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€« Myth”

Long afterward, Oedipus, old and blinded, walked the roads. He smelled a
familiar smell. It was the Sphinx. Oedipus said, “I want to ask one question.
Why didn’t I recognize my mother?” “You gave the wrong answer,” said the
Sphinx. “But that was what made everything possible,” said Oedipus. “No,” she
said. “When I asked, what walks on four legs in the morning, two at noon, and
three in the evening, you answered, Man. You didn’t say anything about
woman.” “When you say Man,” said Oedipus, “you include women too.
Everyone knows that.” She said, “That’s what you think.”

Muriel Ruykeser
First published in Breaking Open, 1973



Acknowledgements

I have long been drawn, like a moth to a flame, to big theoretical questions about
gender inequality, social division, and collective conflict. As I worked on this
manuscript, my wings began to feel singed, and I considered either changing the
order of words in the title, or adding more, as in, Rise, Decline, and Rise Again.
Prophecy, however, is not my goal. We have much to learn from the evolution of
patriarchal institutions, whichever way they twist and turn.

The intersectional political economy developed here insists on the need to
actively construct broad alliances of disempowered groups. It emerged from
collaborative efforts that crossed many disciplinary and political boundaries. I
am grateful to my editor Rosie Warren for her keen observations and
suggestions. Several past collaborators helped me develop key ideas: Lee
Badgett, Michael Bittman, Elissa Braunstein, Michelle Budig, Paula England,
Ann Ferguson, James Heintz, Julie Nelson, Kristin Smith, Jooyeoun Suh,
Jayoung Yoon, Thomas Weisskopf, Douglas Wolf, and Erik Olin Wright. My
colleague Carol Heim gave me patient, consistent, and discerning feedback.
Gerald Epstein and Robert Pollin, co-directors of the Political Economy
Research Center at the University of Massachusetts Amherst, provided steadfast
encouragement and support. All my colleagues at the University of
Massachusetts Amherst from 1975 to the present helped me think through the
ideas here.

Many friends helped me redo a frightfully confused early draft. John Stifler
gently corrected many rhetorical missteps and offered helpful substantive



suggestions. Haroon Akram-Lodhi, Lourdes Beneria, Sam Bowles, Carol Heim,
William Ferguson, and Thomas Weisskopf offered specific suggestions.
Graduate students who participated in my political economy seminar on gender,
race and class took nothing for granted and asked great questions. Discussion
and debate with Katherine Moos and Luiza Nassaf Pires altered my thinking on
some key points. Naila Kabeer helped immeasurably with a last round of
revisions.

I benefited greatly from a number of previous opportunities to present bits
and pieces of the ideas here, including the Festschrift Conference for Thomas
Weisskopf, organized by the Political Economy Research Institute (thanks to
Jeannette Lim); the David Gordon Lecture sponsored by the Union for Radical
Political Economics (thanks to Fred Moseley); several Amherst College classes
in Women and Gender Studies (thanks to Amrita Basu); the Gender Institute of
the London School of Economics (thanks to Diane Perrons); the History of
Capitalism Conference at Cornell University (thanks to Jefferson Cowie); the
Patten Lectureship at Indiana University (thanks to Lynn Duggan); the European
University in Florence, Italy (thanks to Laura Lee Downs); session on
“Patriarchy Revisited” at the meetings of the American Sociological Association
(thanks to Paula England, Sylvia Walby, and Vrushali Patil); lectures at
Colorado State University (thanks to Elissa Braunstein and Anders Fremstad);
University of Dublin and Glasgow Caledonian University (thanks to Sara
Cantillon); University of Windsor, Ontario (thanks to Erica Stevens Abbitt);
Wheaton College (thanks to Brenda Wyss); the Inter-University Women and
Gender Studies Institute Conference at the University of Barcelona (thanks to
Lourdes Beneria); the University of Wisconsin (thanks to Erik Olin Wright); the
2018 International Association for Feminist Economics Conference (thanks to
Edith Kuiper and Barbara Hopkins); and discussions around a special issue of
Daedalus on gender inequality (thanks to Nannerl Keohane and Frances
Rosenbluth).

In fall 2019, participants at meetings celebrating the work of Sam Bowles
and Herbert Gintis at Columbia University (thanks to Suresh Naidu and others)
and at a conference celebrating the life of Erik Olin Wright (thanks to Michael
Burawoy and others) helped me think harder about what I am doing here. I am
particularly indebted to Debra Satz for her feedback. I am also grateful to
discussions at the meeting on Epistemologies of Care: Rethinking Global
Political Economy, organized by Jocelyn Olcutt.

The Covid-19 pandemic pounced upon the world just as I was making final
revisions to this manuscript, a poignant reminder of global dependence on



cooperation and care for others. My research on care work emphasizes its many
distinctive characteristics—among them, the difficulty of accurately assessing
individual value-added. We can never know exactly what others have done for
us or what, exactly, we have done for them. For better or worse, we produce and
reproduce ourselves in concert.



Theoretical Tools



1

Intersectional Political Economy

Social divisions can and often do morph into forms of structural inequality that
are both unfair and inefficient. One might worry that attention to divisions
deeply rooted in the distant past would dampen hopes for an equitable and
sustainable economic future. Not so. Such a future can only be nurtured by a
critical analysis of long-standing patriarchal institutions that intersect, overlap,
and interact with hierarchical institutions based on other dimensions of collective
identity.

Abuses of collective power are more easily redressed when we understand
their evolution. Their various forms are often linked in ways that render them
vulnerable to similar forms of contestation. Both the decline and the persistence
of gender inequalities tell us something about the trajectory of other forms of
collective conflict. Complex histories of exploitation warn of the costly
consequences of gain-seeking that devalues the current and future well-being of
other people.

Feminism and Marxism have been described as partners in an unhappy

marriage that some believe should lead to reconciliation, others to divorce.! We
should think less about this conjugal pair and more about their contributions to a
larger meme pool. I once embraced a feminist political economy based on a
concept of Patriarchy analogous to the Marxian concept of Capitalism, two big
nouns that allowed for many qualifying adjectives: ageist, racist, nationalist,
homophobic, and so on. In the 1980s debate raged over which noun was the
bigger and more important and whether they could be combined into something
called “patriarchal capitalism” or “capitalist patriarchy.” Whatever their



relationship, these two entities tell only part of a larger story of intersecting,
overlapping forms of exploitation.

The intersectional political economy presented here retains many important
insights from Marxian theory but offers a more complex account of collective
conflict that draws on insights from feminist theory, institutional economics,
game theory, and bargaining models. I argue that adjectives such as
“patriarchal,” “capitalist,” “racist,” and “nationalist” describe sets of social
institutions that mutually influence one another, sometimes undermining but
often reinforcing hierarchical relations by crippling unified opposition to them. I
call attention to forms of exploitation that long predated the emergence of wage
employment and were internalized, modified, and in some ways weakened by
the expansion of capitalist institutions. I offer examples of the impact of
patriarchal institutions on the coevolution of many forms of socially constructed
inequality.

This analysis of collective identity and conflict builds on three propositions
that emerged from feminist theory and seemed, initially, to pertain only to
inequalities based on gender.

1. Women share some common interests.

2. Many of these common interests grow out of their historical specialization
in reproductive activities, defined broadly as the production and maintenance of
human capabilities and sometimes simply referred to as “care.”

3. Obligations to care for dependents help reconcile tensions between
individual and group welfare—and, more broadly, between self-interest and
altruism—in ways that are particularly costly to women.

Each of these propositions has proved remarkably generative, extending in
relevance far beyond their original domains. That women have some common
interests as women implies that men have some common interests as men. Any
effort to mobilize individuals around common interests almost inevitably
highlights the interests that they do not have in common. If collective interests
can be based on gender, they can also be based on age, sexuality, race/ethnicity,
citizenship, class, and other aspects of socially assigned group membership.

Control over the means of reproduction has economic consequences just as
profound as control over the means of production. The means of reproduction,
however, are not just women’s minds and bodies; processes of daily and
generational reproduction cannot be reduced to interactions based on gender,
sexuality, and age. Access to the resources required to develop and maintain
human capabilities is unevenly distributed in many different ways, profoundly
affected by the distribution of wealth, and mediated by access to state-financed



social spending. Income is not the only currency of group advantage, especially
in a global economy where paths to health care, education, social protection, and
productive employment are circumscribed by many dimensions of socially
assigned group membership.

Women should have as much space as men to pursue their own selfinterest,
but that does not mean that the total space for self-interest should expand at the
expense of care for others. In order for women to gain more rights, men must
shoulder more obligations. Women’s historical specialization in the care of
dependents has heightened awareness of the permeable boundaries of the self—
the difficulties of clearly defining “self-interest” in an interdependent world. The
costs, benefits, and risks of altruistic commitments should be fairly shared.

The feminist compass points toward an intersectional political economy that
highlights dynamics of cooperation and conflict, applying an interdisciplinary
vocabulary influenced, but not dictated by the Marxian theory of historical
materialism. Like this theory, intersectional political economy interprets the
broad sweep of institutional change in the past in ways that inform political
strategies for the future. The following chapters add detail to the general
perspective summarized below.

Cooperation and Conflict

The economic analysis of patriarchal institutions falls largely outside the
purview of both neoclassical economics (with its focus on markets) and
traditional Marxian economy (with its focus on capitalism). A great deal of
empirical research explores inequalities based on gender but attributes these to
personal choices, outdated cultural norms, or capitalist imperatives to maximize

profits.”> The possibility that men might design, enforce, and defend social
institutions that give them economic advantages over women goes largely
unexplored.

This possibility is blurred by both theoretical foci: patriarchal institutions
cannot be established by means of individual choices within markets, and they
presuppose collective interests that are not motivated by the extraction of surplus
value in wage employment. Conventional definitions of “the economy” and
“economic systems” discourage economists from consideration of the
institutional bases of many dimensions of social inequality, including but not
limited to gender. Attention to patriarchal institutions requires a new way of
thinking about economic systems—and vice versa.

Economic systems are characterized by complex forms of cooperation and



conflict among both individuals and groups, mediated by a variety of social
institutions. System dynamics can seldom be reduced to one axis of collective
conflict such as gender, race/ethnicity, citizenship, or class; systems can be
simultaneously patriarchal, racist, nationalist, and capitalist, and none of these
individual adjectives fully captures their internal logic, though some are more
salient than others at different points. Hierarchical institutions rely heavily on the
stabilizing effect of the multiple social divisions they create. However, they can
be undermined by the shifting weights of differing identities and interests,
battered by the forces of technological change, social invention, and political
alliance.

The rise and decline of patriarchal institutions illustrate such shifts, with
implications for the evolution of the larger systems of which they are a part.
Gender inequalities coexist and coevolve with other inequalities. Overlaps,
intersections, and interactions among distinct structures of collective power help
explain the emergence of patriarchal institutions, their alteration in the course of
economic development, and their influence on welfare states. Many forms of
exploitation that predated capitalist institutions have weakened over time, but
some have taken new shapes.

Capitalist institutions create powerful incentives to maximize shortrun profits
by exploiting unpriced public goods crucial to the sustainability of the social and
natural environment. The unpaid and paid care of others is one of these public
goods—a source of immense social benefits that are not fully captured by those
who generate them. Women’s continuing specialization in the care of
dependents—whether at home or in the labor market—both limits their
collective bargaining power and gives them a particular stake in the development
of more cooperative and sustainable economic systems.

The terms “rise” and “decline” do not imply decline and fall, but a change in
the slope of a long-run line. The ragged ups and downs of political and cultural
contestation remain confusing and painful. An international backlash against

gender equality is evident.? The hypermasculinity of world leaders like Donald
Trump and Vladimir Putin derogates women even as it invokes the glory of the

white nation-state as a path to prosperity.* Yet this very backlash reveals deep-
seated anxieties created by fundamental shifts in the organization of reproductive
work, along with the powerful valence of overlapping privileges based on
gender, race/ethnicity, citizenship, and class.

Consolidated forms of power build on their antecedents, creating complex
inequalities that both hinder efforts to build political coalitions of the
disempowered and create potential for sudden realignments. In January 2017,



Oxfam released a report estimating that the eight richest people in the world—all
white men, six from the United States—own as much net wealth as the bottom

half of the global population.” Their personal characteristics and countries of
origin hardly seem incidental.

Because patriarchal institutions are increasingly vulnerable to contestation,
feminists have become the harbingers of structural change. The poster that
sparked the Occupy Movement in the United States in 2011 featured an elegant
ballet dancer balanced atop the bronze bull of Wall Street. In 2017, a smaller
sculpture known as Fearless Girl faced that bull in the street for a few months,
creating a furor because, as the mayor of New York City observed, she

represented everyone willing to stand up to the rich and powerful.® The success
of this metaphorical challenge rests on the development of theoretical tools that
can help forge broad progressive coalitions based on principles of fair play.

Systems and Structures

A patriarchal system is one that includes structures of patriarchal power,
overlapping and intersecting other structures of collective power in historically
specific ways. All these structures have common features: laws, ideologies, and
asset distributions that create collective advantages or disadvantages. Our
language reveals subliminal awareness of structural constraints: unlevel playing
fields, broken ladders, poverty traps, glass ceilings, maternal walls, sticky floors.

Many of the institutional structures that shape relations between men and
women also influence the reproduction and care of human beings. A patriarch is
not merely a man; he is a man who wields power by virtue of his age, sexual
orientation, and gender. Patriarchal laws, rules, rights, and public policies leave
clear traces, and the historical record shows that they have begun to recede.
Patriarchal ideologies shaping cultural norms are more resistant to change,
because they are imprinted at an early age and reinforced by cultural and
economic influence. Patriarchal control over financial and other assets is another
durable source of gendered power.

Economic assets cannot be narrowly defined as means of capitalist
production. They include all sources of future income: not just property easily
denominated in dollars, but also human capital or labor power (the value of
productive capabilities), natural capital (the value of environmental resources
and ecological services), social capital (the value of networks of reciprocity,
obligation, and mutual aid), and knowledge capital (the value of what we know,
from human history to modern technology). These forms of capital, though
difficult to literally own, are subject to collective control. They yield



indispensable economic benefits yet can also be conducive to costly forms of
exploitation.

Emphasis on the synergies between political, cultural, and economic
institutions focuses attention on collective identity and action. It is often possible
to ascertain the distributional effects of institutional arrangements by parsing
their effects on the relative bargaining power of groups, asking “what dimension
of socially assigned group membership do these institutions reward?” Some
institutions facilitate the accumulation of advantages based on gender, age, or
sexuality. Others facilitate the accumulation of advantages based on class,
race/ethnicity, citizenship, or other dimensions of group identity such as religion.

Analogues are signaled by the very words we use. The suffix “archy” derives
from the Greek words for rule and ruler. “Hierarchy,” a word invented long ago
to describe the ranks of angels, gradually acquired a secular meaning: a structure

of inequality that is at least somewhat independent of those who occupy it.” The
terms “patriarchy,” “monarchy,” and “oligarchy” reflect this semantic intent. It
hardly seems incidental that most monarchies and oligarchies put fathers in
charge. Economists did not invent the word “capital.” It derives from Middle
English: “standing at the head or beginning,” via the Latin “capitalis” from
“caput” or head. Capitalism is a hierarchical structure that gives owners of
inherited or accumulated wealth institutional power over wage earners.
Traditional Marxian theory treats it as a hegemonic mode of production that
dominates—perhaps even generates—other manifestations of collective power,
but when capitalism emerges, it coexists, coevolves, and interacts with other
hierarchical structures. None of the causal arrows move in straight, one-way
lines; they are convoluted and recursive.

All hierarchical structures are economically consequential, creating the
potential for exploitation and affecting both the production and distribution of
surplus. Patriarchal institutional structures allocate power by gender, age, and
sexual orientation, organizing reproduction in ways that historically contributed
to a distinctive form of accumulation—population growth. Likewise, the racist
and nationalist institutional structures that predated capitalist ways of organizing
work coordinated forms of collective action (including organized warfare) that
made some groups wealthy at the expense of others. These forms of surplus
creation and appropriation were not superceded by capitalist development but
incorporated into it.

This historical narrative is far more tangled than the classical Marxian
succession of modes of production such as feudalism-tocapitalism, revealing an
ecology of power characterized by multiple and simultaneous forms of



exploitation. It brings women and families into a larger picture in ways that go
well beyond an analysis of gender inequality. The complexity of economic
systems comprised of a large number of interlocking hierarchical structures
almost certainly helps explain both their relative stability and their occasional
susceptibility to change. To simply call a totality like this “capitalism” is
misleading.

Democracy, in the broadest sense of rules guaranteeing both personal rights
and equal participation in collective decision-making, represents an institutional
structure designed to minimize exploitative outcomes. Not that democracy
necessarily escapes hierarchy: even groups that forego leaders and make
decisions by consensus typically enforce rules of membership and behavior,
drawing boundaries that define their purview. Democracy seldom functions
effectively when it remains incomplete. Still, democratic ideals provide a crucial
benchmark for the critical analysis of hierarchical institutions that create
arbitrary and unfair forms of inequality.

Conventional neoclassical economics locates individuals in competitive
markets; classical Marxian theory focuses on class struggle within stylized
modes of production. Some critics of both theories point to social institutions but
stop short of a comprehensive analysis of multidimensional forms of collective
conflict. Political science is generally more attentive to distributional maneuver,
sociology and anthropology to normative power. These diverse approaches
themselves occasionally intersect and overlap. They can all inform the
conceptual project of defining institutional structures of collective power in
terms of their economic consequences for collective affiliations.

Actors and Actions
Feminists aim to understand “the patriarchal” for an obvious reason. If you want
to tear down a structure, it helps to understand how it was built and what it is
connected to. Collective power tends to reproduce itself or morph into resilient
hybrid forms but is not invulnerable. Political realignments that weaken one
institutional structure can destabilize the larger edifice. Institutional structures
that promote success in one environment can prove ineffective in another,
undermined by ideological inconsistencies or disrupted by technological change.
Short-run gains can be abruptly reversed. The tendencies toward systemic crisis
central to the classical Marxian critique of capitalism can take a more general
form, applying to complex systems unable to adapt to changing circumstances
such as severe threats of social and environmental disruption.

Social structures and systems do not fall from the sky. They are created and



sustained by a dialectic of cooperation and competition, complicated by
unforeseen events and unexpected consequences. Individuals often pursue their
own self-interest in market exchange, as conventional neoclassical economics
posits. Classes often struggle over the control of surplus, as Marxian political
economy posits. These actors and actions, however, tell only part of a more
complicated story in which unfair inequalities in bargaining power lead to
coexisting forms of exploitation.

This story becomes more compelling when the definition of economic
activities is expanded beyond production for market exchange to encompass
appropriation (such as theft and war), reproduction (the production and
maintenance of human capabilities), and the larger process of social
reproduction (the creation and maintenance of social groups). All these activities
require forms of coordination enforced by structures of collective power. This
coordination comes at a high cost, because it creates opportunities for those in
positions of power to claim an unfair share of the gains from cooperation.
Effective democracy is the only safeguard, but economic inequality makes it
difficult, if not impossible, to achieve.

Economic inequality cannot be defined simply in terms of market income; it
must be defined more broadly in terms of differential access to financial, human,
natural, and social capital. While many of us can choose whether or not to join
specific interest groups, our ability to choose socially assigned groups based on
characteristics such as gender, age, sexuality, race/ethnicity, class, and national
citizenship is limited by distinct labels stamped upon us at birth. These labels are
not necessarily culpable, but they are often deployed in ways that create
economic vulnerability for some and unfair advantage for others. We can choose
with which groups to align ourselves, but our agency is limited, our choices
hampered by incomplete information regarding other people’s virtually
simultaneous decisions.

Some of us enjoy several forms of group-based advantage or suffer multiple
forms of disadvantage; many of us find ourselves in mixed or contradictory
positions, advantaged in some respects, disadvantaged in others. As Roxane Gay
puts it, “To have privilege in one or more areas does not mean you are wholly
privileged ... The acknowledgement of my privilege is not a denial of the ways I

have been and am marginalized, the ways I have suffered.”® Such complexity
makes it difficult to forge agreement on principles of economic justice, much
less coordinate efforts to apply them. Fear of the future often makes us cling to
the past. The difficulty of predicting the consequences of possible coalitions
gives theoretical narratives and cultural ideologies enormous influence over our



decisions.

Neoclassical economic theory emphasizes free rider problems, instances in
which the pursuit of individual self-interest undermines commitments to
cooperation. Yet it often underestimates the ways in which such coordination
problems are overcome. Classical Marxian theory highlights class solidarity but
often leaves equally important forms of solidarity in the dark. Neither theory
provides a complete account of the dialectic of cooperation and conflict that
shapes social divisions. Both individuals and groups maneuver for a larger share
of the gains they can garner from cooperation and exchange. Institutional
structures designed to discourage free riding often exacerbate an equally serious
problem: top riding or cream skimming by those in positions of power. Strong
groups often find ways to exploit weak groups and to institutionalize their gains
in ways that perpetuate their advantage.

We are all players in metaphorical games in which the rules and rewards are
often taken as a given. The winners, in particular, are likely to resist change. Yet
all players have a stake in improving the size and sustainability of the total
payoff, and with it, the value of their winnings. Two important tools of political
economy, bargaining models and game theory, help explain why equitable forms
of cooperation can leave everyone better off in the long run. Most of the literal
games we enjoy stipulate rules of fair play and put umpires into place for good
reasons.

Some feminist theorists are suspicious of formal methods of economic
reasoning. Audre Lorde’s famous warning comes to mind: “The master’s tools

will never dismantle the master’s house.”® Some tools, however, cut both ways.
The martial art of aikido teaches defenders to reverse the energy of attack. In
medieval warfare, few successes were more impressive than those hoisting
attackers on their own petards.

Enlarging the Economic

Intersectional political economy redefines “the economic” in ways that
encompass both reproduction and social reproduction, including the creation of
human capabilities and the social institutions that bind people into groups with at
least some common identities and interests. The first five chapters of this book
conceptualize a strategic landscape in which structures of collective power create
interlocking hierarchies, defining the scope for individual and collective
decisions and generating coalitions that rely heavily on normative ideologies to
coordinate their efforts. Interlocking structures of collective power set the stage
for a multilayered process of collective bargaining among groups seeking to



strengthen portfolios of privilege and those hoping to escape structural
disadvantage.

