms of economic analysis, exit is a typical 
neoclassical term.  Customers either exit or they do not, exit is an all or nothing matter, it is not a 
fuzzy concept.  It is impersonal in that it does not require any direct communication between a 
particular buyer and a particular seller.  The exit of many customers is in itself a signal to the 
supplier and may set in motion efforts to make good the lapses in quality or price 
competitiveness which underlie consumer dissatisfaction.  So the recovery if it occurs is the 
unintended consequence of consumers decisions to exit; as a recuperative mechanism exit is 
invisible hand.   
 
Voice is characteristic of the political sphere, according to Hirschman (1970).  Voice takes a 
variety of forms, ranging from informal, unstructured episodes of grumbling or protest to 
institutionalized activities such as negotiations between an interest group and a government 
department.  The exercise of voice is not an all or nothing or binary affair but a matter degree in 
that it typically involves compromise, neither side getting everything they originally wanted.  And 
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the improvement in performance in response to the exercise of voice is not an invisible hand 
mechanism but an intended outcome. 
 
Exit and voice can interact in the same institution.  For example, the threat of exit may help to 
make the exercise of voice effective.  This can occur in a market, although not in the perfectly 
competitive market of neoclassical economics.  There seems to be limited scope for exit the free 
markets of free-market feminists.  A free or minimally regulated market could involve voice in a 
variety of forms from complaints to participation in product design.  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 at all for the exercise of voice through the political process.  To 
the extent that voice is exercised in this way and a regulatory framework is imposed, the market 
moves away from the paradigm free market.   
 
The implication is that social values and relationships which are expressed through the state or 
public institutions are excluded from shaping markets.  For example, certain goods such as pre-
school child care may be provided through market exchange but at 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 provision.  Labour market regulation may reflect a commitment to a shared principle or a 
sense of social or group solidarity.  Anti-discrimination and equal pay legislation and affirmative 
action, censured in FMF, come into this category.  Markets are not free, because market 
processes and outcomes are the products of invisible 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.  The first is to reveal the centrality of the separative self 
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 self: social roles 
are not always freely chosen, contacting does not invariably spring from self-interest and market 
relations may involve the necessarily socially interactive exercise of voice.  

4 The free market and the varieties of capitalism  
What is the most reliable means of ensuring equal opportunities for women to take part in 
economic activity outside the home?  What is the best way of making sure that women receive 
equal pay for work of comparable worth?  It might seem paradoxical to suggest that the best 
route to these goals is an indirect one but that is what free-market feminists believe: on this view 
there is no prospect of equal opportunities or equal pay until the labour market has been freed 
from all state regulation, a legislative 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 self-correcting mechanism which tends to eliminate ill-founded 
discrimination against either sex’ (Conway, 1998, p. 20).  Is free-market feminism really such 
an unattractive framework for policy making?  The intention of Section 4 is to suggest that, yes, 
it is.  In this context the essentialism of FMF in reducing markets to the free market and in 
identifying the free market with capitalism is deeply problematic. 
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In the opening pages of FMF, the free market is identified with capitalism.  According to FMF, 
almost all varieties of feminism are ‘anti-capitalist in tone and intent’ and can be referred to as 
anti-market feminism, while only free-market feminism ‘is not hostile to the free market’ (pp. 3-
4).  Later it is suggested that the collapse of communism makes it necessary for feminists ‘to re-
appraise their typically hostile stance towards the market’ (p. 45).  However, the collapse of 
communism also makes it appropriate to examine the development of capitalism, that is, to 
acknowledge the varieties of capitalism.  There is more than one model of capitalism and a 
capitalism based on minimally regulated or free markets is no more authentically capitalist than 
those in which markets are regulated in a variety of ways by legislation and by cultural norms. 
FMF involves a privileging of one model of capitalism over others and an essentialist approach 
to the understanding of contemporary capitalisms. 
 

The question is whether we are prepared to move out of the nineteenth century 
laissez faire state into an era of liberal socialism, by which I mean a system 
where we can act as an organized community for common purposes and to 
promote social justice, whilst respecting and protecting the individual. 

(Keynes, 1939) 

 
In these words are contained the core principles of the two political traditions, liberalism and 
socialism, which have influenced the development of different forms of contemporary capitalism.  
Many socialists would accept Keynes’s words ‘an organised community for common purposes 
and to promote social justice’ as a definition of a socialist society.  Some would want to replace 
social justice with equality, or an equal distribution of income, wealth and power, while feminists 
would want to extend equality of distribution to cover the gender distribution of opportunities in 
paid employment and related issues.  But all would agree with the priority accorded to the 
building of collective institutions over individual freedom.  By contrast the central idea of 
classical liberalism is a belief in the inviolability of individual freedom; except for a small number 
of specific and limited projects, the community should stand aside and permit the maximum 
degree of freedom to each individual - freedom of thought, speech and religion but also, as 
Keynes went on to emphasise, freedom of ‘property and enterprise’.  
 