This theoretical reconstruction brings patriarchal bargains to the front and
center of human history, while also acknowledging their deep embeddedness in
complex hierarchical systems. Because patriarchal institutions have undergone
gradual, but fundamental transformation in a variety of historical and cultural
contexts, they reveal some recipes for change. The proof of the pudding lies in
the development of a more comprehensive explanation of intersectional
dynamics.

This is a very big pudding, not one that can be fully cooked in a single pot.
The last five chapters offer, instead, a taste of alterations to several central
narratives of political economy: the origins of exploitation, the expansion of
capitalist institutions, the development of welfare states, the persistence of
gender inequality, and hopes for building progressive coalitions.

These chapters integrate analysis of demographic and economic dynamics
mediated by structures of collective power that constrain individual and
collective decisions. Causality works both ways: personal and social choices
exert a cumulative effect on structures of collective power. These reciprocal
processes fit loosely under the rubric of social reproduction but cannot be
reduced to the social reproduction of capitalism as a unitary system or explained
simply as the result of cultural inertia and technological change. They reflect
more complex rhythms of collective cooperation and conflict.

History, Herstory, Us-story

Capitalist development has encouraged a reallocation of human effort away from
population growth toward increases in per capita income and consumption, with
many positive consequences for women. These improvements, however, have
been achieved in part through the exploitation of groups with relatively little
bargaining power. The global North has benefited partly at the expense of the
global South, and growth in gross domestic product has been purchased at the
expense of future generations who lack any means to contest the degradation of
natural assets, the destabilization of global climate, and the risk of social and
political dysfunction. Even those singing along cannot know how this opera will
end.

Origins

Inequalities are often fractal, with small patterns replicated on a larger scale.



Any understanding of unfair inequality writ large must be based on an
understanding of unfair inequality writ small, in families. If the gender division
of power between men and women were entirely prescribed by biological
differences, it would be difficult to explain why it has been enforced—often
violently—by so many social institutions. This institutional history begins long
before history itself (his story, not hers or ours) was invented, challenging the
Marxian assumption that societies without private property in livestock or land
were largely egalitarian. Still, a more basic principle of Marxian historical
materialism remains apt. Exploitative institutions can help groups seize or
generate a surplus that works to their collective advantage, even though the
benefits are unequally distributed within the group. Once established, such
institutions remain resistant to change even when they become costly for
everyone.

Patriarchal institutions initially proved complementary to the development of
class- and race-based institutions of private property and status, helping ensure
their social reproduction. The enslavement of women taken as prizes in war was
a precursor to the later enslavement of entire families to be bought and sold like
livestock. Tribes, lineages, and dynasties were conceived as families writ large,
and distinctions among them provided a template for future ideologies of race.
The authority of fathers became a metaphor and a model for the authority of
kings. Hierarchical institutions delivered significant benefits often conditioned
on military success, including the accumulation of agricultural surplus and—
equally if not more important—the accumulation of population.

Capitalist Development

Capitalist institutions ranging from debt finance to wage employment emerged
slowly and unevenly within a patriarchal, racist, nationalist, and often feudal
matrix that rewarded innovation but also encouraged new forms of exploitation.
These institutions built upon (and may well have been dependent on) preexisting
inequalities and group allegiances. One institutional form that played an
important role was slave-based plantation agriculture, a profit-oriented form of
coerced labor that emerged where differences in class power overlapped with
differences in racial/ethnic power. Many forms of colonization took a similar
turn.

Early capitalist development often proved most dynamic in countries where
workers had sufficient bargaining power to pressure employers to seek profits
through innovation rather than mere coercion. Indeed, where powerful groups
could simply exact tribute or seize valuable natural assets, they seldom risked
their wealth on forms of investment that could increase living standards. They



could, instead, invest in the cooptation of local elites, a strategy perfected by the
British East India Company in India.

The genesis of wage employment took variable forms. Whether workers
entered factories as a last resort or eagerly sought wage employment depended in
large part on their gender and their age, as well as local economic conditions. In
some instances, the initial expansion of factory production had contradictory
effects—making the younger generation less dependent on their parents for land
and livelihood even as it locked them into a new kind of dependence on the labor
market. In general, wage employment took a distinctly gendered form, with
women restricted to the least remunerative jobs. Capitalists stood firmly with
other men, often including their own employees, in defense of male advantage.

On the other hand, capitalist development transformed the paths to economic
success. In areas where household-based production declined and family size
began to shrink, it became increasingly costly for men to keep women in the
home. Access to market income, as well as fertility decline, improved family
living standards and increased women’s ability to renegotiate patriarchal rules
and norms. The institutional gains of the early feminist movement often had
ideological spillover effects, weakening some patriarchal laws and norms even
in areas where relatively little economic change was apparent. Imperial powers
such as England often congratulated themselves on enforcing rules against child
marriage or mistreatment of widows in their colonies.

Women’s potential empowerment was everywhere mediated by many other
dimensions of their collective identity, especially their race/ethnicity, class, and
citizenship. Capitalist development and increased geographic mobility weakened
family commitments. While wage employment offered economic opportunities
outside the home, it did not offer any compensation for the direct care or support
of family members. Some young people preferred to strike out on their own.

Here again, the consequences were contradictory. On the one hand, the
increasing cost of children encouraged efforts to limit family size, reducing the
enormous demands of childbearing and child-rearing. On the other hand, women
were still left with primary responsibility for the care of dependents, including
the growing ranks of the elderly. With increases in divorce and nonmarriage in
Europe, the United States, and much of Latin America, fathers became less
likely to take economic responsibility for their children, and the risk that
motherhood itself would lead to poverty increased. The ethos of capitalist
individualism—along with reduced incentives for family and community
cooperation—Ileft many dependents vulnerable to neglect.

Welfare States



Throughout much of the twentieth century, the weakening of family ties in
affluent capitalist countries increased the economic pressure for state provision
of care services such as education, health care, pensions, and a social safety net.
State provision also offered greater efficiency through specialization, economies
of scale, and pooling of risk. Working class organizations often played a key role
in bargaining for increases in the “social wage,” but employers also had an
economic stake in the development of a healthy, well-educated, and well-cared-
for labor force, and the military counted on able-bodied soldiers.

Many welfare state policies subsidized traditional breadwinner/homemaker
families, channeling pensions and other social benefits through men’s hands. In
racially and ethnically divided countries, such as the United States, whites acted
in concert to restrict benefits to others, claiming both the profits and the wages
of whiteness. Class inequalities often influenced the structure of both taxes and
benefits. In Nordic countries, relatively low levels of racial and class inequality
facilitated the emergence of organized women’s groups that successfully fought
for more generous and universal social benefits.

As the twenty-first century approached, globalization intensified the
disconnect between reproduction and production. Large employers became less
willing to support social spending and better able to minimize taxes and wages
through offshoring and outsourcing. Both capital mobility and increased
automation made employers less dependent on any one national labor force. At
the same time, the proliferation of new military technologies such as unmanned
drones and cyber warfare made nations less dependent on human soldiery.
Neoliberal policies came to the fore: the international expansion of welfare state
policies, once considered virtually inevitable, slowed considerably and, in some
countries, reversed.

Changes in the realm of reproduction also put workers and taxpayers on the
defensive. On the one hand, new medical technologies enhanced women’s
control over reproductive outcomes. On the other hand, the relative costs of
raising and educating children increased—especially for mothers. Growing
tensions within the welfare state echo tensions within families. Who should take
care of whom? Public policies explicitly designed to support child-rearing,
including family allowances, childcare provision, and paid family leaves from
employment, cover a relatively small share of the costs of parenthood.

Fertility decline has tilted the population of many countries toward a larger
share of elderly persons even as their life expectancy and need for medical and
care services has increased. The burden of public pensions and medical services
for the elderly weighs heavily on working-age adults who fear that coming



generations may be unwilling or unable to provide them with the same level of
support. Most of the elderly have already raised families and anticipate few
direct gains from public investments in other people’s children, particularly
those that do not resemble their own. Such age-based divisions are exacerbated
by the difficulty of understanding—and improving—the intergenerational
bargain built into welfare state policies.

Poorly understood class and race/ethnicity dynamics also generate costly
social division. Increased inequality in wealth and income, accompanied by a
weakening of social safety nets, reduces physical and mental health and thwarts

cooperative effects to respond effectively to common problems.!? An ideological
emphasis on gross domestic product and stock market returns as measures of
economic success creates confusion and misunderstanding. The true cost of
inequality is obscured by national income accounts that treat care for others and
investments in human capabilities as just another form of consumption, rather
than a fundamentally important investment in human and social capital.

Welfare states, like families, have become less reliable sources of care for
dependents and investment in human capabilities. Yet people, natural assets,
ecological services, and social solidarity are all important inputs into sustainable
economic development, as well as wellsprings of intrinsic value. Failure to
establish institutions that can effectively protect these unpriced assets is eroding
capitalist structures of collective power—especially norms that legitimate the
unrestricted pursuit of profit. The Covid-19 pandemic is now intensifying the
resulting tensions. The putative policy trade-off between lives and livelihoods
raises a big question: whose lives versus whose livelihoods?

Care Penalties, Care Crises

The uncertain future of the welfare state resembles the uncertain future of
families in an economic system that primarily rewards the production of
commodities—goods and services that can easily be bought and sold in markets.
Conventional neoclassical economics treats the care of children and other
dependents much like the care of pets—a source of personal satisfaction, an
expensive luxury good. Yet the creation and maintenance of human capabilities
produces public goods—benefits for society as a whole that are diffuse,
synergistic, and impossible to accurately price.!!

Women are the primary caregivers in both the family and the labor market,
and there’s a reason they are called givers rather than takers. The difficulty of
individually capturing the benefits of care often leaves them dependent on the
good will or affections of men, without much recourse if and when such



sentiments subside. Free riders often have free rein. A father who contributes
little or nothing to the economic support or the hands-on care of a child can still
lay claims on its affection or assistance; an employer who contributes little to
public spending on education can still hire educated workers; nations that cut
public spending on education can import ready-made college graduates from
other countries; a woman who minimizes her care responsibilities in order to
increase her market earnings can pay other women’s children to help care for her
in old age.

Individuals and groups who commit substantial time and effort to the unpaid
care of others typically pay an economic penalty in reduced lifetime income.
This penalty has been particularly well-documented in the United States, where
many mothers bear primary responsibility for both the financial support and
direct care of children. Childless women now earn roughly the same as men with
comparable levels of education and experience; much of the gender gap in pay
reflects the costs and risks of motherhood. Many public policies, including
Social Security and means-tested public assistance, restrict eligibility for benefits
on the grounds that family care is not really “work.”

Care penalties extend well beyond unpaid work. Both men and women who
work in care industries (such as health, education, and social services) and/or
care occupations (such as childcare, eldercare, teaching, or nursing) often earn
less than others with similar education and experience. In the United States,
women represent about 75 percent of the health care workforce that is especially
vulnerable to Covid-19 contagion on the job. In the face of soaring mortality
from Covid-19, many hospitals in the United States ran out of money in April
2020 and cut the pay or reduced the hours of health care workers, even those
serving on the frontlines.!?

Bargaining power derives from the ability to withhold something until a
satisfactory reward is offered for it. Children, individuals suffering illness or
disability, and the frail elderly are often in a weak bargaining position, especially
if disadvantaged by their race/ethnicity, citizenship, or class. Whether paid or
unpaid, those who care for dependents share a vulnerability that increases with
their level of commitment and participation; emotional attachment makes it
difficult for them to threaten to withdraw their help. Many of the cultural norms
and moral values that undergird care provision remain in force but require
institutional support in the form of collectively agreed-upon rights to care and be
cared for.

Division and Alliance



While feminism asserts that women share common interests, effective alliances
among women depend on overcoming differences among them. The
intersectional political economy developed in this book emphasizes the need to
recognize, theorize, and address such differences. It explains why the weakening
of patriarchal institutions can improve the relative position of women but
nonetheless leave predominantly women in vulnerable positions colored by
differences based on race/ethnicity, citizenship, and class. It also explains why
unmediated capitalist dynamics undermine environmental, demographic, and
social sustainability.

Group allegiances matter. Human capabilities are public goods, but not
everyone enjoys equal access to them. Some of the benefits of human
capabilities are captured by the families, groups, and nations to which people
belong. Women in disadvantaged or subaltern groups often find themselves in
especially contradictory positions: even a partial withdrawal of their under-
rewarded care services would increase their bargaining power but could reduce
the ability of their families and communities to resist other forms of
institutionalized exploitation.

We all share an interest in the development of institutional structures that
could promote just, equitable, and sustainable economic development. Nothing
is more important than the creation of political coalitions designed to build
robust democratic institutions that can effectively defend public interests and
invest in the common good. The slogan “every man for himself” is both a
principle of patriarchal power and a recipe for extinction.
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Defining the Patriarchal

“Patriarchy” and “patriarchal” are words used to describe gender inequality and
sometimes, more literally, paternal authority. While their exact definitions
remain contested, they generally label social arrangements that give mature
heterosexual men power over others. The noun “patriarchy” (like “capitalism”)
describes an entity that stands alone or separate, like a sun circled by planets
subject to its gravitational force. Instead, consider a social system consisting of
many intersecting, interlocking institutional structures that circumscribe the
opportunities available to members of distinct but overlapping groups—a galaxy
of many suns.

The part is influenced by the whole, and the whole by its parts. A better
picture of the larger social system constituted by multiple structures of collective
power clarifies the significance of patriarchal institutions. By the same token, a
closer look at patriarchal institutions can help explain the larger system, if links
to forms of hierarchy based on race/ethnicity, citizenship, and class are closely
analyzed. Attention to patriarchal structures of collective power provides a
useful point of entry not because these are more central or more consequential
than others, but because they have such a clear recent history of renegotiation
and reform.

How do different institutions cohere into something that can be meaningfully
called a structure of collective power? A rich body of feminist research describes
rules, ideologies, and patterns of control over economic assets that put women at

a disadvantage, what Bina Agarwal refers to as “structures of social hierarchy.”?
Deniz Kandiyoti uses the term “patriarchal bargains” to explain how “women



strategize within a set of concrete constraints” that present them with different

“rules of the game.”? Both individuals and groups engage in systematic efforts to
defend or modify such constraints, to establish new rules.

This approach to structures of patriarchal power respects the importance of
political, cultural, and economic forces and emphasizes articulations among
social institutions that reflect and reinforce forms of collective identity and
interests based on gender, age, and sexuality. It also reaches beyond feminist
theory to provide a template for analysis of other structures of collective power
based on dimensions of group identity such as race/ethnicity, nationality,
citizenship, and class.

Who Benefits?

Power is multidimensional, but its impact on policies (including laws),
ideologies (including norms), and the ownership and control of resources
(including people) can be assessed by a direct question: who benefits?
Sometimes, only a small group, whose net benefits come entirely at the expense
of others; sometimes, almost everyone benefits equally. More often, some
benefit substantially more than others. Institutional consequences are seldom
transparent; they often depend on hypotheticals. What would happen if this or
that institution was reformed? Unfortunately, much social science and history
offering answers to this question is biased by deployment of the very power that
it purports to explain.

The history of resistance to feminist theory testifies to the impact of
ideological power. Efforts to analyze patriarchal institutions have often been and

are sometimes still derided by those in positions of authority.? Yet some of the
sharpest edges of patriarchal power have been blunted in recent years, lending
feminist theory new leverage and revealing linkages among political, cultural,
and economic inequalities. Social structures are not easy to picture or explain,
but their components can be distinguished, their buttresses revealed.

The Psychological and the Institutional
Many feminist scholars reaching for a definition of the patriarchal have

emphasized a behavioral or psychological trait—male dominance.* However
descriptive of the lived experience of many women, this emphasis is often
problematic and at best incomplete. Dominance describes a behavioral trait
rather than a social outcome. It is difficult to define, even when it leads to
measurable consequences such as discrimination, domestic violence, or sexual



harassment. The opposite of dominance is submission, yet many women never
literally submit.

The dominance frame evokes discussions of hierarchies in other social
species that are biologically hardwired. One need not dismiss the impact of
physiological differences between women and men to observe that these cannot
explain variations in gender relations over space and time. Evolutionary
psychology cannot explain the rapid evolution and high variability of social
institutions, and male dominance does not give fathers authority over sons or
impose compulsory heterosexuality on men as well as women.

A definition of patriarchy based on male dominance implies that gender
inequality is rooted primarily in psychology, encouraging a disciplinary division
of labor in which class is rooted in economic exploitation, race and ethnicity in
social discrimination, nationalism in political or military power. Yet the
psychology of domination is terribly important to the reproduction of all forms
of inequality, not just those based on gender, age, and sexuality. Dominance is
not always male, and it is often accompanied by discrimination, exploitation, or
appropriation. Both privilege and disadvantage typically have psychological,
economic, political, and social dimensions, deeply coded in institutional
structures that condition the ways they are expressed.

Institutions and Institutional Structures
The economist Douglass North defines “institutions” as “humanly devised

constraints that structure political, economic and social interactions.” I have
applied this definition in previous work because it effectively communicates the

role of human agency in devising and modifying the social environment.® The
term “constraint,” however, is a bit misleading. Institutions do not merely
constrain decisions; they also enable and facilitate collective action, promoting
cooperation and minimizing the costs of coordination. In this respect, they can
loosen as well as tighten constraints.

Institutionalist approaches to economic development and change are, almost
by definition, less abstract than either Marxian or neoclassical economic
theories, more attuned to specific historical and cultural circumstances. They
can, however, go too far in the opposite direction, lapsing into purely descriptive
accounts. The concept of a structure of collective power represents a
methodological compromise, grouping political, cultural, and economic
institutions together according to the distribution of the collective gains they
generate. In economic history, references to capitalism and to slavery sometimes

fit this characterization.’



Relatively few economic historians, however, acknowledge the relevance of
patriarchal institutional structures. Most neoclassical and Marxian accounts of
the emergence of capitalism presume a kind of stage-based transition from
precapitalist to capitalist institutions without explicit consideration of collective
conflicts that do not fit this sequence. Inequalities based on gender,
race/ethnicity, nationality, or citizenship are often attributed to inherited
attitudes, irrational preferences, sticky cultural norms, or capitalist class interests
—absolving many historical agents of responsibility for them.

Conversely, much feminist social science focuses on the dynamics of gender
inequality within families and firms, rather than a larger structure of patriarchal
power, because the very concept of structure has fallen out of fashion.
Postmodern theorists warn against overgeneralization and essentialism, and
institutionalists sometimes seem reluctant to theorize. Sylvia Walby dislikes the
very term patriarchal; Goéran Therborn applies it primarily to outmoded family

law.2 Such hesitation can, perhaps, be overcome by the explicit effort to develop
a broad, interdisciplinary analysis of collective conflict.

The Capital Continuum

Triumvirates of political, cultural, and economic institutions are mutually
reinforcing. Policies, laws, and rules seldom persist in the absence of ideological
support, and they are often swayed by economic resources. Appreciation of their
complex interactions is embedded in most nuanced analyses of capitalism as an
institutional structure based on private ownership of capital—the means of
production. Traditional Marxian analysis, however, defines both capital and
production in very narrow terms. It says little about differences in human
capabilities or about the costly processes of reproduction that create and
maintain such capabilities.’

Control over women’s bodies and their reproductive capabilities, like explicit
ownership of other people, represents an economic asset. Membership in socially
assigned groups, whatever the criteria for assignment, often provides access to
opportunities that can be conceptualized as a form of social capital. The ability
to pool risk and implicitly borrow from other group members is economically
advantageous, as is the ability to restrict competition from nongroup members
through discrimination. As the next chapter will elaborate, the ability to
capitalize on collective allegiance helps explain the economic importance of
group identity.

Most economic systems rely on forms of capital that are, in some sense,
private, including the “self-ownership” of wage earners. All economic systems



also rely on forms of capital that cannot easily be assigned a price and to which
access cannot easily be restricted: they are public rather than private. Natural
assets and ecological services fall into this category, as do the human knowledge
and technology that reside in the public domain. Some human and social
capabilities also fall into this category, because the benefits of investment in
them spill over in unanticipated ways, including, for instance, greater
productivity in nonmarket work, better governance, trust, and mutual aid.

The absence of a bright line separating ownership or control of financial
capital from control over the capabilities and opportunities of other people
highlights similarities among different structures of collective power. It widens
the concept of economic institutions in ways that elucidate the structure of
patriarchal power in particular. The evolution of direct and indirect property
rights over people and the products of their paid and unpaid labor is central to
the trajectory of patriarchal systems.

Patriarchal Rights and Rules

Patriarchal political institutions fall into three somewhat overlapping categories:
property rights over women and children; explicit restrictions on the individual
rights of women, children, and sexually nonconforming individuals (often
including limits on access to productive physical assets such as land or financial
wealth); and rules of remuneration for time, effort, and resources devoted to the
care of others, especially dependents.

Defined literally as “rule of the father,” patriarchal law has more historical
than contemporary relevance. Today, relatively few national societies are
governed by laws that give men property rights over wives and children, and
gender asymmetries in individual rights have been dramatically reduced.'® This
process of transformation testifies to the impact of institutional change driven by
new forms of collective empowerment and mobilization. Social movements have

played a particularly large part in global efforts to combat violence against

women. 11

Yet the crumbling of explicitly patriarchal law has offered men, as well as
women, important benefits, including increased freedom from paternal control
and reduced obligations for the support of dependents. Partly as the result of the
expansion of market exchange, commitments to the care of others came to be
seen as sources of personal satisfaction rather than as necessary contributions. It
is easier to abolish old rules than to establish new ones: reluctance to



acknowledge the economic value of the care services that women continue to
provide has made it easy for both men and employers to free ride on voluntary
contributions to the production and maintenance of human and social capital.

Property Rights over Women and Children

Partly because so much feminist scholarship has defined the patriarchal in purely
cultural and psychological terms, most economic analysis of property rights
focuses on the contrast between private and collective ownership of physical or

financial assets.'? In a prescient exception, the institutionalist economist Steven
Cheung published an article in 1972 detailing customary practices in
prerevolutionary China that gave parents substantial control over the younger

generation, particularly young women.!®> Cheung argued that daughters and
daughters-in-law, many with bound feet that confined them to childbearing and
family care, were easier to control than sons, whose productive contributions
took them farther afield. While Cheung put more emphasis on parental power
than on gender inequality, he explicitly recognized patriarchal property rights.
Such rights have a long history in most societies. Subjection to another
person’s authority tantamount to ownership extended well beyond the purview

of formal slavery.'* As a later chapter will argue, the enslavement of women
probably preceded and provided a model for the enslavement of men. Yet
patriarchal property rights often intersected with, and were sometimes entirely
countervailed by, institutional structures based on other dimensions of collective
conflict. For instance, most patriarchal slaveholding societies denied male slaves
rights to marriage or family authority, as well as denying female slaves control
over their own sexual and reproductive capabilities.!®

Political approval of coercive and violent abuse of women by their own kin
has been widespread. Foot-binding in China persisted for centuries, and genital
mutilation remains pervasive in some areas of North Africa and the Middle East.
Physical abuse of wives by husbands was legally tolerated in much of Europe
until the late nineteenth century. Physical abuse was supplemented by many
other forms of physical control. As August Bebel noted in his late nineteenth-
century feminist classic, Women and Socialism, Prussian husbands had legal
authority over whether and how long their wives could breastfeed.!®

Patriarchal rules typically enforce a harsh sexual double standard, ostensibly
in order to allow men to guarantee paternity. This double standard applies even
to women long past menopause and remains influential even where access to
modern DNA testing makes it possible to ascertain biological parentage.
Whatever its motives, control over women’s sexuality has long had the effect of



limiting their mobility as well as constricting their choices. Fathers and brothers
have often treated young female family members as property that could literally
be devalued by sexual experience. At the opposite extreme, the
institutionalization of prostitution—one of the earliest forms of paid employment
for women—provided men with relatively inexpensive sexual gratification free
of any responsibility for mutual pleasure or reproductive consequences.'”
Patriarchal control over women’s and children’s activities has often been
enforced by threat of physical punishment or incarceration. Roman law gave the
male head of household the right of life and death over his children. In France,
the Napoleonic Code stipulated husbands’ authority over wives and gave fathers

the right to incarcerate disobedient offspring.'® In the early nineteenth century,
many states within the United States passed laws stipulating wifely

subordination, some of which remained legally enforceable until the 1970s.19
Such laws often codified a husband’s right to sexual access without his wife’s
consent.

Arranged marriages often involve economic exchanges that benefit the natal
family of the bride or the groom, giving the older generation incentives to

control marriage decisions.?? Whether the exchange takes the form of bride price
or dowry, brides are disadvantaged. In India, the threat of violence against wives
is sometimes used to extract greater dowry payments from their families,

especially in response to economic stress.”! In some areas of Sub-Saharan
Africa, women cannot leave their husbands unless they repay the transfer of
cattle made by their husband to their father.

While explicit property rights over women and children are relatively
uncommon today, implicit property rights remain in force. The coercive
practices typical of organized prostitution and trafficking are tantamount to

slavery.?? Legal restrictions on women’s rights to contraception and abortion
tacitly assert public control over women’s bodies. Even more common are
abuses of omission, such as failure to effectively enforce laws against domestic
violence or sexual harassment in the workplace. According to the World Health
Organization, more than one-third of all global women have been victims of

either physical or sexual violence.?3

Gendered and Sexed Restrictions on Individual Rights

Many aspects of traditional family law such as monogamy, restrictions on
divorce, obligations for the support of family members, and sanctions against
same-sex sexuality limit men’s as well as women’s choices. Gendered
constraints, however, are typically more binding on women. Economists often



describe marriage as a partnership in which both husbands and wives gain from

trade.”* Yet few marriage contracts have taken the same form as legal
partnerships. Under English common law, for example, a wife relinquished her
legal rights to separate property or income. Laws governing married white
couples in the United States before 1850 gave husbands formal authority over
the activities, earnings, and wealth of their wives and minor children in return
for provision of financial support.”> Financial support was stipulated as a
minimal level of subsistence, not a specific share of family income.?® Early
nineteenth-century feminists in the United States campaigned unsuccessfully for
legal reforms that would guarantee the rights of wives to one-half their
husbands’ earnings.?”

Because marriage constrains the lives of women more narrowly than those of
men, rights to divorce are more consequential for them. Patriarchal laws have
traditionally made it easier for men to exit marriage than women, with
asymmetric grounds for divorce (such as sexual infidelity of the wife but not the
husband). Some societies gave only husbands the right to unilateral divorce;
under some forms of traditional Islamic law still in force today, a husband can

effectively banish a wife from his household by oral proclamation.”® Such
asymmetries have profound implications for health and happiness. Close
analysis of the uneven process of divorce law liberalization that got underway in
many US states about 1969 suggests that it decreased female suicide, domestic
violence, and wife murder.2°

Harsh laws against unconventional sexual practices, especially those unlikely
to lead to conception, have a long and variegated history. Never completely
ubiquitous, they were sometimes propagated by colonization. The British
Empire famously changed the Indian Penal Code in the 1860s to make all forms
of oral or anal sex punishable by life imprisonment, a law that remained on the

books until 2018.3% While the harshest sanctions have often been applied to gay
men, women as well as men remain subject to punishment. In 2018 two women
in Malaysia were caned for suspicion of attempting lesbian sex.>!

The legal enforcement of compulsory heterosexuality has often been
particularly stringent in societies prizing high birth rates. This historical
association does not imply that pro-natalist societies are always homophobic or

that homophobia always has pronatalist effects.>> Rather, it illustrates parallels
between the governance of gender and the governance of sexuality that remain
significant today: strong adherence to traditional gender norms is often closely
associated with disapproval of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transsexual



identities.33

Patriarchal family laws have typically given male household heads the power
to prevent wives and minor children from engaging in activities outside the
home, as well as control over their market earnings. Explicit restrictions on
women’s access to education and employment have been widespread and remain
in effect in many countries. While international campaigns such as the
Convention Against All Forms of Discrimination Against Women have steadily
gained momentum over the past twenty years, enforcement has proved patchy
and uneven.3*

A number of large international databases detail the current legal and
political dimensions of gender inequality, including the Gender, Institutions and
Development database developed by the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development, which scores and weights gender bias in four
categories: family legal code, physical integrity, civil liberties, and ownership

rights.3> The design and analysis of a Social Institutions and Gender Index based
on variables constructed from this database reveal regional and country-level

variations correlated with measured economic outcomes.?® Not surprisingly,
women fare better economically when they have greater legal and political
power. Research also shows that women’s political empowerment promotes the
provision of public goods, investments in education, and lower child mortality.>”

Since 1995, the United Nations Human Development Report has constructed
national indices of gendered economic outcomes. The Gender Development
Index assesses women’s life expectancy, educational attainment, and per capita
income relative to men’s; the Gender Empowerment Measure assesses political
representation (number of parliamentary seats held), economic opportunity
(employment in public office, managerial, and professional positions), and
estimated earned income for women compared to men. Both these indices reveal
significant progress over time that does not belie the persistence of significant
inequalities linked to family law, rights to participate in activities outside the

home, and private asset ownership.

Weak Rights to Remuneration for Family Care

The expansion of legal rights improving women’s access to paid employment
has distracted attention from the poor specification of women’s rights to
remuneration for family care from the fathers of their children, adult children
themselves, and, more broadly, from the state. The distribution of income and
leisure within married couples often benefits men, but coresidence ensures some
commonality in living standards. Longdistance migration, separation, divorce,



and nonmarriage all tend to reduce both coresidence and income pooling within
households, rendering family caregivers, particularly mothers of young children,
economically vulnerable.

In many traditional patriarchal systems, strong community sanctions and
informal rules required a man to marry and provide support for a woman he
impregnated, the so-called “shotgun marriage” rule. A variety of factors
contributed to the breakdown of such informal rules, welldocumented in the case

of the United States.3® In many areas of the world, nonmarital child-rearing
remains uncommon; in others, its prevalence is growing. In Latin America,
inequalities based on race/ethnicity and class aligned with gender in ways that
left many mothers without legal means of enforcing paternal responsibility from
a relatively early date.*’

Information regarding specification and enforcement of the child support
responsibilities of noncustodial parents is hard to come by, particularly outside
Europe and the United States. The absence of systematic attention to the
distribution of the costs of children between mothers and fathers reflects a
general reluctance to quantify intrafamily transfers. An increased burden of
supporting dependents, however, can easily outweigh the effects of increases in
women’s relative wages. (This is discussed in more detail in Chapter 9.)

Mothers and fathers generally receive some economic payback from their
children in the form of support and assistance in old age. This expectation has
often been formalized in family laws. In eighteenthcentury France, for instance,
adult children were legally obligated to support their parents, just as parents
were obligated to bequeath a minimum share of their assets to children; in
England, during the same period, adult children were held legally responsible
only for the support of indigent parents, and all parents enjoyed testamentary

freedom.*! In affluent countries, laws dictating intergenerational responsibilities
are seldom enforced today, although in some states within the United States
adult children have been sued for the costs of nursing home care for their
parents.*?

In some Asian countries, legally stipulated responsibilities for elderly parents
still bind. In India, China, and Korea, the expectation that sons would support
elderly parents has created a continuing rationale for son preference.*?
Singapore’s Maintenance of Parents Act of 1995 goes further than other national
legislation, allowing parents to sue their children for failure to provide a specific
monthly allowance.** The quantitative size of these transfers, however, remains
unclear, as does their likely persistence over time. Many women live in countries
where neither intrafamily transfers nor public pensions are a reliable source of



income in old age.

Many modern pension systems (discussed in more detail in Chapter 8) have
based retirement stipends on labor market earnings, penalizing those who take
time out of paid employment to provide family care. European countries often
provide family care credits and more generous support for single mothers than
the United States, where family care does not fulfill the work requirement now
imposed on most meanstested assistance. Even in Europe, however, single and
widowed mothers remain economically disadvantaged.*> Women in low-income
families of the global South are probably the most vulnerable.*

Even in affluent capitalist countries that provide substantial public support

for family care, public transfers represent only a small share of total
expenditures of time and money on the care and maintenance of children and

other dependents.” Women pay a disproportionate share of these costs,
delivering significant benefits to children and other family members, future
employers, and larger communities. Whether the product of their labor is termed
human capabilities, human capital, or labor power, the work of producing and
maintaining it is largely taken for granted.*

Simply reducing the legal authority of husbands and fathers does not
necessarily lead to egalitarian gender outcomes. Traditional patriarchal rules
offer women support for family care at the cost of subordination to patriarchal
authority. Increased scope for individual choice, however, has a double edge: the
absence of effective rules governing child support creates a high risk of poverty
for many mothers and their children. The tally of patriarchal laws and policies
that have been—or need to be—stricken from the books should be accompanied
by a list of new ones necessary to encourage more equal distribution of the costs
of care.

Patriarchal Norms and Ideologies

All hierarchical institutional structures rely on normative principles that define
both rights and obligations. The patriarchal construction of a binary distinction
between appropriate masculine and feminine behavior is imposed on children at
an early age. Strict gender boundaries are policed in many ways, including
sometimes-violent punishment of those who violate them. These boundaries
define a moral as well as economic division of labor and are so deeply embedded
in language and culture that they often seem invisible until they are transgressed.
Many women are conscripted into a permanent army of caregivers, pressed to



serve selflessly on a daily basis and stigmatized if they fail to do so.

Moral double standards always accompany—and often outlast—legal double
standards. Patriarchal norms of family obligation have economic consequences:
men are expected to provide physical protection and financial support for family
members; women, to provide emotional nurturance and care for dependents,
especially children. Like the legal rules outlined above, however, these norms
have asymmetric effects. Mothers raising children on their own are often viewed
as failures, fathers in the same circumstances (and there are relatively few of
them) as heroes.

Patriarchal norms stipulate, but do not strictly enforce, prescriptions for male
virtue. A man who fails to support the child he has fathered may be labeled
irresponsible; a mother who abandons a baby is generally considered heartless.
A man who buys sex may be excused for succumbing to biological need; a
woman who sells sex is generally considered morally bankrupt. Until recently, a
man who beat his wife and children was considered more of an embarrassment
than a criminal. Strict adherence to traditional gender roles often goes hand in
hand with homophobic norms; while public disapproval of homosexuality has
softened in recent decades, intolerance remains widespread.*’

Conventional norms of femininity impose specific costs and risks on women.
Defenders of gender segregation assert that it treats women and men as separate
but equal. Yet, when legal and cultural borders become more permeable, women
are generally more eager to cross into male territory than vice versa—not
surprising, since femininity is costly. Female-dominated occupations seldom pay
well, and the feminization of paid employment has proceeded far more rapidly

than the masculinization of unpaid work.>® Women have increased their share of
financial support for dependents more rapidly than men have increased their
share of direct family care. This divergence likely reflects male awareness of
care penalties—the disadvantages of specialization in activities that benefit
others but yield no immediate or certain economic payoff.

Normative Power

The intergenerational transmission of group advantage requires more than mere
transfers of time and money. As sociologists have long emphasized, it requires
the establishment and maintenance of social institutions that both organize and

internalize norms of behavior.”! Conformity to existing social norms generally
favors those in already favored positions.>> Once seized, rights to authority and

property are often sanctified by ideology.>® Norms of femininity and masculinity
can reinforce gender inequality just as patriotic norms can justify aggression



against countries, racist norms can fuel white supremacy, and elitist norms can
legitimize class disparities. Cultural condemnation of gays, lesbians, bisexuals,
transsexuals, and other sexual nonconformists often encourages violence against
them.>*

The effects of socialization reach beyond its effects on individual
preferences, influencing the ways in which people perceive the world. Most
people are predisposed to believe in a just world in which individuals deserve

what they get and get what they deserve.>> Welldesigned experiments show that
information regarding rewards trumps information regarding performance.
Winners are perceived as significantly more competent than losers even in the
presence of direct evidence to the contrary. These results are consistent with the
sociological concept of “blaming the victim” and the economic analysis of

framing effects.>®

Belief in a just world can be economically advantageous for a group. It
encourages good behavior and hard work and soothes the tensions of collective

conflict, promoting cooperation and even docility.>” Competition creates little ill

will if losers are perceived as undeserving.”® But belief in a just world also has a
downside, leading winners to naively overestimate their own contributions and
blatantly disrespect losers. When and if disparate outcomes are revealed as
genuinely unfair, the ensuing conflicts may be vengeful.

The Marxian concept of false consciousness can be restated in terms
consistent with modern behavioral economics: social norms affect cognitive
perceptions as well as personal preferences. Individuals and groups lack accurate
pictures of their social environment and can seldom clearly identify the causes or

effects of social power.”® Belief in the possibility of justice is indispensable to
sustained efforts to achieve it; yet such efforts are often preempted by the
assumption that people already get what they deserve.

Acknowledgement of conflicts over the social organization of care provision
helps explain the ideological construction of gender roles. At the same time, it
creates the opportunity to show how a systematic challenge to one particular
belief in a just world—that gender inequality is natural-—can spill over in
subversive ways. Opposition to the feminist project often reveals fear of just
such ideological spillovers.

Compulsory Altruism
Differences in men’s and women’s preferences and behavior may or may not be
influenced by their biological endowments.®® Resolution of this long-standing



dispute matters less than attention to social institutions that amplify gender
differences and mediate their economic consequences. The internalization of
social expectations makes patriarchal norms particularly resistant to change.5!
Sociologists sometimes describe norms of gender-appropriate behavior as a
literal script that human actors follow, instructions for “doing gender.”®? Much
depends, obviously, on who has the power to write—and edit—the script. The
economic consequences of the script also matter.

Some feminist theorists describe normative pressure on women as a
gendered form of “compulsory altruism,” a term that highlights the ways that

female subordination tempers the pursuit of individual self-interest.®> Many
important episodes in the history of political economy illustrate how confidence
in women’s natural or God-given propensities for self-sacrifice enabled the
masculine pursuit of economic self-interest. While this history shows that many
nineteenth-century economists were anxious about the possibility that women
might learn to act as selfishly as men, it also reveals a growing confidence in
selfishness as an engine of capitalist economic development.®*

Indeed, the growing influence of cultural norms derogating male altruism
probably helps explain a resurgence of religious doctrines insisting that women
should subordinate themselves to the common good defined by men. Many
religious doctrines today hold women responsible for the success of a larger
family defined by its obedience to a Father who will welcome them to heaven.
As recently as twenty years ago, the convention of Southern Baptists, the largest
Protestant denomination in the United States, declared that a wife should

“submit herself graciously” to her husband’s leadership.5°

Women’s own commitments to family care also reproduce gendered norms.
In most societies, women devote significantly more time and energy to the care
of dependents than men do, modeling personal responsibility in especially direct
ways. Daughters often follow their mothers’ examples.®® UNICEF estimates
that, globally, girls ages five to fourteen spend three times the hours that boys of
the same age do in household chores.®” Recent analysis of the American Time
Use Survey from 2003-14 shows that young women between the ages of fifteen
and nineteen spend about 50 percent more time on household chores than young
men.58

For women, “doing gender” often means “doing care,” an expression of the
distinctively feminine form of compulsory altruism described above.® For
instance, questions in the US General Social Survey ask whether respondents
agree that “A preschool child will suffer if mother works” and “A working



mother can have a good relationship with her children.” These questions probe
moral disapproval of maternal priorities. Their wording also presumes that
caring for a child is not work, a nomenclatural convention that strengthens the
presumption that such activities have moral but not economic valence. A
longstanding item in both the General Social Survey and the World Values
Survey asks whether respondents agree with the statement that “It is much better
for everyone if the man is the achiever and the woman takes care of the home
and family.” This phrasing captures assumptions at the very heart of the
traditional gender division of labor, implying that family care is not an
achievement.

Social norms play a crucial role in the coordination of human actions,
helping ensure altruistic commitments necessary for the sustainability of human
society. Patriarchal norms lead to an unfair distribution of the costs of such
commitments. Such norms can be and have been successfully renegotiated. This
process of cultural bargaining, however, is still underway, and its future
outcomes are far from certain.

Normative Change

Some scientists claim that gender norms are so deeply embedded that they are
unlikely to change in fundamental ways, while others warn that their very

susceptibility to change threatens the future of human civilization.”? Neither
extreme is credible. Gender norms are somewhat flexible yet resistant to change.
They evolved from processes of competition, conflict, and cooperation within
families and among larger groups and have changed over time partly as the
result of new layers of social division.

Such division helps explain uneven patterns of resistance to patriarchal
norms. Steadily increasing levels of support for women’s individual rights to
education, employment, and leadership are apparent on a global level. Yet
policymakers in affluent nations often express more concern about gender
inequalities in poor developing countries than in their own, especially when
trying to justify military or economic intervention in them. By the same token,
efforts to impose gender equality from above or outside can elicit resistance,
particularly if they threaten solidarities based on other dimensions of collective
identity, such as those based on race/ethnicity or class.

Attitudinal surveys show trends toward greater embrace of basic principles

of gender equality in affluent countries, in Asia as well as the West.”! In the
United States, surveys have shown increased support for more egalitarian roles
since the 1970s. This trend briefly levelled out in the early 2000s, then resumed



its upward trajectory, driven in large part by cohort change and growing support
from young men.”” Most common survey instruments, however, measure
acceptance of women moving into masculine roles rather than vice versa. Nor
has there been much exploration of attitudes toward public policies that could
significantly reduce the costs of parenthood.

Survey wording often seems to offer women a choice between economic
dependence on men who provide at least some support for family care or
economic independence through wage employment that provides no support for
family care. This is not much of a choice. It is hardly surprising that many
women as well as men prefer norms of family commitment—however gendered
and unequal—to norms of individual autonomy and selfish choice. Survey
rhetoric itself impedes efforts to find a better, gender-neutral balance between
autonomy and care.

Whenever economic success is determined largely by individual competition
for paying jobs, caregivers will always operate at a disadvantage. Committed
parents (and mothers, in particular) will pay an economic penalty in lifetime
access to income and wealth. The tendency to view commitments to the care of
others as optional lifestyle decisions rather than as socially necessary
commitments reflects the ascendance of a market-centric individualism that
defines productivity by private rates of return and measures gender equality
solely by relative earnings.

Norms of feminine obligation are not merely ideological devices for
oppressing women, and men are not the only beneficiaries. Employers and other
members of society (including dependent children, the sick, and the frail elderly)
also benefit from reliable low-cost care provision. The anger infusing many anti-
feminist campaigns reflects the fear that, as women opt out of their traditional
roles, the overall level of care for others with dwindle. This is not an entirely
unrealistic fear: the renegotiation of gender roles requires a renegotiation of
broader norms of obligation for the care of others, provoking resistance from all
those hoping to avoid paying a larger share of the costs.

Patriarchal Assets

Patriarchal political and cultural institutions are influenced by patterns of asset
ownership and vice versa. This circular causality is also typical of other
structures of collective power, including those traditionally defined by
ownership of the primary means of production for exchange and capital
accumulation. Capital, as conventionally defined, is a form of wealth that yields



a future rate of return. It is often parsed into two categories: real assets such as
land or machinery, and financial assets in the form of stocks, bonds, or cash. As
modern accounting practices indicate, however, capital can also take intangible,
less easily quantified forms: brand, reputation, software, or exclusive rights to
particular forms of intellectual property.”> This loosening of definitional
boundaries is also reflected in the increasing usage of terms such as “human
capital,” “natural capital,” and “social capital.”

As hinted in the earlier discussion of patriarchal property rights, access to all
these assets can be gendered. Patterns of ownership of real and financial assets
by gender and age offer a particularly obvious parallel with traditional analyses
of class inequality. Endowments of—and access to—other forms of capital are
also relevant, because they help explain the persistence of many different kinds
of group-based inequality over time.

Real and Financial Assets

Historical restrictions on women’s independent ownership of real and financial
assets have been well documented, and they remain in effect in many countries

today.”* Institutional details vary: in some legal regimes (both formal and
customary law) property acquired within marriage is subject to common
ownership by both spouses; in others, husbands gain control of their wives’
property (“coverture”). Historically, women’s primary access to real and
financial assets has come through inheritance of a portion of their fathers’ or
their husbands’ estates, an economic arrangement rewarding obeisance to male
authority.”> The Married Women’s Property Acts passed in the late nineteenth
century in the United States and England led to a major redistribution of
wealth.”®

Most empirical studies of the distribution of wealth take households rather
than individuals as their unit of analysis, often generating misleading results. For
instance, the long-held belief that wealth was distributed more equally in
colonial America than in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is based on
accounting that ignores legal institutions such as coverture, indentured servitude,
and slavery.”” Twentiethcentury land reforms in Latin America, initially hailed
as boons for lowincome households, often concentrated private property
ownership in male hands until later efforts were made to establish women’s
independent titles.”® In many areas of the world, including Africa, privatization

of previously common property has taken place at women’s expense.” In South
Asia, male resistance has limited the effectiveness of legal reforms designed to

improve women’s control over assets.%’



Even in affluent countries such as the United States, the gender wealth gap

exceeds the gender earnings gap.®’ Women with less wealth than their partners
have less bargaining power within households and greater vulnerability to

poverty on their own.?? Policy design matters. One recent study of a housing
reform in China that gave individual employees the opportunity to purchase the
homes they had been renting from the state shows that male ownership altered
patterns of consumption and housework in men’s favor within married-couple

households.8> Gender differences in retirement assets (including pension
benefits) often combine with women’s tendency to outlive their older husbands
to generate high rates of poverty among elderly women.