What Keynes was proposing was a compromise between these two political traditions of 
classical liberalism and socialism, a balancing of the collective purposes and social justice against 
individual freedom in a new political philosophy of liberal socialism, effectively the philosophy 
for a new form of capitalism.  Ever since the Keynesian revolution the questions ‘Which kind of 
capitalism?  How can classical liberal and socialist principles be blended in social democratic 
capitalism?’ have been as prominent on the political agenda as the question ‘Capitalism or 
socialism?’  And with the alternative to capitalism of a centrally planned socialist economy no 
longer available, the debate over different forms of capitalism is the only one that matters.  It is 
therefore surprising that FMF present all other forms of feminism which advocate equal 
opportunities legislation of various kinds and other forms of state intervention and regulation as 
pursuing an anti-capitalist agenda.  This is not to deny that some feminists are anti-capitalist; but 
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it is to insist that measures to promote social justice in gender issues, as in other areas, are not 
essentially anti-capitalist.  FMF seems to misrepresent not only other feminists but the whole 
debate over the development of ‘nineteenth century individualistic’ capitalism into the 
contemporary variety of forms of capitalism and the prospects for the emergence of post-
capitalist economies.  
 
There are a number of different ways of conceptualising the varieties of capitalism; Atlantic, 
Anglo-Saxon, pluralist and non-corporatist are terms which are widely used to describe the 
more individualistic, laissez faire or classical liberal range of the spectrum, while Rhineland, 
corporatist and stakeholder are terms which identify the more collectivist segment.  In 
individualist capitalism labour markets are significantly less regulated than in collectivist 
capitalism; occupational rights are workers’ rights to continued employment in the same 
occupation, while organisational rights refer to workers’ rights to continued employment within 
the same firm.  In economies with lightly regulated labour markets to there is a tendency for the 
financial 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 investment.  And the financial system in economies with 
more tightly regulated labour markets tends to be bank-based, in that banks, as long-term and 
substantial stockholders in many firms, provide much of the finance for investment in the form of 
long-term loans.  In both labour markets and financial markets, therefore, the behaviour of 
agents is likely to be approximate more closely to the self-interest and maximising of the rational 
choice model in individualist than in collectivist capitalism.  This reflects the different social and 
institutional context of the two types of capitalism.  The same point is clear in respect of 
institutions for establishing economic consensus.  The balance between the levels and 
conditionality of welfare benefits and education and training spending on the one hand and 
taxation levels on the other is the final part of the pattern.  
 
The diversity of patterns of women’s participation in paid employment outside the home is a 
particularly relevant illustration of the variety of capitalism even within one region, namely the 
European Union (Hatt, 2000).  Three broad patterns may be distinguished.  First, in the 
countries of the southern or Latin rim of the EU and in Ireland, early participation is the norm, 
with participation falling 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 apparent 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 occupational 
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 similar to 
men's, reflecting the way in which the welfare regime rather than the free market has enabled 
women to reconcile more successfully than elsewhere their caring responsibilities with 
participation in paid employment.  
 
FMF presents the free market as independent of any particular institutional context.  It is as 
though they see the free market as a diamond, inscribing its universal message of rational choice 
and self-interest on the softer material of society.  However it is clear that the institutions within 
which economic agents operate vary substantially across capitalist economies.  Markets have an 
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impact on the society surrounding them but are also shaped by the legal framework, the 
institutional structures and the norms and culture of society.  These differences among capitalist 
economies make it possible for feminists to advocate equal opportunities legislation, to 
campaign for equal pay for equal work and so on as part of the process of constructing one 
kind of capitalist economy out of another.  The claim in FMF that feminists who favour state 
regulation of the labour market are anti-market and anti-capitalist is therefore unfounded.  This 
is predicated on a false dichotomy between pro- and anti-capitalist, reflecting the essentialist 
belief that there is only authentic form of capitalist 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 strategy for ensuring 
that there are equal opportunities for women to take part in economic activity outside the home 
and receive equal pay for work of comparable worth.  These objectives are to be achieved only 
after the long-term process of establishing free or minimally regulated markets throughout the 
economy and then only when these markets have reached their equilibrium positions in the long 
run.  This strategy has plausibility only on the assumption that the free market is entirely beyond 
the capacity of social institutions 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, first that, contrary to what free-market feminists claim, the concept of the 
free market does not capture the essence of markets in general and cannot be a constitutive 
institution of liberal democracy as such.  A more perspicuous understanding of markets and 
liberal systems of distributive justice acknowledges their variety and the absence of an authentic 
essential nature to either of them.  Second, the free-market feminist contention that traditional 
gender roles are freely chosen or acquiesced in was rejected on similar grounds, in that it was 
found to presuppose a conception of the human agent as a separative self and of human 
motivation as essentially self-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 legislation are necessarily anti-market 
and anti-capitalist was questioned.  Once again this position depends upon an essentialist 
approach, taking it for granted that capitalism can only be defined in terms of the dominance of 
free markets.  Different forms of capitalism can be distinguished on the basis of the ways in 
which social institutions from legal and regulatory frameworks to cultural norms shape the 
performance of markets. 
 
It is intriguing that these three core free-market feminist principles share an essentialist approach 
to concepts, a reliance on binary oppositions rather than overlapping similarities and differences 
and a foundation in the separative self.  These are characteristic both of masculinist styles of 
thought in general and of free-market economics in particular and it therefore seems 
questionable whether free-market feminism is a coherent theoretical framework.  
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