Human Capital and Natural Capital

Neoclassical economists often use the term “human capital” in a very specific
way that implies that everyone is, literally, a capitalist, making decisions to
invest in their own future earning power. Yet human capital can be interpreted
more broadly as what Marxian economists have referred to as “labor power.”
Both the distribution of productive capabilities and rates of return on such

capabilities are shaped by social institutions and collective bargaining.?* In a
wage-based economy, restrictions on women’s access to education and
employment, like restrictions based on race/ethnicity or citizenship, reduce
bargaining power and lower earnings.

Both the neoclassical and the classical Marxian traditions have largely
ignored distributional conflict over the process of producing and maintaining the
human beings that provide the substrate for the development of productive skills.
This process of reproduction, indispensable to economic sustainability as well as
evolutionary success, is a costly one, yielding benefits that are long in coming
and difficult to commandeer. Future generations have the characteristic of a
public good—they are not privately owned and they are not bought and sold in a
competitive market. Children do not negotiate with parents over how and when
they should be brought into the world or what kind of upbringing they should
receive. In this respect, human capital has something in common with natural
capital, the unpriced endowments of resources and ecological services on which
all life on earth depends.®°

Women and men are endowed with different physical assets. In general,
women have a comparative advantage in the physical production of children.
They also pay a greater physiological cost for them, face far stricter limits on
their total number of offspring, and lose their reproductive capacity at a younger
age than men. From an evolutionary perspective, mothers have more to lose than



fathers do from the loss of a child.8® Evolutionary biologists argue that natural
selection rewards males for short-run success in mating, while it rewards females
for a longer run objective: success in rearing offspring to maturity.?” In most
societies today women devote more resources to children—and to kin and
communities that help care for children—than men do.%8

Feminist social theorists have long been justifiably suspicious of
overemphasis on biological differences between men and women, often aimed to

justify the status quo.’® The early misogyny of evolutionary psychology,
however, has been superceded by more persuasive efforts at disciplinary

synthesis.”® Feminist evolutionary biologists emphasize the interplay of gender,
sex, and collective conflict as influences on both individual and group

selection.”! Male specialization in risky and violent activities benefits their kin,
but it also gives them potential to dominate and harass women; female
specialization in family care benefits their kin but can also reduce their
bargaining power and increase their economic vulnerability.

Women and men are endowed with different biological assets, but social
institutions and economic environments largely determine the valuation of these
assets. Unlike their precursors, capitalist institutions governing wage
employment do not encourage population growth—they can take some credit for
encouraging lower birth rates. At the same time, however, they have reduced
economic incentives for individuals to invest in anyone else’s productive
capabilities. As labor market competition becomes increasingly based on human
capital/labor power, collective efforts to restrict other people’s access to
education and skills can pay off.

Even where the “magic of the market” works as presumed, its effects are
spotty, because markets are embedded in a much larger economic system in
which both mothers and Mother Nature play a hugely important role. Patriarchal
institutions facilitated the emergence of capitalist institutions through
hierarchical control over reproduction. Not surprisingly, the weakening of
patriarchal institutions has implications for capitalist institutions as well as for
social relations based on gender, age, and sexuality.

Consider, for instance, the hypothetical impact of policies aimed to ensure
that women have exactly the same probability of becoming successful capitalists
as men. A gender-neutral distribution of real and financial assets would probably
mitigate gender inequality, but not by much, unless the distribution of the costs
of family and community care were also equalized. Patriarchal and capitalist
institutions have this in common: they are both institutional structures that
disempower those who invest in the capabilities of other people, putting women



at a particular disadvantage. The impact of this disadvantage, however, is
mediated by many other dimensions of collective identity.

Social and Cultural Capital

When membership in a family or a larger group offers future benefits in the form
of reciprocity and mutual aid, it represents a form of capital. Sometimes the term
“social capital” is used to describe a generic level of trust in other people that is

required for all forms of cooperation, including market exchange.’” Trust often

offers tangible economic payoffs and is also reinforced by such payoffs.??
Levels of civic engagement and community solidarity, however, do not tell the
whole story.

As sociologists have long emphasized, groups often create, accumulate, and

hoard social capital as a way of advancing their collective interests.’* Group
membership, and often group allegiance, becomes a requirement of access to this
form of capital. Membership may be defined by personal characteristics such as
gender or race/ethnicity; it may also be signaled by subtle cues that indicate
cultural capital, such as modes of dress or personal demeanor. For obvious
reasons, social capital plays an important role in the formation of human

capital.> The interaction between them, sometimes described in terms of
neighborhood effects, can lead to the unintended reproduction of inequalities
among groups.”®

Social capital can also be used in more intentional ways to reinforce group
advantage by enforcing discrimination against outsiders. Even libertarian strains
of economic theory acknowledge that people may form clubs that enable them to

restrict access to the public goods that they create.”” Examples range from the
mundane (private golf courses) to the economically consequential (private
colleges, labor unions, business organizations). Many accounts of discrimination
against women refer to the influence of the “old boys’ network.” One recent
effort to quantify this influence in the United States finds that it directly affects
employment prospects: people in white male networks receive twice as many job
leads as those in female/minority networks.%

Ownership of real and financial assets shapes endowments of human and
social capital, but it does not wholly determine them. In modern capitalist
economies, college and postgraduate degrees represent an easily capitalized
asset. Access to publicly financed education and health services reduces
individual costs and potential indebtedness. Likewise, the legal right to
immigrate to a high-wage economy, like the cultural advantage of networked
access to information and employment, has quantifiable value. The coexistence



of these different types of assets helps explain the complex interactions among
different group inequalities that complicate the strategic environment for
collective action.

Structures of Collective Power

While some patriarchal institutions directly specify rights and obligations based
on gender, age, and sexual orientation, others create disadvantage by failing to
adequately reward the work of caring for others. Women lacking individual
rights are easily pressed to specialize in care provision, which, in turn, reduces
their ability to gain new rights. Caregivers require short-run support primarily
because they provide long-run social benefits that are difficult to privately
capture or capitalize. The notion that care does not represent a “productive”
contribution legitimates the view that women depend on men more than men
depend on women and makes women’s relative lack of bargaining power in the
home and in the labor market seem inevitable.

The patriarchal institutions outlined above dovetail to create a resilient
structure of collective power that creates distinct—though variable—economic
advantages for adult heterosexual men. Other structures of collective power
based on aspects of group membership such as race/ethnicity, nationality,
citizenship, and class can be explained in similar terms (and this list is not
exhaustive). The political consequences hinge on interactions among the
institutional structures that create the spaces where human agency comes into
play. Many women, less confined than they once were, deeply appreciate the
potential for structural change.
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Gender, Structure, and Collective Agency

If women can act on their common interests to reconfigure social institutions that
put them at an economic disadvantage, so too can other groups. A general
principle applies: tunnels and ceilings confine many people to the bottom of
hierarchical structures unless and until they seize opportunities for alteration.
The probability of success depends partly on which opportunities arise, whether
as a result of structural weaknesses and/or external shocks. Even more crucial is
the ability of heterogeneous groups to maintain solidarity and forge alliances
based on political principle and architectural knowledge.

Intersectional political economy can build on important theoretical
precedents even as it moves beyond them. Competing paradigms of economic
inequality are typically based on competing claims regarding structure and
agency. Those who hold individuals fully accountable for their own successes
and failures typically ignore the impact of institutional structures, but those who
blame institutional structures often fail to explain how or why these were
constructed. Neither classical Marxian theory nor conventional neoclassical
economics offer persuasive explanations of gender inequality, but scholars
influenced by both traditions are developing a conceptual vocabulary that can
illumine structures of collective power.

The visual metaphor of a pyramidal maze or labyrinth illustrates a social
system that creates distinct entry points and obstacles for members of different
groups, affecting the level of economic security they are likely to reach.
Individuals and groups make strategic decisions in a dark, confusing
environment in which the best path upward is seldom perfectly clear. Those who



reach the pinnacle often gain the power to influence laws, ideologies, and asset
distributions in ways that reproduce their own advantage. Yet the top of any
pyramid depends upon the stability—the literal lack of movement—of its base.

Structure Versus Agency

Different views of individual and social responsibility have stark political
consequences. Most people, regardless of partisan allegiances, believe that bad
social structures can undermine actors’ good behavior. They typically disagree
on which structures are good ones. From a conservative perspective, state
interference in the economy threatens to undermine individual initiative; from a
progressive perspective, capitalist institutions threaten to demoralize,
disempower, or exploit members of disadvantaged groups.

Celebration of individual rather than collective action is a defining feature of
conservative worldviews, memorably expressed by British prime minister
Margaret Thatcher: “Who is society? There is no such thing! There are
individual men and women and there are families and no government can do

anything except through people and people look to themselves first.”!
Conservatives embrace markets as ideal structures of social organization because
they afford ample scope for individual choice. They construe state participation
in the economy, such as spending on social safety nets, as a form of interference
with the market that discourages individuals from taking responsibility for
themselves and their families.

This paradigmatic divide carries over to debates relevant to gender equality.
Consider, for instance, the Paycheck Fairness Act proposed (but not enacted) in
the United States, which would make it easier for women to determine whether
they are paid less than men in their workplace and to join class action lawsuits to
challenge discrimination. Support for this act has long been heavily divided
along partisan lines: most Democrats favor it as a way of overcoming unfair
practices. Most Republicans consider it unnecessary interference with the labor
market, insisting that the gender pay gap simply reflects women’s choices to
enter less well-paying jobs. As one conservative commentator puts it,

Proponents of the wage-gap myth like to claim that the patriarchy pushes women into those less
lucrative careers. That’s a sad commentary on their way of thinking—their notion that women are

simply too dumb or weak to think for themselves and choose the career they actually want.?

Contrasting views of structure and agency are also deeply embedded in most
economic research on gender inequality. Traditional Marxists tend to attribute



gender inequality to capitalism as a mode of production, neoclassical economists
to factors that have less to do with collective power than with individual
preferences and abilities.

Classical Marxian Political Economy
Mode of production, defined by the way surplus is appropriated, is a central
concept within Marxian political economy. From this perspective, a social
structure labeled “capitalism”—a set of institutions including private property,
production for profit, and wage employment—develops the forces of production.
Modes of production succeed one another in a stylized sequence or some
variation thereof: primitive communism, feudalism, capitalism, socialism,
communism. Marx described capitalism as an advance over feudal and
patriarchal social relations (and yes, he used the p-word), but he also emphasized
internal tensions that would doom capitalism to periodic economic crises.>

The traditional theory of historical materialism treats ownership of
productive assets as an economic foundation, with legal and normative
institutions as superstructure or roof. Class structure represents a pyramid of
oppression that exists independently of the motives, morals, or preferences of
individual employers. Wage earners create a surplus because they are paid less
than the value that they create. One iconic illustration, published in the 1911
edition of Industrial Worker, depicts royalty and state leaders at the summit,
with clergy (“we fool you”) and the military (“we shoot you”) above capitalists
themselves.

Class structures are generated by largely impersonal forces that people may
not correctly perceive, much less fully understand. Ideological obfuscation or
false consciousness creates the illusion that most individuals deserve what they

get and get what they deserve.* Individual actions are far less likely to have a
significant impact than one particular form of collective identity and action:
class struggle. With some important exceptions, Marxian scholars treat both
classes and families as entities that share common economic interests, even if
they are divided as a result of misinformation or false consciousness.

This depiction of institutional structure explains why Marx and Engels
treated gender inequality as the offspring of class inequality. Their hopes for a
unified working-class struggle against capitalism jaundiced their views of the
early women’s rights movement, which they considered a distraction from anti-
capitalist mobilization. Engels’s treatise Origins of the Family, Private Property
and the State aimed to counter Woman and Socialism, a socialist feminist tract
by August Bebel that drew a direct analogy between the class interests of



capitalists and the gender interests of men.> Most Marxian economists today
consider Bebel an unimportant revisionist.

The conflation of class and economic interests carries over into later Marxist
efforts to explain persistent gender inequality under capitalism. The first wave of
Marxist-feminist attention to women’s unpaid labor in the home insisted that it

primarily benefited employers, enabling them to pay lower wages.® The
International Wages for Housework Campaign successfully called attention to
the value of unpaid work—and the degree to which capitalism as a system
depends on it, but never clarified how such wages would be determined, or to
whom, exactly, they would be paid. The possibility that gender inequality might
be rooted in a distinct institutional structure or that men might act on their
collective interests was widely considered a radical feminist diversion.”

In the Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engels characterized capitalist
development as a process quickly undermining patriarchal—and, indeed, all
non-class-based inequalities—a characterization that could explain their relative
lack of interest in them. Some historians influenced by the Marxian tradition
have persuasively argued that patriarchal institutions predated capitalism,
serving, for instance, as a central pillar of the feudal mode of production.® Until
recently, however, most focused primarily on the historical and political
contingencies of class conflict without much attention to either gender or

race/ethnicity.” Where gender inequality comes into the story, private property
and capitalism take the blame: influential accounts of British history, for
example, argue that women enjoyed substantive economic equality with men
when both worked side-by-side to produce goods and services for family
consumption. '

The emergence of a capitalist world system is sometimes considered the
source of all economic evil. Immanuel Wallerstein, for instance, describes a flow
of surplus from the semi-proletarianized workers of the global periphery to more
affluent countries that is entirely driven by class dynamics.!'! No significant
forms of intraclass conflict appear to come into play, except as a by-product of
surplus extraction.'” Even some efforts to bring gender inequality to center stage
treat class conflict as the deus ex machina. Silvia Federici describes capitalists as
the primary culprits of the witch hunts that convulsed Europe as early as the
fourteenth century.'® She relies on a rather loose definition of capitalists here
(they closely resemble feudal lords). And what of the likelihood that many other
men derived benefits from the systematic intimidation of women?

Some modern Marxian theorists note the similarities between women’s



family commitments and unpriced environmental assets, devalued and degraded

by pressures to maximize short-run economic benefits.'* This similarity
complements a theory of economic crisis quite distinct from that originally
articulated by Marx (and similar to that developed in later chapters of this book):
a crisis of social and ecological sustainability. Yet it is by no means clear—
except by a priori assumption—that capitalists are the only group eager to
sacrifice long-term sustainability for short-run gains, or that capitalism is the
only structure of collective power that is vulnerable to crisis.

Conventional Neoclassical Theory

While traditional Marxists see a world dominated by one pernicious mode of
production, conventional neoclassical economists see a world that always has
been (and always will be) inhabited by self-interested individual agents. The
textbook version of microeconomics features Rational Economic Man
maximizing his utility by buying and selling in competitive markets, responding
to externally determined options. Herbert Simon offers a more general metaphor
for emphasis on a problem-solving agent: a mouse in a maze, searching for

cheese.!> The maze, as structure, is taken as a given; the mice take no
responsibility for its design. Whether mouse or man (or a family of either), the
agents’ preferences are also given, though perhaps influenced by previous
rounds of competition for the cheese.

These theoretical priors yield a theory of discrimination based on preferences
regarding characteristics such as race/ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation,
citizenship, and so on. Employers’ preferences influence their hiring decisions.
As Gary Becker famously argued, such discrimination is potentially costly,

because it is inefficient.!® Discrimination by some employers lowers the demand
for those discriminated against, lowering their wages. Employers with no desire
to discriminate benefit because they can hire these workers at a lower wage,
eventually driving their wages up. Rational self-interest gradually erodes
irrational discrimination. If the metaphorical maze is a competitive market
unencumbered by state regulation, then competition among employers should
penalize those with discriminatory preferences. These employers will gradually
disappear, and all those previously discriminated against, including women, will
gain better access to the cheese.

Another preference-based explanation of inequality in earnings, more
specific to gender, suggests that women simply care less about money—and
more about fulfilling family commitments—than men do. They are willing to
work for less pay in return for fewer responsibilities or shorter working hours,



and they are also more willing to take responsibility for the financial support of
children, despite the increased risks of falling into poverty.!” Such preferences
are treated as characteristics of the agents rather than as outcomes of institutional
structure, and the possibility that the institutional structure might have formative
influences on agents goes largely unexplored.

The convenient presumption that preferences (and the norms that shape
them) can be taken as a given violates Simon’s more holistic description of a
maze in which agents engage in problem-solving behavior that could, in
principle, include collective action to change the structure of the maze itself.
Human beings are social creatures who come into the world through the bodies
of others and learn a mother tongue. Imperfect but influential processes of
socialization encourage children to conform and cooperate with those who raise
them. Many preferences are inculcated through instruction, habit, and repetition.

Becker directly confronts the relationship between individuals and families,
if only to simplify it. He posits an altruistic household head who acts as a
benevolent dictator, using his power to induce others (including rotten kids) to

also maximize household utility.'® Oddly, Beckerian families operate much like
miniature socialist societies, with leaders enforcing sharing principles: all for
one and one for all. Institutional rules giving men greater bargaining power than
women and children become irrelevant, because adults—while largely
selfinterested in the market—are largely altruistic in the home.°

In Accounting for Tastes, Becker notes that parents try to inculcate altruistic
preferences in their children (especially those pertaining to the care of elderly
parents) and that rich people try to inculcate docility in the poor. Yet he also

insists that individuals choose to let themselves be influenced in this way.?°
Because their autonomy remains inviolable, they must take responsibility for
every outcome. Because they are selfinterested everywhere but within families,
they seldom engage in collective action. Why would individuals choose to
cooperate with others, given the risk that others will free ride on their efforts?
This agent-centered model enables magical optimism. In the competitive
market, employers who discriminate against women will be punished by market
forces; in the altruistic family, personal affection will neutralize the effect of any
institutional rules that give adult men power over women and children. If social
change occurs, it is attributed to the impact of external shocks, such as
technological change, on the gender division of labor. For instance, Claudia
Goldin attributes gradual increases in the ratio of female to male wages in the
United States during the nineteenth century to the expansion of jobs requiring

mental skills rather than physical strength.’! Rick Geddes and Dean Lueck argue



that the increasing value of human capital gave men incentives to relinquish

power over women.”” Jeremy Greenwood, Ananth Seshadi, and Mehmet
Yorukoglu describe labor-saving household devices such as washing machines
as “engines of women’s liberation.”?

Technology, however, is not destiny. Its effects are mediated by social
institutions. Women had to struggle for access to education in order to move into
white-collar employment. They had to organize for the right to vote alongside
men, and they had to persuade husbands who controlled household income to
invest in new consumer durables that would lighten their workload. We know
that the “contraceptive revolution” in the United States during the twentieth
century had positive economic consequences for women precisely because of
significant variation across states in hard-won legal access to the new

technology.>* The importance of external factors such as technological change
does not render institutionalized inequalities unimportant. From a feminist
perspective, the progress of women’s rights requires less explanation than the
forceful resistance to such progress.

Mediating Structure and Agency

While the paradigmatic pressure to choose either structure or agency as a starting
point remains significant, many economists and sociologists offer a synthetic
approach, describing institutions as places where agents both create structure and

are contained by it.>> Intersectional political economy can draw on new insights
emerging from both the Marxian and the neoclassical traditions to develop a
broader panorama of the interplay between structure and agency. More explicit
attention to patriarchal institutions can enrich this theoretical landscape.

Unpacking Modes of Production

Today, many scholars influenced by the Marxian tradition reject the notion that
capitalism can be described as a unitary, hegemonic system. Historical
experience has revealed that collective ownership and management of the means
of production is more difficult than anticipated. A variety of explanations have
been given for the perversions of state socialism (sometimes referred to as “state
capitalism”); lack of attention to the institutional infrastructure necessary for
democratic planning surely played a significant role.?® The dramatic divergence
of postsocialist trajectories in the former Soviet Union and China, as well as in
smaller countries such as Cuba and Vietnam, also challenges any simplistic



stage-based theory of history.

Many contemporary analyses of capitalism highlight variations and
permutations. The social democracies of northwestern Europe are characterized
by greater public provision of services and less earnings inequality than the so-
called liberal regimes of the United States and Great Britain; countries that
experienced colonial domination typically develop different class dynamics than

others.”’” Some varieties of capitalism provide more centralized national
direction and skill development than others, insuring workers to some extent

against job loss.?® While differences based on aspects of group identity such as
gender or race/ethnicity seldom enter these discussions, attention to institutional

dynamics enlarges consideration of them.?”

The Marxian concept of social structures of accumulation also provides a
broader frame, pointing to changes over time in historical and institutional

specifics.>’ In both Western Europe and the United States, the decades after
World War II were characterized by a steady growth of gross domestic product
that delivered comfortable profit to capitalists and increased real wages to

workers.3! Gradually, however, increased global competition began to take its
toll in these regions, reducing the power of workers and leading to the
emergence of neoliberal policies aimed to reduce welfare state expenditures.
While changes in the gender composition of wage employment over this period
are treated largely as the outcome of purely capitalist dynamics, they do at least
enter the story.>?

Increased attention to divisions among workers has also created space for
more nuanced approaches. Marxist sociologist Erik Olin Wright designates a
professional-managerial class that inhabits a position intermediate between
owners and workers. Like the petit-bourgeoisie in classical Marxism, this class

has somewhat contradictory and contingent political interests.>> Many
institutional factors, including public policies, barriers to entry, and skill
shortages, allow some workers to earn significantly higher wages than others.
Institutional rules that disadvantage some workers on the basis of their gender,
sexual orientation, race/ethnicity, or citizenship clearly fit this picture. While
Wright reserves the term “exploitation” for class differences, he notes the
significant impact of nonclass forms of oppression.3*

In the wake of financial crisis in the United States, growing attention to
inequality in wealth and income found political expression in the Occupy
Movement’s slogan “We are the 99 percent.” This is a slogan that evokes
structure—a rectangular building of rooms crowned by a tall spire representing



the top 1 percent, a hypertrophied version of New York’s Empire State Building.
The slogan urges unified resistance against a tiny minority peering down at
everyone else, suggesting that the inhabitants below are unified by their
economic vulnerability. A spire that grows too tall can lose its stability,
becoming more likely to topple or be toppled. Still, the big difference between
those on the top floors and those on the bottom will remain.

Some Marxian theorists describe distinct modes of production linked
together or articulated with one another in a larger metastructure or social

formation.?> The term “articulation” concedes the possibility of separate moving

parts, more robot than edifice.3® Feminists working within the Marxian tradition
often embrace such hybrid forms. Antonella Picchio rejects romantic views of
working-class family life along with assumptions that gender conflict results

from capitalism alone.?” Meg Luxton challenges the notion that capitalism is
able to establish a “sex-gender system” that unambiguously serves its own

interests.3® Efforts to insert independent gender dynamics into analysis of an
otherwise unitary system complement socialist feminist efforts to describe dual
systems such as patriarchal capitalism.>

These more complex formulations have inspired new intersectional accounts
of transitions to capitalism. Wally Seccombe provides a magisterial account of
gendered conflicts and domestic violence within the working-class families of
northwestern Europe, explicitly pointing to intersections between capitalist and

patriarchal interests.*® Cedric Robinson rewrites the history of the transition to
capitalism in Western Europe, emphasizing racial and national conflicts and
arguing that racial dynamics inflected capitalism long before the rise of colonial
power.*! Insisting on the need to move beyond dual structures, David McNally
calls for a “historical materialist theory of multiple oppressions.”*?

These revisionists describe social structures with unpredictable contours and
jagged edges rather than tidy shapes, acknowledging many different forms of
domination and oppression. Still, they are reluctant to place nonclass conflicts on
a par with those based on class, on the grounds that they have less economic
basis. Perhaps this is because they define both “the economy” and “exploitation”
too narrowly (an argument I make in subsequent chapters). They also seem
oblivious to theoretical innovations emerging from the neoclassical tradition,
perhaps considering them tainted by their family history.

Beyond Constrained Optimization

Models of decision-making that rely on stylized versions of rational choice



subject to externally determined constraints are still enshrined in college-level
textbooks. However, more creative and flexible approaches now make their way
into mainstream economic journals, challenging the view that Rational
Economic Person is either perfectly rational or entirely self-interested.
Neoclassical confidence that market exchange is always efficient has been
undermined by growing attention to its unintended consequences, including the
horrific costs of global climate change and sharp increases in economic
inequality.

New theories emerging from other disciplines—especially evolutionary
biology and psychology—have also undercut neoclassical assumptions. For
many decades, a popular interpretation of Darwinian theory emphasized
individual-level competition, presuming that self-interest dominates all human
interactions except those among close kin.*> This theory has now been largely
supplanted by the theory of multilevel selection, which holds that groups, as well
as individuals, engage in competition with one another.** Groups are more likely
to succeed if they develop a level of cooperation suited to their particular
technical and strategic environment.*> As a result, evolutionary pressures have
almost certainly encouraged behavioral tendencies to strong reciprocity or
conditional cooperation within groups.*®

At the same time, the assumption that families can be treated as sites of
complete solidarity has been shaken by attention to conflicts of interest between
men and women, mothers and fathers, and parents and offspring.*’ Unitary
models of household decision-making have been largely displaced by bargaining
models that acknowledge the impact of differences in relative fallback
positions.*® While these models seldom ask how—or by whom—such
differences in fallbacks were created, they inescapably raise such questions.*’

The grip of conventional neoclassical assumptions has also been loosened by
the emergence of behavioral economics, which explicitly incorporates insights
from psychology. Humans may aspire to rationality, but cognitive limitations
and visceral emotions limit their success.”® Experimental evidence shows that
the stress of poverty can impede cognitive functions, and people may internalize
negative stereotypes that handicap their performance.”! At the other end of the
class spectrum, irrational exuberance among investors can lead to stock market
crashes.” A bit of self-reflection has emerged: it seems that students who decide
to study business and/or economics generally have more selfish attitudes than
others do.>?

Neoclassical economists have also grappled with the economic impact of



force and violence. In the aftermath of World War II, the US government
subsidized the development of conflict theory, combining principles of strategic

optimization with game theory.>* One pioneer in this area, economist Jack
Hirshleifer, comes close to Marxism by another name when he argues that no
group that anticipates significant economic benefits from forcible seizure of
another group’s property would be likely to engage in peaceful trade, tagging
such opportunism “the dark side of the force.”>> While conflict theory has been
applied primarily to military actions, it could also help explain the emergence of
social institutions enshrined by the threat of violence.

When the term “externalities” first entered the vocabulary of neoclassical
welfare economics, it was confined to bucolic, almost picturesque examples of
unintended consequences, such as the benefits a beekeeper’s pollinators might
incidentally provide to neighboring farmers. Today, estimates of the market
value of economic externalities loom larger than the size of the market economy

itself.”® Social externalities, such as the benefits of early childhood education
and the costs of child poverty, have also begun to receive quantitative

attention.”” It is a short step from consideration of these specific public goods to
a broader analysis of care provision as a source of valuable unpriced services
crucial to the economic system as a whole.

Economists influenced by the Marxian tradition are sometimes skeptical of
noncooperative game theory, which focuses on the strategic decisions of rational
agents. But many of the classic payoff matrices central to this genre, such as the
prisoner’s dilemma, highlight the disastrous outcomes that can result from the
unregulated pursuit of individual self-interest. A famous payoff matrix labeled
“Battle of the Sexes” turns on a rather trivial coordination problem—whether a
man and a woman desirous of one another’s company, despite different
preferences, will meet at an opera or at a prizefight. As later chapters will
suggest, other coordination problems have rather more profound implications for
gender inequality.

Some recent efforts to explore the interaction between technology and social
norms go well beyond traditional neoclassical assumptions. Mukesh Eswaran
summarizes a number of useful efforts to explain the emergence of patriarchal

institutions in pre-capitalist societies.®® Nathan Nunn, Alberto Alesina, and
Paola Giuliano build on earlier research by Ester Boserup to explain why plough
agriculture, more physically demanding than hoe agriculture, may have
empowered men more than women.>® Despite a hint of technological
determinism, their emphasis on the long-run effects of an initial asymmetry in
productive contributions relies heavily on the effect of social institutions that



reproduce gender inequality. Once established, differences in institutional power
are difficult to alter, exemplifying what is aptly termed “path dependence.”

Rethinking Structures

In Marxian thinking, structure is defined by ownership (or not) of the means of
production, or—more broadly—financial wealth. In neoclassical thinking,
structure takes the form of endowments and technologies that individuals bring
to markets. In both cases, specific social institutions are also implied but not
categorized in terms of their implications for diverse forms of collective
aggrandizement. Not all social institutions lead to distributional inequality; some
clearly enhance efficiency. Still, it often remains important to ask “efficient for
whom”?

Consider a pyramidal maze within which prizes are produced and
distributed, with most of them concentrated at the very top. This metastructure or
system could be constituted by many different structures that, while intersecting
and overlapping, have distinct blueprints, shaping possible paths to the top.
People are born into this maze at different levels, and their starting points affect
the capabilities they develop and the obstacles they face—institutional
arrangements that include glass ceilings, sticky spots, booby traps, and locked
doors. Their likelihood of overcoming such obstacles depends in large part on
their starting point.

The pyramidal maze is not merely the site of an intergenerational relay race.
It is also a site for appropriation, production, reproduction, and the social
reproduction of groups. Even those who are not making upward progress must
keep moving, if only in circles, in order to adequately provide for themselves
and their families. Individuals may set out on their own, following the route of
least resistance. They are more likely to join with others, forming teams that try
to get ahead. Teams can sometimes achieve the ability to modify the obstacles
and alter the paths, compounding their advantage. Social institutions widen
channels for some groups and narrow them for others.

Structure, as well as agency, is intersectional, sorting individuals by a variety
of overlapping characteristics. Not all the obstacles and entry points are artifacts
of class structure: some are based on exclusionary rules and discriminatory
norms that limit chances of joining successful teams or forming effective
alliances. Institutional structures of collective power constitute filters of
advantage and disadvantage based on many different dimensions of group
identity. Their effects are probabilistic, rather than deterministic: individuals are
sometimes smart enough or lucky enough (or both) to outsmart them.



One could think of the pyramidal maze as the three-dimensional playing
board of diverse overlapping games that create chutes and ladders, whirlpools
and dead ends. The players can bargain with one another to modify the games,
but they are also, in a sense, a product of the games, which influence their
preferences, perceptions, and abilities as well as their strategic options. Many
agents near the bottom adapt to the limited range of choices that they face; their
energy feels better spent trying to advance rather than to alter the environment.
By contrast, those starting near the top find it easy to defend their advantage by
reinforcing or constructing obstacles.

This stylized image provides a way of picturing changes in patriarchal
institutional structures built into larger complex systems. Women, sexual
minorities, and youth tolerate such institutions until better options begin to seem
feasible. In considering such options, they also recognize other dimensions of
their collective identity such as race/ethnicity, class, and citizenship. Everyone
operates in a confusing and risky strategic environment where gains in one
corridor can be countervailed by losses in another. Nonetheless, women share a
common interest in the development of social institutions that widen their
opportunities. They also have something in common with other groups that face
unfair obstacles, creating the potential for alliances based on principles of
economic justice.

Collective Agency

Class analysis focuses on the structure of the wealth pyramid, as well as
individual locations within it; interest-group theory describes how individuals
voluntarily join together to pursue common interests. Groups defined by gender,
age, sexuality, race/ethnicity, and citizenship do not fit into either category; they
are not reducible to wealth ownership (or type of employment) but are, for the
most part, socially assigned. We are born into families, communities, and
countries with distinctive names, and within them we are categorized by gender,
age, sexual orientation, and many other descriptors. Some such categories have
significant economic consequences.

Our allegiances, as well as our ability to define the groups to which we are
assigned, are almost always limited. Yet we all enjoy some scope for strategic
decisions as we create a portfolio of commitments to different types of collective
identity and action. Does identification with a group enable the pursuit of group
interests, or do opportunities for the pursuit of group interests enable group

identification? The causality probably works both ways.®© When people gain



from cooperation with others, they often develop feelings of commitment to
them; by the same token, feelings of commitment encourage mutually
advantageous cooperation.

Competition can intensify allegiance to a group and hostility to those outside
it, as in the famous Robbers’ Cave experiment in which young boys similar in

many respects were divided into teams and easily set against one another.5!
Opportunities for exploitation of others have similar consequences, leading to
derogation of them. As Ta-Nehisi Coates explains in a different context, “race is

the child of racism, not the father.”®? Patriarchal institutions that deliver
economic benefits to men encourage sexist and sexually abusive attitudes toward
women. While membership in a prosperous group delivers privileges that reward
allegiance to it, membership in a less successful group may elicit less
commitment, precisely because it is so costly.

Class First?

Socialist activists have long recognized conflicting group interests as fault lines
of political mobilization, but their visceral dislike of oppression has often been
overshadowed by emphasis on the economic centrality of class. The Marxist
geographer David Harvey notes, for instance, that capitalism is permeated with
race and gender oppression but that the “logic of capital” is not affected by

them.®® He makes no mention of any “logic” of race or of gender. Some
Marxist-feminist scholars, such as Lise Vogel, explicitly reject the notion that
class, race, and gender are comparable categories of difference with potentially

equal causal weight.®* Nancy Fraser makes gentler distinctions, sometimes
describing struggles around race/ethnicity and gender as struggles for
recognition rather than redistribution and contrasting group identity with class

interests.®®> But as Fraser notes, class consciousness also entails a struggle for
recognition based on a common identities. Interests and identities often go
together.

The classics of Marxian political economy acknowledge this issue in their
treatment of “false consciousness.” Marx himself described the ordinary English
worker of his day as susceptible to cooptation:

In relation to the Irish worker he feels himself a member of the ruling nation and so turns himself
into a tool of the aristocrats and capitalist of his country against Ireland, thus strengthening their
domination over himself ... his attitude towards him is much the same as that of the ‘poor whites’ to

the “niggers’ in the former slave states of the U.S.A.%6

Vladimir Lenin further developed the concept of an aristocracy of labor which,



he believed, shifted the epicenter of potential revolution toward less
economically developed countries such as Russia.®’

Cooptation does not necessarily result from misperception: it may rest on a
calculation of relatively secure short-term versus rather risky long-term benefits.
In the 1960s, a surge of interest in the aftereffects of colonialism and
imperialism led to claims that trade with rich countries was impeding the
economic development of the global periphery, making it easy for capitalists to
collaborate with foreign capital rather than generate self-sustaining investments.
Some Marxists argued that workers in the advanced capitalist countries were
direct recipients of surplus extracted through a process of unequal exchange in

which citizenship could trump class.%® Such arguments influenced the political
strategies of militant organizations in the United States, such as the Weather
Underground in the 1970s, which discounted the likelihood that US workers
could ever become a progressive force for change. Similarly, some feminist
scholars have expressed concern that campaigns against sweatshop conditions of
women’s employment in the global South help protect workers in affluent
countries from competition.®”

The political economy of race/ethnicity has long emphasized conflicting
group identities. In the early twentieth century, W. E. B. DuBois wrote
eloquently of the “double consciousness” of people who identified themselves

both as Americans and as Negroes.”” B. R. Ambedkar applied Marxian
reasoning when he lambasted Indian Marxists for their failure to recognize

similarities between class and caste.”! More recently, Charles Mills has
described a “racial contract” as a coercive aspect of the larger social contract that

encompasses racialized inequalities on the international and national levels.”?
William Darity and others have argued forcefully for parallels between class and
race/ethnicity inequalities, explicitly bringing both group identity and interests
into the picture.”?

Many of these precedents maintain binary distinctions in which only class is
repeated more than once: class and gender, class and nation, class and
race/ethnicity, class and caste. The African-American Marxist Angela Davis,
however, embraced what is now termed intersectionality when she noted that
capitalists, men, and whites became codependent beneficiaries of the
exploitation of disempowered groups. Her Marxism did not fit the conventional
mold. While she sharply criticized the white feminist movement of the 1970s for
its narrow focus on gender inequality, she also challenged those who focused on
class alone (without attention to race/ethnicity and gender) or on race/ethnicity



alone (without attention to gender and class).”*

The importance of intersectionality has been more explicitly developed by
African-American legal scholars and sociologists, including Kimberlé Williams

Crenshaw and Patricia Hill Collins.”> William Darity encourages intersectional
political economy when he emphasizes “the competitive, and sometimes
collaborative, interplay between members of social groups animated by their
collective self-interest to attain or maintain relative group position in a social

hierarchy.””® Postcolonial and transnational feminist theories bring national
allegiances into the picture.”” National borders and immigration policies

complicate the meanings of citizenship.”® Self-described radical institutionalist
economists, as well as many sociologists, describe parallels among inequalities

based on race/ethnicity, gender, class, and nation.”® This theoretical perspective
reinforces a strategy often intuitively embraced by progressive activists:
concerted efforts to ally disempowered groups around common long-run
interests.

Beyond Free Riders

Both history and everyday experience suggest that cooperation can be difficult to
achieve. The costs of negotiating differences can be high, and groups often
splinter into opposing factions. Yet cooperation sometimes coalesces in ways
that deliver enormous benefits. Neoclassical economists, deeply rooted in
methodological individualism, have long been skeptical of collective action.
This skepticism finds particularly clear expression in the work of institutionalist
economist Mancur Olson, who emphasizes the domino effects of temptations to

free ride on the efforts of others.?Y Olson offers a pessimistic view of the
potential for long-run cooperation, though he notes that small groups (and by
implication, families) would find it easier to easily observe one another’s efforts
and punish shirking.

Other institutional economists, however, argue that social institutions can

directly and indirectly foster group allegiances that reduce free rider problems.?!
The emerging field of identity economics emphasizes social norms that can
encourage both conformity and solidarity. George Akerlof and Rachel Kranton
describe a number of specific ways in which gender norms influence economic

outcomes.?? The relevance of identity economics extends well beyond gender:
noncognitive processes and group identity may interact in ways that generate
implicit bias (as well as explicit discrimination) against all people considered

“outsiders.”83



Conflict theory generally presumes that the benefits to collective military
action either outweigh centripetal forces or can be used to overcome them. The
military draft offers a specific example of institutional coercion. The democratic
organization of eighteenth-century pirate enterprises, in which all sailors shared

the spoils, provides a colorful example of positive incentives.®* Michele
Grossman explains the relative stability of large-scale alliances by turning
Olson’s reasoning around: the larger the number of members within these
alliances, the more difficult the task of mobilizing opposition within them.?°
While noncooperative game theory presumes that players act separately and
alone on the basis of their knowledge of potential payoffs, cooperative game
theory allows for the negotiation and enforcement of mutual agreements in
shifting coalitions. Highly mathematical approaches typically presume
homogenous, self-interested agents and take perfect information and initial

endowments as a given.®® They nonetheless provide some insights into political
as well as military alliances. Some members of a coalition may be able to do
better by leaving the group, and their departure potentially affects the

distribution of the gains from cooperation among those who remain.?”

While Olson’s original treatment of free rider problems emphasized group
size, other economists have emphasized heterogeneity or conflicting interests as

a more serious obstacle to efficient collaboration.?% A spate of empirical research
suggests that both racial and ethnic diversity—especially when accompanied by

economic disparities—reduces contributions to public goods.?? In general,
higher levels of social inequality are associated with greater degradation of the

natural environment.”® Significant differences between men and women’s
political preferences have also been well-documented: in both the United States
and Europe, the expansion of female suffrage was associated with increased

public spending on health and social welfare. °! In the United States, persistent
gender gaps in political preferences often bridge differences of class and

race/ethnicity.9? All of these patterns validate an intersectional view of collective
action.

Complex Identities

One common objection to serious consideration of collective interests based on
gender (as well as age or sexual orientation) is that women (like the young and
the sexually nonconforming) are not a homogeneous group. From an
intersectional perspective, however, no group is homogeneous. Scholars from
subaltern groups see the cleavages particularly clearly. Not all groups can offer



significant rewards for allegiance, and those that do may not deliver on their
promises. Few people are motivated solely by potential rewards, but most are
mindful of economic consequences for themselves and those they care for. They
exert some agency over their social assignments, often seeking to renegotiate
their cultural meanings and economic implications by choosing conformity or
nonconformity and by engaging in acts of allegiance, transgression, or defection.

African-American and Latino feminists in affluent countries and feminists
from the global South formed the vanguard of efforts to develop theories of
intersectionality that encompass gender. Immigrant scholars have also been
attuned to complex identities. As Amin Maalouf puts it: “Every individual is a
meeting ground for many different allegiances, and sometimes the loyalties
conflict with one another and confront the person who harbours them with
difficult choices.”® We all try to manage our identities and, sometimes, to
renegotiate their cultural meanings and economic consequences.

Feminist theory in the United States in particular has historically focused on
the circumstances of relatively affluent white women.®* This vantage point was
inevitably limited, and, in retrospect, is clearly revealed by language referring to
“women and people of color” as though these categories were mutually
exclusive.”> This conceptual error validates the subterranean power of
conflicting interests that can seldom be reconciled simply through moral
exhortation.

Economic Interests vs. Identity Politics?

Early socialist feminists never used the word “intersectionality,” but they
emphasized similarities in structures of collective power. The early Irish
socialists Anna Wheeler and William Thompson put women’s rights front and

center.”® In The Subjection of Women, published in 1869, John Stuart Mill and
Harriet Taylor portrayed both patriarchal control over women and race-based
slavery as expressions of collective self-interest: a “love of gain, unmixed and
undisguised,” combined with physical and military superiority.®” They argued
that both forms of inequality were institutionalized by the state and reinforced by
cultural norms: “Was there ever any domination,” they asked, “that did not

appear natural to those who possessed it?”%® Ten years later, in 1879, August

Bebel argued in Woman and Socialism that all forms of oppression rested on

seizure of independent property rights—including rights over women’s bodies.
The term “identity politics” is often used to describe push-back against



inequalities based on socially assigned categories such as gender, age, sexual
orientation, race/ethnicity, and citizenship, which are often considered more
subjective than inequalities based on class. When critics on the left worry that
identity politics are divisive, they often seem to be shooting at the messenger
rather than the underlying problem: if it were not for divisions based on other
socially assigned categories, class consciousness and collective action would be
far easier to achieve. Structures of collective power depend as heavily on
political and cultural institutions as on ownership of wealth. Identity and
interests go together. Subaltern groups demand both recognition and
redistribution through structural change.

Intersectionality has always had uncomfortable strategic consequences for
groups struggling to unify and consolidate their campaigns for institutional
change. Theoretical blinders intended to minimize intragroup differences do not
make these differences disappear. All forms of collective action are susceptible
to potentially costly internal dissension and defection. Even when based on
principles such as democracy, equal opportunity, collective ownership, and
mutual aid, the empowerment of one group never guarantees the empowerment
of all. This contingency helps explain the uneven successes of all efforts to
challenge authoritarian hierarchies, including feminist movements. It also leads
to an important conclusion: people’s willingness to form alliances depends less
on the level of their oppression than on their embrace of common ideals that can
be realistically achieved in collaboration with others.

Competition among individuals and groups is central to our evolutionary
history, but it does not block the development of more cooperative institutions
any more than the force of gravity prevents us from leaving the ground. How do
we lift off? To improve our capacity for institutional design, we need to
understand ourselves better. By highlighting the complexity of collective
conflict, intersectional political economy urges economists to develop a bigger
picture of “the economic.”



A

Appropriation, Reproduction,
and Production

The word “economic” derives from the Greek term for the household, “oikos.”
What, exactly, takes place in the oikos writ large? Marxian theory has
traditionally focused on the extraction of surplus in commodity production;
neoclassical economic theory on voluntary exchange, largely ignoring other
types of transfers. A wider lens yields a more unified view: processes of
reproduction entail distinctive forms of work and significant intergenerational
transfers that take place within families and communities as well as firms,
markets, and the state. All these activities are susceptible to the deployment of
collective power.

Reproduction has particularly important implications for the evolution of
patriarchal institutions. This activity, unlike the production of goods for one’s
own consumption—typified by Robinson Crusoe’s initial survival on his desert

island—can never be a purely individual endeavor.! Care for dependents cannot
be organized entirely in terms of voluntary exchange, since dependents, by
definition, have limited agency. Families and larger groups organize
reproduction (defined here as the production and maintenance of human
capabilities) in ways that help perpetuate themselves as groups (defined here as
social reproduction), relying heavily on crosscutting institutional constraints.?
Reproduction, like production, can generate a surplus, realized through
increases in the size or capabilities of a population, rather than accumulated
material wealth. Reproduction includes but goes well beyond the self-investment



emphasized in neoclassical economic theory, which often describes individuals
as autonomous entrepreneurs of human capital. It also goes beyond the
reproduction of labor power emphasized in some modern versions of Marxian
theory as a process primarily benefiting a ruling class.

The production and maintenance of human capabilities is a necessary—and
costly—aspect of all economic systems. Individuals and groups may bargain
over the distribution of its costs, which are often unequally distributed. Like
production, reproduction can create externalities or spillovers—the largely
unpriced and often unanticipated side effects of individual decisions. In the long
run, the social reproduction of any group is shaped not merely by its prowess in
production but also by its ability to replenish and enhance its membership over
time and its success in—or defense against—violent appropriation.

Processes and Sites

People produce goods and services to directly meet their own needs and those of
their families and friends, as well as for exchange in markets. People also
produce other people: not just bodies, but also embodied physical, cognitive,

emotional, and social capabilities.? Feminist economists sometimes use the term

“social provisioning” or “social reproduction” to encompass all these processes.*
This terminology requires more careful specification, but the terms themselves
are less important than a holistic analysis of economic processes in which
distributional conflicts and productive outcomes are closely intertwined.

Economists have proved especially reluctant to extend any analysis of
collective conflict or institutional constraint to the process of reproduction. An
influential precursor of both Marxian and neoclassical theory, Thomas Robert
Malthus, assumed that population growth was driven by sexual passions that
needed to be brought under moral control lest they lead to immiseration. This
assumption remains deeply embedded in economic theory today, though it takes
more sophisticated forms.>

Demographic history reveals a far more complex interaction between
reproduction and production. Fertility (defined as births per woman, rather than
potential births, or fecundity) came under social control in hunting and gathering
societies, sometimes through explicit rules of abstinence, as well as through
prolonged breastfeeding.® High fertility is by no means “natural.” For obvious
reasons, it is far more costly to women than to men, and there is little reason to
believe that the preferences of men and women regarding family size are



identical.” Most societies that have achieved high fertility rates have done so
through the imposition of patriarchal institutions, and high fertility rates
typically increase women’s economic dependence on men, reducing their

collective bargaining power and cementing patriarchal privilege.? Later chapters
will show how this causal linkage weakened as families lost some of their
importance as units of production, childrearing became more costly, new
reproductive technologies emerged, and—importantly—social institutions
governing reproduction were collectively contested and renegotiated.

Now that birth rates have dropped below long-run replacement levels in
many countries, demographic angst has reversed direction, fueling concerns
about underrather than overpopulation. Global population decline could help
reduce environmental stress but is likely to cause considerable political and
economic stress along the way. Not surprisingly, reproductive dynamics are now
receiving wider attention. Early feminist research on links between patriarchal

institutions and reproductive outcomes is now widely accepted.” Marxist-
feminist scholars underscore the ways in which family caregivers subsidize

capital accumulation.!® Many social scientists measure the effects of

motherhood on women’s earnings and vulnerability to poverty.!! Still, the
androcentric assumption that reproduction takes place “outside” the economy
remains hegemonic, partly because it is built into the subroutines of economic
accounting.

Defining Success

With relatively small exceptions, the internationally negotiated System of
National Accounts defines “output” as the value of goods and services sold in

markets.'> Gross domestic product (GDP), long considered the arbiter of
economic success, ignores the value of unpaid work, family investments in the
care of dependents, and the unpriced contributions of what is commonly referred

to as Mother Nature.'> The putative goal of economic growth is increased
consumption of commodities. The billionaire Malcolm Forbes testified to its
childishness when he allegedly proclaimed, “He with the most toys at the end
wins.”14

Evolutionary logic suggests that this lighthearted joke could become an
epitaph. The long-run success of human civilization requires efforts to minimize
conflict, improve cooperation, and prioritize the development of human
capabilities rather than the expansion of material consumption. The global
economy relies heavily on unpriced goods and services that can easily be



depleted or disrupted.!® Their quantitative value can be estimated in a variety of
ways, by asking what it would cost to purchase substitutes for them, what people
would be willing to pay to protect them, or how their degradation will affect
future generations. Increases in GDP are valuable only insofar as they capture
net contributions to sustainable economic development.

Not everyone agrees that such estimates would be helpful. They carry the
risk of capitulation to a money-centric analysis, another form of commodity
fetishism. Yet the development of a broader economic accounting system would
not necessarily divert attention from moral values or political priorities and
could subvert the presumption that material living standards equate to money
income. Both nonmarket work and natural assets and ecological services can be

assigned an approximate market value.'® While the methodologies behind such
estimates require improvement, they yield startling results: a lower bound
estimate of the replacement cost of nonmarket work in the United States in 2010,
including time devoted to the supervision of young children, amounts to about

44 percent of conventionally measured GDP.!”

Love and Fear

An expanded measure of economic output enables an expanded picture of
economic processes (and vice versa). Capital accumulation and market exchange
take place hand in hand with more explicitly gendered activities, including
appropriation and reproduction. Kenneth Boulding called attention to both when
he described “economies of love and fear.”'® He pictured a triangle with
exchange, love, and fear at its vertices, with points in its interior space
representing a combination of all three.'® Boulding deserves praise for bringing
emotions into the picture, but he resorts to an out-of-date trope when he treats
exchange alone as the domain of dispassionate rationality. Many male
Enlightenment thinkers juxtaposed passions and interests, foreshadowing the
modern, gendered distinction between identities and interests.’” The contrast is
overdrawn: appropriation and reproduction can involve rational calculation, and
exchange can be motivated by visceral forms of love and fear.

Appropriation is often accomplished through strategic military decisions
with long-lasting economic consequences. The Marxian theory of primitive
accumulation explains how the seizure of productive assets such as land can
institutionalize class inequality.’! Some conflict theorists use economic models
to illustrate how even costly wars can aggrandize their victors.?> Appropriative
processes also help explain gender differences. Feminist theorist Maria Mies
argues that male control over weapons, the means of coercion in early human



societies, provided a template for later forms of surplus extraction.?>

Reproductive outcomes are shaped by rational calculations as well as strong
emotions. People exercise at least some agency regarding sexual partnerships
and commitments to the care of dependents. Passions and interests are not
necessarily antithetical. Neoclassical theories of rational choice in exchange take
preferences as a given; passions represent a particularly volatile preference, and
their volatility challenges the notion that preferences are always stable or reliable
guides to rational decisions.

Like sex, violence can be both passionate and calculating. Violent
appropriation of economic resources can, in principle, be conducted by a single
agent—a thief—but it is typically orchestrated through collective effort. The
success of military ventures depends on institutional structures, including
hierarchical discipline that streamlines decisionmaking, enforces obedience, and
punishes desertion. Processes of reproduction also depend heavily on
institutional structures, because those most dependent on others are those least
able to provide for themselves. As Frank Knight put it in the 1920s, “We live in
a world where individuals are born naked, destitute, helpless, ignorant, and
untrained, and must spend a third of their lives acquiring the prerequisites of a

free contractual existence.””* Pedro Carneiro and James Heckman describe
young children’s lack of sufficient access to high-quality care and education as a
market failure.?

All economic processes can go awry. Exchange in markets can fail. Military
actions, like government in general, can fail. Families can also fail. Altruistic
commitments are not always sustainable: domestic violence, sexual abuse,
neglect, and emotional and economic abandonment are not uncommon. Family
solidarity, like other forms of solidarity, cannot be taken as a given, and it is
terribly misleading to describe all working-class families as havens in an

otherwise heartless world, united in their efforts to resist capitalist exploitation.2°
It is also farfetched to assume that family members all want the same things
(maximizing a joint utility function) or that they always achieve efficient
outcomes in which no one could be made better off without making someone
worse off (Pareto optimality).

Not all economic processes are the same, and emotions often run stronger in
personal than impersonal interactions. On the other hand, competitive markets
sometimes succumb to shortsightedness or panic, and advertising for consumer
goods often brandishes the promise of social and sexual approval.?’ Love and
fear, along with anger and greed, cross most boundaries. Likewise, the
behavioral heuristics that most economists apply only to production and



exchange—individual selfinterest and collective aggrandizement—also pertain
to appropriation and reproduction.

Reproduction
From John Locke to the present, liberal political theory has extolled the
economic virtues of two private property rights: self-ownership and control over
the products of one’s labor. These two rights cannot, however, be easily applied
to reproduction: parents “produce” children but cannot own them without
violating children’s self-ownership as adults. Reproductive commitments are
sometimes described as metaphorical investments (as in “investing in children”),
but their future economic payoff is difficult for parents, as metaphorical
investors, to claim. Nor is there a close relationship between the effort invested
and the rate of return.

Caregivers derive some economic benefits from reciprocity and mutual aid,

but the more diffuse public benefits they generate add up to a far greater sum.?®
Reproductive work pays forward more richly than it pays back, as when children
grow up and rear children of their own. Caregivers often gain intrinsic
satisfaction, or, in neoclassical terms, “psychic income,” but this is less reliable
and less fungible than monetary payback. In the vocabulary of game theory,
caregivers suffer from a first-mover disadvantage: payback is difficult to ensure
through voluntary or contractual exchange. Neither tiny babies nor seriously
wounded soldiers can bargain over the terms of their care.

Reproduction includes biological processes. So too does agricultural
production: seed corn provided an early metaphor for economic surplus, and the
multiplicative powers of rabbits and yeast have long been used to explain

compound interest.”? Growth in the size of a herd of animals produced for sale
represents a form of wealth accumulation; money spent training dressage horses
for sale represents investment. By contrast, population growth is not considered
a contribution to national wealth, and neither public nor private money spent on
education is entered in the investment column of the national accounts. Cross-
country comparisons of per capita GDP place population in the denominator, as
though people are nothing more than consumers.

GDP is merely one input into the health and well-being of a human
population, but our very language obscures this reality. Only one specific and
relatively brief episode of mothering—the painful passage of a baby through the
birth canal—is commonly referred to as labor. In the United States, regular
estimates of parental expenditures on children are published, for mysterious
reasons, by the Department of Agriculture. They do not include a full valuation



of parental time—either what its reallocation from potential income-earning
activities would cost or how much money would be required to hire a substitute
for parental supervision and care.?’ Likewise, public allowances set for foster
parents are based almost entirely on the necessary cash expenditures, ignoring
the value of parental time.

Reproductive labor should not be taken for granted in this way. Whether paid
or unpaid, it is labor that should be valued in economic as well as moral terms.
The production and maintenance of human capabilities require labor, capital,
time, and energy, combined in ways influenced by technological change but

often requiring close personal connection, or nurturant care.>! Like production,
reproduction can be an important source of intrinsic satisfaction and emotional
connection and can also create significant social benefits and/or social costs.

So defined, reproduction is not confined to women or to families. It includes
both paid and unpaid activities and responsibilities fulfilled in a variety of sites,
including homes, communities, private firms, and the public sector. It includes
self-care as well as the care of others, and it encompasses expenditures of money
as well as time.

Not all the private or public benefits of reproduction can be easily
capitalized. Human capabilities represent the activities available to people rather

than their specific achievements.?? They include education and job-related skills
that offer a rate of return in the labor market, but also, more broadly, the
potential to engage in other satisfying and socially valuable activities. Human
capabilities are both a source of happiness and an economic resource for
everyone who may be able to benefit from them, including employers, partners,
and future generations. They are also valuable in and of themselves. As Amartya
Sen puts it, “Human beings are not merely means of production (even though
they excel in that capacity), but also the end of the exercise.”3

Like many forms of production, reproduction requires a physical substrate: it
is literally embodied. This does not imply that it can be measured in purely
bodily terms. Measuring reproductive success in terms of number of descendants
is a bit like measuring economic success in terms of calories consumed: not
irrelevant, but incomplete and misleading. Personal maintenance overlaps with
consumption; people need food, water, shelter and other basic amenities in order
to survive. Many reproductive activities, however, reduce current consumption
in favor of future consumption—either for one’s self or for others. Such
investments often represent personal commitments; they are seldom based on
calculation of pecuniary payoffs, and they generally offer a higher social than

private rate of return.34



Families and communities are especially important sites for the financial

support and the care of dependents, especially young children.>> They are not,
however, the only sites. Reproduction also takes place in the public and the
private sectors of capitalist economies. Much of the growth in women’s labor
force participation in countries like the United States represents a relocation of
care services from households to paid employment in health, education, and

social services.?® In the United States and other affluent countries, public social
spending supplements transfers once made largely within families and local
communities, fulfilling responsibilities for intergenerational cooperation and
mutual aid. As Chapter 8 elaborates, taxes paid by the employed population help
finance the education of children and the retirement of the elderly. They also
subsidize health care and provide insurance against a variety of economic
hazards. Such forms of public spending represent a crucial—but under-
recognized—input into market-based production.

The economic value of human capabilities cannot be reduced to the price that
a hypothetical slave owner would pay to acquire control over them, or the wage
that an employer would pay to rent them, because workers and their families also
derive benefits from them. Future generations cannot fully reimburse their
forebears for investments made on their behalf, just as they cannot gain full
recompense for any harms to the natural environment bequeathed to them.
Reproduction is based on socially organized transfers, not individual exchange.
However strongly ingrained are human desires to engage in sexual intercourse
and form partnerships with others, these desires alone cannot successfully
perpetuate a social species.

If natural selection explains why individual desires evolve, social selection
explains how institutional arrangements channel such desires into outcomes that
can promote group success. Reproduction and production are both necessary for
social reproduction, and vice versa. Much recent Marxist feminist analysis
focuses on the social reproduction of capitalism as a unitary system, observing
that employers benefit from women’s unpaid work in the home because it allows

them to pay lower wages.?” True, but capitalists are not the only beneficiaries:
struggles over the distribution of the costs of reproduction reach beyond class
lines. They affect the relative well-being of men and women when exploitation
comes home.?® They also affect the well-being of some wage earners relative to
others. On a global level, access to education and health is shaped by
race/ethnicity and citizenship, not just class.

As Nancy Fraser observes, social reproduction represents a kind of glue that
facilitates social cooperation.39 The bonds it creates, however, are not



necessarily universal ones; they can also be divisive. People are often glued into
clusters, a point obscured by excessively broad definitions of social reproduction
as everything “involved in the maintenance of life on a daily basis, and
intergenerationally” or “the process by which all the main relations in the society

are constantly recreated and perpetuated.”? It is difficult to imagine anything
that does not fall in this category, which seems to overcompensate for earlier
reluctance to recognize the economic importance of women’s unpaid work.*!

I use the term “social reproduction” to describe the process by which socially
assigned groups perpetuate themselves and their advantages over time—a
process that encompasses both production and reproduction, accomplished
through institutional structures that reinforce collective identities and interests.
This usage accommodates Marxist feminist insights into the gendered interplay

between production and reproduction in class relations.*> However, it creates
more conceptual space for analysis of inequalities based on other dimensions of
collective identity. Most forms of privilege are socially reproduced.

Who Pays for Care?

Because reproductive commitments primarily benefit future generations,
institutional structures that distribute the costs of reproduction are indispensable.
This does not imply that the most “efficient” institutional structure wins out. The
winners emerge from multilayered processes of cooperation and conflict in
which success is determined by contingent external circumstances as well as
strategic decisions.

Externalities
Because neoclassical economic theory defines “the economy” as a set of
exchanges based on clear property rights in a competitive market, economic
processes that violate this boundary are termed “spillovers” or “externalities.”
Whether they have positive or negative effects, such externalities interfere with
the efficient allocation that should result from market processes. The prescribed
solution is to internalize the externality by modifying prices. For instance, the
negative economic externalities of carbon dioxide emissions can be internalized
by taxing carbon emissions. Likewise, the positive economic externalities of
childrearing can be internalized by providing public support for parents.

Some social scientists have proposed more tailored financial rewards for
parents. For instance, parents who raise exceptionally productive children could
receive bonuses from the state or be given a legal claim to a share of their



children’s income.*? These specific proposals are problematic not only because
they commodify parental commitments, but also because they cannot accurately
reward parental value-added. Parents are not the only ones who contribute to
their children’s capabilities, and these capabilities cannot be valued merely in
terms of their lifetime earnings. As with many environmental problems, “getting
prices right” is not necessarily enough, even if the right prices could magically
be ascertained.**

No feminist schooled in the interdisciplinary critique of androcentric theory
can ignore the phallic innuendoes of internalizing an externality, especially since
childbirth can be described as the exact opposite of heterosexual intercourse—
externalizing an internality. The application of market-centric reasoning to both
mothers and Mother Nature seems intended to redeem the market by suggesting
that it should simply be expanded further. It further obscures the economic
importance of fundamentally nonmarket processes.*

Parents and other caregivers are seldom motivated by social benefits or
costs; they often derive intrinsic satisfaction from their commitments. The
externalities they create are not always positive, since children and other care
recipients sometimes inflict harm on others. Nonetheless, the care of those who
cannot care for themselves fits the textbook definition of a public good,
generating gains that extend beyond bilateral exchange and are at least partly
nonrival and nonexcludable in consumption.*®

Children grow up to become taxpayers, helping repay public debt and
directly or indirectly helping to support the older generation. They also
perpetuate our species, our cultures, our communities, and our families. As the
Covid-19 pandemic shows, healthy people unpredictably succumb to illness,
often requiring assistance from family, friends, neighbors, and medical
personnel. Eldercare is a form of reciprocity—the best we can all hope for is to
grow old in a caring environment.

The risk of commitments that pay forward rather than pay back is
substantial. Even in traditional noncapitalist patriarchal systems, parents
typically devote more resources to their children than they receive in return. In
most modern societies intergenerational transfers move through many different
channels. Groups defined in terms of race/ethnicity and citizenship compete for
access to reproductive resources. Capitalist firms benefit from public
investments in education that save them the expense of educating workers who

could take their acquired skills with them to another firm.*” Modern welfare
states tax the working-age population to provide benefits that flow to the older
generation, whether or not they have helped raise that working-age population



(see Chapter 8). In the absence of effective child support enforcement,
noncustodial fathers can easily offload financial as well as direct care
responsibilities for children onto mothers (see Chapter 9).

The distribution of reproductive costs is often contested in the public as well
as the private sphere. Corporations or wealthy individuals taxed to help finance
public spending on health and education typically invest in campaign
contributions and lobbying designed to reduce their obligations. When state
regulation requires firms directly to pay a share of reproductive costs by offering
paid family leaves or providing childcare services, they often discriminate

against mothers or women of childbearing age.* As with environmental
regulation, evasion is often costeffective. In this distributional contest, capitalist
firms hold an increasingly valuable card: the threat to relocate to venues with
lower taxes and less regulation.

Offloading Costs

Yet tensions over the distribution of the costs of reproduction are not unique to
systems that rely heavily on capitalist institutions. Raising children has always
required significant investments of time and energy that almost inevitably reduce
current consumption. While women’s specialization in childbearing and child-
rearing has often delivered great advantages to the reproduction of families and
groups, it has always been costly. A daughter’s potential economic contributions
are more difficult to capture than those of a son even if she remains
economically tied to her family of origin, because her comparative advantage
lies in producing the next generation and extending the lineage, not in helping
the family meet its immediate needs or in providing support for parents in old
age.

Men, like women, experience gender-related economic risks. Their historical
specialization in warfare has historically led to high rates of injury and death.
This sacrifice on behalf of others, however, delivers significant benefits to those
who survive, empowered by their prowess as fighters. A shortage of men relative
to women also increases men’s bargaining power in heterosexual dating and
marriage markets. When reproductive success depends on economic
circumstances, sons potentially offer more descendants than daughters,
especially in relatively wealthy, high-status families where sons are likely to

marry and become fathers themselves.*?

In traditional patriarchal systems where parents bear most of the costs of
raising children and depend on partial repayment in the form of insurance
against illness and infirmity, son preference offers significant economic



benefits.”® As women’s specialization in reproductive tasks diminishes,
however, their potential contribution to short-run consumption goes up.
Daughters can contribute more to parental income (and wives to household
income) when their participation in directly remunerative work increases. Sons
also become less crucial to the maintenance of elderly parents as new forms of
life cycle insurance emerge—whether in the form of private savings or public
transfers.

I argue in later chapters that the expansion of capitalist institutions has
encouraged fertility decline and reduced son preference but has set other
distributional conflicts into motion. Unlike slave owners or feudal lords,
capitalist employers employ free labor with a double meaning: the laborer is free
to choose, but the employer is under no obligation to cover the costs of
producing or maintaining the laborer. The observation that the labor market does
not necessarily yield wages high enough for workers to support a family has a
long political history that finds expression in modern living wage campaigns.>!

Science fiction provides a more pointed illustration. Consider an imaginary
economy in which androids perform most tasks, requiring only periodic
maintenance and battery recharge. In long-run competitive equilibrium, the
purchase price for an android would equal the cost of producing it. But if some
humans happened to love androids and find intrinsic satisfaction in producing
them, the purchase price could go to zero. Androids could be put to work simply
for the cost of keeping them fully charged and operational. That most humans
prefer to produce other humans rather than androids helps explain why
employers will probably continue for some time to find humans a cheaper work
force.

Son preference has diminished but not disappeared in modern capitalist

societies.®” The differential valuation of men and women based on differences in
their market earnings has proved more resistant to change. In the United States,
for instance, public compensation for the families of victims of the 9/11 World
Trade Towers attack followed precedents in tort law, placing heavy emphasis on
the value of the victim’s predicted future earnings. As a result, families who
experienced the loss of a woman received significantly less public

compensation, on average, than those who experienced the loss of a man.”
Unpriced reproductive contributions seldom count for much.

Reproduction and Bargaining Power

If responsibilities for dependent care were equally shared, they would not affect
competitive outcomes in the labor market. In most countries today, however,



women assume more care responsibilities than men, and mothers more care
responsibilities than other women. In the 1990s childless women in the United
States were earning almost as much as men with the same levels of education
and experience.>* Significant differences between the earnings of mothers and
non-mothers, discussed in more detail in Chapter 9, could dissipate over time
with the expansion of publicly subsidized high-quality childcare and greater
paternal participation. On the other hand, reliance on the private purchase of
substitutes for maternal care—often low-wage women disempowered by their
race/ethnicity or immigration status—simply redistributes care costs along class
lines. Care is a public good that should receive generous public support.

The uneven distribution of family care responsibilities has significant
economic consequences. Differences in both social policies and cultural norms
have measurable effects, revealed by variations in the motherhood penalty in

earnings across countries.”> The public good dimensions of reproductive
commitments weaken women’s collective bargaining power. Efforts to
redistribute these reproductive costs meet opposition not only from many men
and children, but also from many employers and taxpayers. Even older women
may bridle at such cost-shifting, feeling that they have already paid their
reproductive dues and that younger women should follow their example.

One could argue (and neoclassical economists often do) that those who offer
care receive a compensating differential in the form of personal satisfaction or

psychic income.”® But individuals don’t always choose their preferences, and
caring preferences create vulnerability: in short-run competition, nice gals (as

well as guys) finish last.”” Women with few economic resources are often forced
into care overloads; those in privileged positions often delegate the least

remunerative tasks to others, regardless of their gender.”® Neither preferences
nor privileges nullify the links between gendered obligations and women’s
collective disempowerment.

Socially Reproduced Inequalities

The distinctive features of appropriation and reproduction reveal major
inconsistencies in liberal assumptions: markets do not deliver economic rewards
commensurate with economic contributions, and equality of opportunity cannot
be defined simply as absence of discrimination. Sometimes, individual
competition rewards effort, commitment, and skill; more often, the rules of the
game deliver significant advantages to members of empowered groups.



Collective violence influences original endowments, and early winners can pass
advantages on to their successors. Unequal outcomes in the first round can lead
to unequal reproductive investments, unequal capabilities, and, therefore,
unequal opportunities for following rounds. Such circles often go unbroken.

Social reproduction reaches far beyond the social reproduction of class.
Financial capital is not the only source of group-based economic advantage.
Opportunities to develop valuable skills and join supportive social networks
facilitate accumulation of human and social capital, creating durable
inequalities.59 Families, communities, states, and firms are important sites for
the production of human capabilities, the development of human knowledge, and
the intergenerational transmission of many forms of economic advantage.

Social institutions convert durable inequalities into capitalized assets. Rights
of citizenship in an affluent country are economically valuable and, in some
important instances, can be purchased like other assets.®® “Whiteness” can’t
easily be bought but nonetheless offers a significant payoff in countries like the
United States.%" “Maleness” can be acquired, albeit at a very high price, and it
too offers distinct economic advantages. Heterosexuality also offers measurable
economic benefits.5? The list does not stop here.

While attention to social reproduction helps establish similarities between
class and other dimensions of group membership, it also directs attention to
inequalities reproduced in families and communities as well as the capitalist
workplace.%® Concerted cultivation by highly educated parents boosts their
children’s future earnings.®* Increased inequality in family income in the United
States has been accompanied by increased inequality in family spending on
children.®® Sons and daughters seldom inherit their parents’ specific position on
the economic ladder, but they typically end up close to it.%® At the other extreme
of the income distribution, extreme poverty suppresses the developmental
trajectory of young children.®” Childhood in an unstable or fractured family also
contributes to poor developmental outcomes.®®

Residential and educational segregation by race/ethnicity and class reproduce
differences in human and social capital. Affluent families typically live in
affluent communities, where many parents send their children to private schools
and educational expenditures per student in public schools are richly funded by
local property taxes. Recent research shows that sixth graders in the richest
school districts in the United States today are four grade levels ahead of children

in the poorest districts.® Simply living in a rich neighborhood increases
exposure to information, supervision, networks, and role models.”® Such socially



constructed differences in economic opportunity are neither natural nor
inevitable. They vary enormously within and across countries and are mediated
by social institutions that can be—and often are—collectively contested.

Beyond Production

Robinson Crusoe lived a relatively simple, but charmed life on his desert island.
His means of subsistence were there for the taking, and he eventually gained a
faithful servant. Karl Marx ridiculed Crusoe’s story with good reason: the
romantic tale of one man’s ingenuity abstracted from the social relations of
production and the harsh realities of exploitation. Yet despite his
acknowledgement of aristocracies of labor, Marx himself defined social
relations, production, and exploitation in narrow classcentric terms. His story,
too, is overly simple.

The discipline of economics as a whole has largely ignored the economic
consequences of the social organization of reproduction. Its failure to value
reproductive commitments has distorted measures of consumption, production,
and investment even as it has disguised inequalities based on gender, age, and
sexual orientation. Continuing widespread reluctance to acknowledge tensions
over the distribution of the costs of care for others has obscured important
dimensions of collective conflict.

Reproduction and social reproduction are processes just as important as
production, appropriation, and exchange; they are susceptible to institutional
dynamics that can crystallize inherited inequalities even as they enhance some
aspects of group success. Women are the group most directly affected, but
families, larger groups, and society as a whole also have big stakes in
reproductive  outcomes, making social reproduction quintessentially
intersectional. The complexity of resulting forms of collective conflict invites a
more general theory of hierarchy, bargaining, and exploitation.



5

Hierarchy and Exploitation

The many forms of hierarchical governance that reflect and advance collective
interests often have contradictory effects. Clear lines of authority can help
coordinate decisions in ways potentially advantageous to everyone. On the other
hand, concentrated power typically leads to very unequal—and often unfair—
distribution of the gains from coordination. It also creates rigidities that impede
institutional adaptations to social and environmental change. Because powerful
individuals and groups can advance their interests by increasing their share of
the economic pie as well as by increasing its size, they tend to resist changes that
might weaken their relative position.

Efforts to understand the tensions created by hierarchical institutions have a
long history in political economy. From a classical Marxian perspective, class
power provides an exploitative means of accumulating surplus that can promote
technological change but, at some point, becomes susceptible to crisis and
breakdown. From a traditional neoclassical perspective, hierarchical governance
is efficient when it successfully aligns individual incentives with group benefits
and lowers the cost of decision-making. This success, however, requires perfect
markets, perfect prices, and perfect competition, which seldom prevail when
consolidation of economic power offers huge advantages.

Intersectional political economy moves beyond capitalist firms and
competitive markets to examine the dialectic of power and efficiency in social
reproduction, picturing implicit gender bargains in terms that parallel other
implicit bargains based on race/ethnicity, citizenship, and class and also
emphasizing their mutual interaction. A new definition of exploitation as unfair



division of the gains from coordination encompasses but goes beyond the
extraction of surplus value in capitalist employment.

Competition, Cooperation, and Coordination

From an evolutionary perspective, groups that develop forms of voluntary or
involuntary coordination suited to their particular technical and strategic

environment are likely to prevail over those that do not.! Altruism and trust
enhance this process but seldom prove sufficient on their own. Nor do rich
potential payoffs guarantee continued cooperation. The resulting coordination
problems help explain why some groups devise hierarchical social institutions
that offer a subset of group members powerful incentives for enforcing
discipline.

Whether disempowered members of such groups can be said to benefit from
such discipline or not depends partly on counterfactual alternatives—whether or
not, with equal access to resources, they could do better on their own. While
these counterfactual alternatives are shaped by external circumstances, they also
depend on the capabilities of subaltern groups, including their ability to form
sustainable alliances among themselves.

The Costs of Competition

Even economists who regard competition as the tonic of success recognize its
potentially toxic overdoses. Firms, like families, encourage longterm
relationships rather than the constant turnover associated with a daily auction of

competitive bids.? Intrafirm competition promotes efficient outcomes only if fly-
by-night fraud and environmental harms are averted and no firm wields
significant market power. In the absence of copyrights, patents, or similar
protections, competition can undermine incentives for innovation. Most
corporate personnel departments recognize that overzealous competition among
employees can reduce effective teamwork.> Tournament-based or winner-take-
all reward structures often encourage people to take excessive risks, obsess over
their relative status, and attempt to undermine their peers.*

Many patriarchal institutions restrict competition for sexual or reproductive
partners. Monogamy makes it difficult for powerful men to monopolize wives
(though it hardly limits their sexual access to women) and aligns the

reproductive interests of married mothers and fathers.® Rules of primogeniture
discourage competition among adult children for a share of paternally controlled



resources. Restrictions on women’s access to wage employment increase the
supply of potential wives. Sanctions against female promiscuity limit most
women’s ability to compare the sexual prowess of male partners, while
prostitution provides a reliable reserve army of female sex workers to pleasure
men. Evolutionary biologists observe that excessive competition among

members of the same species can undermine group survival.® Dominance
hierarchies can reduce conflict because they discourage competition, creating
protocols for leadership succession—an issue for corporate CEOs as well as

stags.” In human societies, cooperation often breaks down in the absence of
formally or informally binding agreements. The theory of noncooperative
games, in which such agreements are ruled out, offers many telling examples of
such breakdown. In the famous prisoner’s dilemma, two entirely self-interested
individuals fear mutual betrayal, leading them to the worst possible outcome: the
guilty parties, interrogated in separate rooms, could escape without significant
punishment if they insist on their innocence, but both confess because they fear
being implicated by the other.

Angels and Ants

Team competition provides a compelling metaphor for theories of multilevel
selection that acknowledge both individual and group winners. Individual
performance matters, but too much rivalry among team members can weaken
collective chances of success. The balance between these two depends, often, on
the characteristics of the sport. War offers the most chilling and bloody example:
better to risk death fighting side-by-side with fellow soldiers than to stand alone
against a hostile army. Yet the temptation to flee, the hope of escaping the
conflict altogether, looms large. Armies punish their deserters.

Most groups develop hierarchical institutions that enforce a wvariety of
different forms of cooperation. The likelihood that such institutions help ensure
their collective success cannot be dismissed as mere functionalism; nor does it
justify the forcible imposition of such institutions from above by individuals or
subgroups who use them for their own ends. Rather, attention to the impact of
hierarchical institutions provides an evolutionary explanation of the rise and
decline of structures of collective power that distribute the costs and risks of
cooperation in different ways.

Evolutionary biologists are not sufficiently attuned to social and economic
complexity of this process within the human species. E. O. Wilson describes the
force of group selection in morally loaded terms, as a source of altruism

counterbalancing the pursuit of individual selfinterest.® He writes that we are all



suspended in unstable and constantly changing locations between the two extreme forces that
created us. We are unlikely to yield completely to either force as an ideal solution to our social and
political turmoil. To yield completely to the instinctual urgings born from individual selection would
dissolve society. To surrender to the urgings from group selection would turn us into angelic robots

—students of insects call them ants.”

Apparently, the two extremes represent individual self-interest versus robotic
group control, almost a parody of capitalism versus socialism. In a variation on
this theme, biologist Frans de Waal argues that moral systems provide much-
needed (though not always successful) assistance in mediating the tensions
between individual and collective interests.'®

These are partial truths. Group solidarity is not always moral or angelic.
Groups are bound together by more than altruistic sentiments and often behave
in callous ways. People are simultaneously assigned to many different groups
within fractal hierarchies that create complex patterns of contingent advantage or
disadvantage. Individual choices may be most consequential when they
influence group loyalties.

Some economists propose that humans have inherited propensities for strong

reciprocity that foster cooperation.!! Experimental evidence suggests that many
people are conditional cooperators, willing to punish opportunists even at some

expense to themselves.'? Such altruistic actions can lower the overall costs of
altruism by discouraging opportunism. It is easy to see how traits conducive to
cooperation could prove advantageous for those under attack from less cohesive
groups; on the other hand, these same traits facilitate cooperative aggression
against less well-organized outsiders.!?

Whether or not we are a “cooperative species,” our cooperation is often
socially engineered and institutionally enforced. Humans have likely evolved in
ways that enhance receptivity to social influence, a trait that Herbert Simon
labels “docility.”'* The history of political economy itself illustrates the
gendered aspects of sacrifice for others, exemplified by terms such as
“compulsory altruism.”!> Nineteenthcentury scholars in the United Kingdom,
the United States, and France praised men for seeking to better themselves,
women for subordinating themselves to others as “angels in the house.”'® Men
embodied competition, women cooperation: marriage represented an asymmetric
bargain between the two. Even today, women are expected to “make nice,” to
resist the temptations of competitive individualism and temper its effects on
men.!”

This moral division of labor was not established by instinct or exhortation. It
was imposed through the development of hierarchical institutions that limited



women’s rights to pursue their own self-interest and also created significant
divisions among women. E. O. Wilson’s metaphors are misleading: we are far
more socially differentiated than any species of ants or angels.

Free Riders vs. Top Riders

Voluntary cooperation is often difficult to sustain. Even a few opportunists—
those who pursue their individual interests at the expense of a larger group—can
undermine cooperation. They can steal from others, becoming bandits who

specialize in appropriation.'® They can shirk responsibilities to the group,

becoming free riders.'® Alternatively, they can seize authority to discipline
bandits and free riders and then use that authority to skim off a surplus for
themselves, becoming top riders or exploiters.

The idealized markets of neoclassical economics highlight voluntary
cooperation—free exchange—by minimizing the implications of its
preconditions. They don’t explain how individuals obtain the resources or
capabilities that they bring to markets. They don’t conform to realworld
conditions in which some participants gain market power. They don’t fully
acknowledge the extent to which the goods and services we rely on are public in
the sense that they cannot be easily priced for individual exchange.

Natural endowments and environmental services (including a stable climate)
offer the most obvious examples, but future generations of humans (and the
groups they will constitute) are also public goods. They do not participate in
today’s markets or today’s elections: they have no way of directly influencing
the decisions that will bring them into existence. One way of addressing this
problem, offered by the neoclassical strain of welfare economics, posits an
imaginary, altruistic social planner whose aim is to maximize the welfare of
society as a whole.

As inventors of this imaginary planner soon realized, the challenge of
aggregating individual preferences in a society is exactly the same as the
challenge of overcoming differences among close kin. Paul Samuelson observed,
“What we have been calling a family is after all but a disguised version of
society itself—i.e., a collection of more than one person.”?® The benevolent
dictator of welfare economics resembles a good father who subordinates his own
interests to those of his wife and children. Neither one necessarily lives up to
expectations.

Some neoclassical economists, proudly skeptical of benevolence, have
warned that social planners would likely become tyrants, engaging in rent-
seeking behavior—a fancy term for trying to get something for nothing.?! They



have viewed government employees as the most threatening of opportunists, as
though the public sector was the only venue for rent-seeking. Many socialists
have seemingly taken the opposite tack, arguing that all capitalists are exploiters
and that dictators like Mao or Fidel, whatever their flaws, had the best interests
of their people at heart. In classical Marxian theory, the advent of a classless
society theoretically makes cooperation easy, vitiating the need for realistic
attention to the nuts and bolts of democratic governance.??

Whatever their vision of bad behavior, most economists continue to place
unpaid work outside the “economy” partly because its altruistic elements jar
with assumptions of selfish behavior on the part of classes or individuals.
Metaphors of family solidarity have historically infused socialist rhetoric:
brothers and sisters, rally together! Neoclassical faith in laissez-faire families has
been formalized by Gary Becker’s Rotten Kid Theorem, which explains how an
altruistic household head can induce spoiled children to act in the interests of the

household as a whole.?? As Jack Hirshleifer quickly observed, this theorem boils
down to the claim that selfish children can be bribed to behave.?* Woe be it if

the household head in question is selfish.2 Obviously, rotten fathers, husbands,
kings, dictators, and capitalists can do far more harm than rotten kids.

Many institutionalist economists, including Douglass North, John Joseph
Wallis, Daron Acemoglu, and James Robinson, point beyond formal democratic
processes to argue that inclusive institutions are more likely than extractive ones

to foster economic development.”® However, they largely focus on political
institutions, with little attention to other sites where “extraction” might take
place, such as the capitalist firm, the patriarchal family, or the racist community.
They never fully acknowledge the many ways that unearned bargaining power
can give some groups easy claims to the services of others.

This institutionalist literature promotes a self-congratulatory history that
holds the United States and Europe up as models for other countries and soft-
pedals the global effects of colonial and imperial power. People in privileged
positions tend to assume that top riders simply get what they deserve: as if serfs
paying tribute to lords were merely paying for protection, as if slavery had a
civilizing influence on slaves, as if colonial powers introduced innovations that
compensated for violent subjugation, as if workers generating profits for
employers were always paid the value of their work, as if women abused by men
were nonetheless adored and well provided for.

Such ideological rationalizations are more far-fetched than most utopian
socialist fantasies. Social institutions do not evolve in anything resembling an
idealized market, and the most efficient institutions for increasing the production



of goods and services do not always prevail. Institutional evolution is shaped by
individual and collective bargaining power, including threats of organized
violence in ruthless pursuit of economic interests.

Hawks and Doves

The set of payoffs in the stylized game known as Hawk-Dove illustrates why
individual choices can be less important than group characteristics. In this
noncooperative game, the players cannot, by assumption, make binding
agreements with each other. The evolutionary version focuses not on individual
strategies, but on the outcome of a process in which one set of players
designated as Hawks adopt a combative strategy, while the others, designated
Doves, adopt a sharing strategy.

Whether the combative strategy pays off—allowing the population of Hawks
to expand relative to that of Doves—depends on the outcomes of three type of
encounters (Hawk/Hawk, Dove/Dove, and Hawk/Dove) and also on the
composition of the population, which determines the relative probability that a
Hawk will meet a Dove.

Players do not know in advance who they will encounter. If a Hawk
encounters a Dove, Hawk gets a positive payoff and Dove a negative one. If a
Hawk encounters another Hawk, it fights, with a substantial risk of losing the
fight, being hurt, and suffering a negative payoff. If a Dove encounters another
Dove, both share the available food, both receiving a positive payoff. A
population consisting entirely of Doves enjoys a higher collective payoff than a
population consisting entirely of Hawks, because no bird gets hurt. In this
respect, Doves are more efficient. But it does not follow that Doves will prevail,
unless they can keep all Hawks at bay.

Both Hawk and Dove do better in a population consisting largely of Doves,
and a simple model of repeated encounters makes it possible to predict whether
the relative population shares of Hawk and Dove will increase, decrease, or
remain the same. Under different assumptions, different equilibrium shares will
be reached.?’

However, a small number of Hawks, invading a much larger population of
Doves, will find plentiful sources of food and their population will expand
(assuming that they can avoid fighting long enough to mate and raise their
offspring, a detail that is typically—and tellingly—omitted). On the other hand,
if their population expands so successfully that it renders Doves extinct, the
Hawks will likely cannibalize each other. The last one will starve to death.

There is a hint of gender here: hawks are associated with masculinity, doves



with femininity.?® Yes, it’s sweet—maybe the two actually need one another.
But notice that the Hawks have the upper hand, or talon, as the case may be.
Acknowledgement of pacifist vulnerability does not require game theory; Sun-
Tzu and Machiavelli both made the point centuries ago that nice persons often
finish last, even if bad persons depend on them for their existence.

What stylized noncooperative games leave out (as dictated by the technical
definition of “noncooperative”) are the various ways in which social institutions
could alter the outcome: for instance, Hawks could forge a nonaggression pact
with one another, Doves could hire some Hawks to protect them, or Hawks
could disguise themselves as Doves. The main reason we play so many
cooperative games with enforceable rules is that most noncooperative games
leave everyone worse off. Even libertarians concede that free markets require
rules.

Cooperation often confers significant benefits, and societies are particularly

likely to gain from institutional efforts to minimize violence.”® Even aggressors
can gain more from the threat of violence than its actual exercise. Institutionalist
reasoning suggests that, in early human history, roving bandits were replaced by
stationary bandits (such as emperors and kings) who had incentives to increase
the productivity of those they subjugated. As Mancur Olson puts it, they were
less like wolves preying on elk than like ranchers protecting their cattle until

they were ready for slaughter.> Domestication has proved more cost-effective
than hunting.

Some Marxian economists describe capitalists as roving bandits, challenging
the view that capitalist development fostered any positive forms of social or
technological change. Stephen Marglin argues that capitalist development
simply established new forms of class power that redistributed surplus and

blocked potentially valuable forms of technological change.?! Likewise, some
feminist theorists argue that patriarchal institutions emerged simply as a result of
men’s desire to dominate women sexually or capitalists’ desires to exploit

working families.3?> An evolutionary perspective suggests that these explanations
are too simple. Top riders have powerful incentives to increase the size and
productivity—though not the strength—of those they ride upon.

Democratic vs. Authoritarian Hierarchy

Hierarchical control does not necessarily lead to exploitation. Democratic
institutions were designed to minimize this likelihood by combining leadership
with accountability. Democracy, however, is no simple feat. Many versions of
democratic decision-making—especially the “first-past-the-post” rules widely



used in national elections—fall short of guaranteeing fair outcomes.3> For most
of its relatively short global history, democratic decision-making has been
confined to a narrow range of political institutions within individual countries
and left vulnerable to many varieties of corruption.

The economist Kenneth Arrow, famous for demonstrating the logical
impossibility of a perfect democracy, qualified his results as follows. “Most
systems are not going to work badly all of the time. All I proved is that all can

work badly at times.”>* Winston Churchill made the same point in more
memorable language: “Democracy is the worst form of government, except for

all the others.”> Both rueful assessments seem to assume that democracy has
been clearly defined and put into practice. Yet the word itself is often used
loosely. Many early nominal democracies initially excluded men without
property, people of color, and women from the franchise. As Frederick Douglass

put it in 1857, “power concedes nothing without a demand.”3°
All nominal democracies today leave children underrepresented, with neither

direct votes nor parental votes on their behalf.?” In the United States, both
prisoners and convicted felons are largely excluded from participation, and

efforts to obstruct voter registration have become endemic.?® Many forms of

strategic manipulation, including gerrymandering, distort electoral outcomes.>
Extreme inequalities in wealth and income lead to extreme inequalities in
political influence and cultural voice.

Democracy has always progressed in stages. If it were improved and
expanded in new directions, including economic self-governance, it could reduce
both free riding and top riding, punish bandits, and reduce costly forms of
collective conflict. It could also make the world safer for Doves. Needless to say,
Hawks are not terribly enthusiastic about it.

Efficiency and Inequality

Most of the games that people play involve both cooperation and conflict. Many
contracts, including commitments to democracy, are difficult to specify and
enforce. People who benefit from cooperation with one another on the
international, national, community, or family level also negotiate over their share
of benefits. Bargaining takes place explicitly or implicitly, sequentially or
simultaneously, in a strategic environment structured by social institutions as
well as technological and environmental parameters.

Social institutions are created by a process of collective nudging, pushing,



and shoving. Once established, they in turn affect the fallback positions that
define the spaces in which power can be exercised. This circular causality
influences processes of production and reproduction in similar ways, and it
explains why the neoclassical economic effort to separate efficiency from
inequality is often futile. To define a social optimum as a situation in which no
one can be made better off without making someone else worse off (in technical
terms, Pareto optimality) is to ratify the existing distribution of bargaining power
—which may well have been achieved by making someone worse off in a
previous round.

Principals and Agents

Economists have long studied the conceptual tug of war between equality and
efficiency within capitalist firms. They have been less attentive to similar
dynamics within patriarchal families. In both venues, principalagent models
illustrate the contradictory implications of hierarchical institutions. The term
“principal” denotes “one with the power to specify the contract,” and “agent” is

“one who may agree to the contract but try to subvert it.”*? In most cases the
principal is the leader or first mover, while the agent is the follower. This implies
institutional context; in idealized forms of competitive market exchange, by
contrast, buyers and sellers are on an equal footing and cannot influence one
another’s decisions.

Many neoclassical economists use principal-agent models to explain their
confidence in the stylized capitalist firm as an efficient institutional form.
Employers (principals) hire workers (agents) and agree to pay them for work
performed over a specified period of time. Because employers are “residual
claimants” with legal rights to whatever is left after all costs of production have
been paid, they have a strong incentive to increase productivity in order to

maximize profits.*! From a neoclassical perspective, employers impose a form
of discipline that may seem harsh (such as firing or laying off workers without
compunction) but, in the long run, benefits everyone.

Of course, much depends on how the putative benefits of discipline are
distributed. But the basic logic behind the claim of increased productivity is also
flawed. When workers are paid according to hours on the job, rather than by a
share of profits, they have an incentive to reduce their effort, or shirk. In
production processes where piece work is impractical, teamwork is required, and

pay-for-performance is difficult to administer, shirkers are difficult to identify.*?
Productivity is likely to suffer as a result. Profit sharing would likely align the

incentives of owners and workers more efficiently.*>



However, many economists remain skeptical of profit sharing because of
vulnerability to free rider problems. If workers were co-owners, they might slack
off in the expectation that other workers would make up the difference. Even one
opportunist could undermine their efforts. This is true, and collective decision-
making can be costly and difficult. On the other hand, workers have incentives
to monitor and discipline one another and also to reduce other forms of free
riding: they may be more willing to protect the environmental and social
sustainability of their communities than a distant owner who cares only about the
firm’s bottom line.

Modern corporations do not fit the traditional picture of an ownermanaged
firm, because ownership is typically dispersed, with management delegated to
salaried professionals (creating another layer of principal-agent problems). The
logic of residual claimancy remains unchanged, however, with implications that
reach beyond individual firms. Strategies for reducing shirking may include
paying workers a premium that increases the cost of job loss in the event they
are caught. This strategy, however, lowers overall employment and also
increases inequalities between workers paid such an “efficiency wage” and

others.** Other perverse outcomes can result. Owners and their deputized
managers have a collective incentive to reduce the bargaining power of workers,
by firing union organizers or merely threatening to relocate to lower wage
communities. Such political investments can offer a higher rate of return than
technological innovation or improved management.

Few economists recognize that the institutional structure of the capitalist firm
was prefigured by the institutional structure of the traditional patriarchal family.
For instance, until the latter half of the nineteenth century, English and US
common law gave married men legal claim over both family property and the
labor of their wives and minor children, including any wages they earned.
Husbands and fathers were required only to provide for the basic subsistence of

wives and children, not to fully share their income with them.*> In other words,
they were residual claimants who, like capitalists, legally controlled any surplus
that remained after basic costs were covered.

Like workers in a capitalist firm, wives could shirk, a strategy sometimes
dubbed “burnt toast.” They also had recourse to more personal forms of
bargaining, based on withdrawal of affection. Still, their options were limited;
while they could not literally be fired, they could be beaten, confined, or
economically neglected. That husbands could potentially resort to such options
does not imply that they frequently did so. The mere threat of physical or sexual
harassment exerted a disciplinary influence, making women more appreciative



of (and dependent on) nonabusive men, just as horrendous treatment of many
slaves in the American South enhanced the bargaining power of benevolent
slaveholders. Many members of powerful groups choose to ignore or tolerate
abuses of power that they would never directly perpetrate.

No matter how groups are defined, bargaining over distributional outcomes
can create incentives for powerful groups to resist institutional changes that

might increase overall output but reduce their share.*® A large slice of a small
pie can be more satisfying than a small slice of a larger one. Slaveholders in the
United States outlawed the education of slaves because they believed that the

resulting threat to their authority outweighed the potential economic benefits.*’
Individual employers may prefer technical innovations that preserve or increase

their leverage over employees.*® Capitalists as a class may prefer to keep
unemployment high, reducing worker bargaining power, even if such policies
reduce economic growth. Likewise, patriarchs may prefer to keep their wives at
home under their control even at the cost of foregoing their potential earnings in
the labor market.

The dynamics of level versus share—the absolute amount of surplus
generated versus the share of that surplus that can be claimed—can also work
the other way: sometimes a change in the potential size of the pie alters the way
it is divvied up. Not that dispassionate cost-benefit analysis always drives
decisions. People can become addicted to power, clinging to it even when costly
or dysfunctional. Still, economic incentives can alter behavior, reshape
negotiations, and weaken hierarchical institutions. Incentives for change are not
always the byproduct of external events or technological innovation; sometimes
they are created through imaginative forms of collective mobilization and
institutional reform.

Level and Share

The dialectic between efficiency and distribution is neatly illustrated by a
diagram that highlights the distribution of collaboratively produced output. This
diagram, featured in John Rawls’s Theory of Justice and in many models of
household bargaining, provides a way of visualizing both the causes and the

effects of institutional power.49 John Rawls, Amartya Sen, and others have
referred to this process as “cooperative conflict,” since it describes interactions
between two parties who can benefit more from cooperation than from exiting
the relationship.”® Charles Mills correctly points out that this wording makes the
process seem altogether benign and consensual.”! Sometimes the more apt term
is “coerced cooperation.”



The altered wording highlights disparities created by structures of collective
power that cannot be reduced to mere differences in wealth or income. Strategies
of negotiation over institutional arrangements are shaped by fallback positions,
next-best alternatives, or exit options that influence success in making
distributional claims. Groups that gain institutional advantage—whether by
legitimate or illegitimate means—can lock in claims to a larger share of the
gains from cooperation, which, in turn, reinforce their collective power over

social institutions.”> This approach to collective conflict subsumes both the
neoclassically influenced concept of rent-seeking and the Marxian theory of
surplus extraction under a larger rubric of “gain-seeking.”>>

Picture two agents (be they individuals or groups) who are collaborating in
ways that go beyond exchange in a competitive market. Imagine also that there
are significant gains from cooperation, but it is difficult to measure individual
contributions because they are contingent on synergies with others, unpriced

resources, or public goods that cannot be neatly priced.”* As emphasized in the
earlier discussion of reproduction, human capabilities are themselves produced.
Who, then, deserves the credit for what they create? In this context, the
distribution of gains from cooperation is determined by a process of
bargaining.”>

Gains are defined here as economic output, but similar analysis could apply
with other metrics, such as utility or leisure time. Figure 5.1 pictures a
downwardly sloping line, labeled P, representing all possible allocations of a
fixed resource between agents A and B—a kind of cooperative frontier that they
have jointly achieved (technically dubbed a Pareto frontier). The vertical axis
represents the resources available to A. If A receives all the gains from
cooperation, its resources are represented by A;. The resources available to B

can be read off the horizontal axis. If B receives all the gains from cooperation,
its resources are represented by B;. All the points in the space between P and the

axes represent allocations in which either agent could increase its resources
without making the other worse off. All the points on P are efficient in the sense
that no resources are “left on the table.” On this line, the only way for either to
increase its resources is to reduce those available to the other.

Figure 5.1. Bargaining over Shares When Fallback Positions Are Equal
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Both A and B have fallback positions that represent the resources available
to them if they decline to cooperate or exit a cooperative agreement, labeled A,
and B,, respectively. Neither is likely to agree to an allocation of gains from
cooperation that leaves them worse off than they would be on their own, so the
range of feasible outcomes lies on the bold section of P between the two fallback
positions, A, and B,. That both can potentially gain from cooperation does not
deter them from bargaining over the distribution of these gains. In Figure 5.1,
their fallback positions are identical, which explains why the division
represented by the point (A, B;3) is an egalitarian one, and each player gets an
equal share of the resources available.

A slight modification of Figure 5.1 illustrates the implications of unequal
fallback positions. In Figure 5.2, player A has a much stronger fallback position
than player B. As a result, the range of feasible outcomes (those which would



leave both players better off) does not even include the possibility of equal
division. Even if both players equally share the gains from cooperation—at point
A3B; on line P—player B receives a much smaller share. Indeed, player A is
likely to do even better, claiming a share of the gains proportional to the
difference in fallback positions.>®

Figure 5.2. Bargaining over Shares When Fallback Positions Are Unequal
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Figures 5.1 and 5.2 offer a static picture; in reality, bargaining is a dynamic
process. The distribution of gains in an initial round can alter the position of P in
a second round, by influencing either ability or incentives to cooperate to the
fullest. Suppose that B’s fallback is unknown or undetermined, and A offers B a
specific distribution of the gains from cooperation, including one that is quite
unequal (such as a much higher level of A, and a much lower level of B,). An

authoritarian leader might be able to dictate shares at the point of a gun but



would need to impose a penalty, or threat of punishment for exit in order for
cooperation to continue, and this could be costly. If A is a first mover, he or she
might also take subsistence constraints into consideration, ensuring that B
receives a level of resources adequate to survival and continued voluntary or
involuntary cooperation.

This incentive structure suggests a rough lower bound on the distribution of
gains to the least empowered participant: a slaveholder has a vested interest in
not beating or starving all his slaves to death; a capitalist must pay enough to
ensure workers’ long-run subsistence; a patriarch wants to ensure his sons’
survival. However, forms of violence and neglect that are costly to individual
power brokers may prove cost-effective for the dominant group because, as
noted earlier, they exert a disciplinary effect.

Democratic Hierarchy

Democracy is one of many social institutions that mediates these dynamics.
Unlike an authoritarian leader, a democratically elected leader is subject to
replacement. An elected authority is more easily held accountable than one who
is not, even if perfect accountability lies out of reach. What determines the
relative size of the total gains that an authoritarian and a democratically chosen
leader are likely to deliver? If democracy is very time-consuming, if voters make
poor decisions, or if voters block aggressive but potentially lucrative efforts to
appropriate resources from other groups, the cooperative frontier could offer
lower overall gains than that of an authoritarian regime. (In Figures 5.1 and 5.2,
the P line would shift closer to the origin of both axes.)

On the other hand, authoritarian leadership generally requires greater
investments in monitoring and punishment to shore up its distributional
advantage, which could also lower total gains from cooperation. Further, an
authoritarian leader is, by definition, less constrained than democratic leaders
and so is likely to claim a larger share of the gains (like player A in Figure 5.2).
As a result, people subject to authoritarian rule may fare worse than those
subject to democratic rule even if democracy offers a lower overall level of total
potential gains.>’

The very existence of democratic institutions offering superior gains to most
players can weaken authoritarian hierarchies in families and firms, as well as the
polity. As a result, groups that benefit from authoritarian hierarchies based on
gender, race/ethnicity, or class have less to gain from political democracy than
others do. Likewise, citizens of rich countries have less to gain from global
democracy than citizens of poor countries. Anyone in a position of privilege has



an incentive to protect that privilege by denying its very existence.

The intersections of heavily entangled structures of collective power can
have both stabilizing and destabilizing effects, with consequences for processes
of social reproduction that may be unintended. For instance, potential gains from
aggressive use of military power may increase along with a larger population,
which can be achieved through appropriation of women from other groups and
coercive pronatalism. No conspiracy is required: groups that adopt this strategy
may simply prevail over those that do not. As I argue in Chapter 6, this
possibility could help explain why authoritarian hierarchies often include
patriarchal institutions.

On the other hand, the potential gains from accumulation of knowledge and
creative innovation may outweigh those from other sources, creating economic
pressures for more gender-egalitarian, low-fertility institutional regimes that
discourage violent conflict and promote the development of human capabilities.
While this scenario may sound like wishful thinking, it effectively illustrates
possible shifts in collective payoffs that can alter bargaining outcomes. As Bob
Dylan sang, when times are a-changin’, “the first one now will later be last.”

Once structures of collective power are well-established, they become
inflexible and difficult to reform. On the other hand, they often develop a brittle
quality that can shatter under pressure, leading to unpredictable consequences
and, sometimes, collateral damage. Technological change is not the only catalyst
of transformation. Much depends on the success of coalitional strategies that can
enable disempowered groups to take advantage of their expanded bargaining
space. Such strategies cannot be reduced to written agreements or official
realignments. They can also find expression in principles of economic justice
and mutual aid, enacted through cultural contestation, the threat of exit, and the

development of alternative institutions.>

Bargaining and Exploitation

Principles of economic justice and mutual aid are not easily agreed upon, for a
rather obvious reason: they have implications for individual and collective
redistribution. Neoclassical economic theory does not admit of the possibility of
exploitation in voluntary exchange; classical Marxian theory typically locates it
only in capitalist wage employment. Intersectional political economy requires a
more general definition, which democratic principles can provide: exploitation
can be defined as an unfair share of gains from cooperation resulting from the
exercise of power gained by unfair means.



How is “unfair” to be defined? This is not a question to be answered by a
college professor. It should, in principle, be democratically determined. In
practice, we know that perceptions of fairness are themselves influenced by
collective bargaining power, creating a circular problem similar to that which
John Rawls proposed to solve by the imaginary thought experiment of putting
decision-makers behind a “veil of ignorance” that blocked knowledge of their
own identities and interests. Yet the definition of fairness is not entirely
intractable, because it builds on the simple concept of a rule of law. We already
negotiate binding definitions of legal and illegal that are based to some extent on
definitions of fair and unfair, and this negotiation can and will continue,
informed by a better understanding of the consequences for economic
sustainability.

The principle of justice that Rawls espoused challenges unequal outcomes
that do not leave the worst-off members of society better off. This principle
connects quite clearly to the dialectic between the level of economic output and
its distribution. Capitalist institutions historically derived much of their moral
legitimacy from the promise of economic growth, as expressed in the saying “a
rising tide lifts all boats.” The Rawlsian challenge weakens, however, when the
definition of “better off” extends beyond the metrics of income and wealth to
include influence in shaping institutions of collective power. Even if and when
disempowered groups enjoy increased levels of consumption, their potential for
democratic participation and cultural clout may remain impaired, leaving them
vulnerable to future exploitation.

One could interpret this concern for political and cultural as well as
economic outcomes as an extension of the Rawlsian rule. But the concept of
justice cannot be based entirely on consequences. History also matters. Some
forms of collective and individual power are obtained by unfair means, such as
violence, theft, fraud, and exclusion from political representation—violations
conceded even by libertarian philosophers such as Robert Nozick. Marx
described historical processes of expropriation as “written in the annals of
mankind in letters of blood and fire.”>®

Both the direct and indirect effects of force and violence are often
crystallized in the social institutions put into place by them. Expropriation of the
means of production is only one such catalyst. Expropriation of people
themselves through patriarchal rule, institutionalized slavery, and the imposition
of colonial and imperial power, among other historical events, have equally
momentous, long-lasting consequences. Systematic despoliation of common
resources in the physical and social environment, including destabilization of the



global climate, is only the latest addition to this list.

In the end, the definition of what is fair and what is not—Ilike the legitimate
rule of law—can only be established by democratic negotiation. Further, such
negotiation is the only means to devise means and methods of redressing
historical crimes through processes of reparation or reconciliation. Under what
conditions could truly democratic negotiation take place? The answer to this
question remains open. Whether it can be achieved or not depends largely on the
potential for alliances among disparate groups that have experienced many
different forms of disempowerment and exploitation. This potential, in turn, may
depend on a clear picture of the ways in which fractured and overlapping forms
of collective bargaining power influence economic outcomes.

Cumulative Fallback Positions
The availability of visible, viable alternatives is a prerequisite of meaningful

choices.®® Weak fallback positions reduce bargaining power. Figure 5.2
illustrates parameters of empowerment that can lead to unfair allocation of gains
from cooperation. Individuals sometimes overcome group-based disadvantage or
squander group-based advantage, but this does not belie the effect of institutional
structures of collective power on their likelihood of doing so.

A structure of patriarchal institutions reduces the fallback position of
women. Likewise, a structure of racist institutions reduces the fallback position
of groups based on race/ethnicity, and so on. Since individuals belong to many
groups simultaneously, their individual bargaining power is a function of all
their group memberships as well as their individual capabilities and effort. Their
relative advantages or disadvantages do not necessarily cumulate in an additive
or linear way, but it is usually possible to ascertain the sign of the effect: all else
being equal, memberships in socially disadvantaged groups contribute to
individual economic disadvantage.®!

Such disadvantage means that members of such groups are less able to
develop their capabilities or those of their children. It also implies that individual
effort is rewarded less generously for some than for others, potentially reducing
overall effort or diverting it toward activities that create social costs rather than
benefits. In other words, it probably shifts the production frontier pictured in
Figure 5.2 downward, toward the origin, even as it increases the share of output
available to advantaged groups.

Efforts to increase the share of output, rather than its overall size, are
sometimes referred to as “rent-seeking,” because rents are largely a return to
ownership rather than to effort. A more apt and less confusing term is “gain-



seeking.” An increase in total output represents what economists call “value
creation,” whereas an increase in bargaining share, or gain seeking, represents
value extraction—in ordinary language, “making” creates value and “taking”
redistributes it.>” These terms are ideologically contested: conservatives argue
that rich people are makers and poor people, takers, just as they once argued that
men were workers and women, dependents.

Unfair bargaining power is a form of value extraction that encompasses what
Marx described as exploitation. This terminology challenges the distinction that
Erik Olin Wright and most other modern Marxist thinkers make between
oppression and exploitation. Wright argues that the welfare of the oppressor
(unlike that of the exploiter) “depends simply on the exclusion of the oppressed

from access to certain resources, but not on their effort.”®> But the mutual
dependency of groups—their voluntary or coerced cooperation—need not take
the form of direct control of labor; it can take more indirect forms such as
contributions to public goods, willingness to help others, or respect for the rule
of law. The social distancing that helped buffer the effects of the Covid-19
pandemic, for example, required substantial effort on the part of some to help
others. Yet in the United States, the gains from such actions were unequally felt;
racial/ethnic minorities typically suffered much higher levels of mortality.®*
Wright’s distinction between exploitation and oppression remains
meaningful, and discrimination can affect both. Not all economic interactions
can be reduced to bargaining, be it fair or unfair. Some of the most consequential
economic interactions take the form of outright theft, expropriation, injury,
murder, or genocide. At the other extreme, some take the form of gifts. In
between, however, lie many forms of gain-seeking behavior shaped by social
institutions established by profoundly undemocratic means. When exploitation is
defined as unfair advantage, even apparently innocent and impersonal choices
made by those with no evil intent can lead to exploitative outcomes.®”
Patriarchal institutions that increase men’s bargaining power relative to
women in both the family and the labor market lower women’s lifetime incomes,
increase their vulnerability to poverty, and lengthen their total work day. Men
benefit. Racist institutions that increase the bargaining power of whites diminish
the relative access of other racial/ethnic groups to both private wealth and public

services.®® Whites benefit. Partly as a result of imperial legacies, citizens of
affluent countries enjoy more purchasing power and political power than citizens
of the global South; they are also, as a result, buffered from many of the costs
and risks of extreme climate change. And so on. However difficult it may be to
locate different forms of institutional power on horizontal and vertical axes, it is



easy to understand how collective disadvantages reduce available options.

Exploitations

Attention to structures of collective power expands Marxian accounts of
dispossession as a form of primitive accumulation by highlighting the ways in

which coercion can be capitalized into a steady stream of economic benefits.%”
The notion that history matters stands in sharp contrast to libertarian insistence
that voluntary exchange—that is, exchange that does not take place literally at

the point of a gun—is both equitable and efficient.®® It rejects the view that
people can inherit privilege without any responsibility for the ways in which it
was obtained.

Structures of collective power create long-lasting economic legacies,
effectively dramatized by debates over reparations for slavery in the United

States.®® To ask what slavery cost Black Americans as a group is to ask how
much better off they would be if it had never existed or if earlier political
promises to compensate for it had been kept. Such counterfactual thought
experiments offer another way of assessing fairness. Marxian economist John
Roemer argues that workers are exploited if they would be better off
withdrawing from a capitalist economy with their per capita share of total
productive assets.”°

Roemer defines exploitation exclusively in terms of asset ownership, which
has limited application to gender inequality. But his counterfactual reasoning
could easily be extended to include a broader set of social institutions. What if
men had never established property rights over women themselves? What if
women had always had equal access to education, skilled employment, or the
franchise? The list of questions could go on. Building on Roemer, Robert
Goodin aptly proposes a “feminist withdrawal rule” that pertains especially to
the division of labor within partnered households: women are exploited if they
work longer hours than they would if they exited the partnership taking with
them an equal share of all the value created by it, including valuation of time

devoted to family care.”! Such a rule would be difficult to implement in practice,
but it dramatizes the disadvantage resulting from the difficulty of capturing
economic benefits from family care.

Counterfactual reasoning can also be applied to possible future outcomes.
Erik Wright argues that “capitalism systematically generates unnecessary human
suffering—unnecessary in the specific sense that with an appropriate change in

socioeconomic relations these deficits could be eliminated.””> One could
substitute “patriarchal institutions” or “racist institutions” (or other coercive



institutions) for “capitalism” in this claim. Economists who purport to study
trade-offs seldom ask if and when the well-being of the many outweighs the
luxuries of the few.

Not all oppression leads to exploitation. Nor is exploitation necessarily the
more evil of the two. Indeed, sometimes people gain economically by entering
into an exploitative relationship because it represents a better alternative to what
they would otherwise fall back upon. This is exactly why fallbacks—and the
processes by which they are institutionally constructed—are so important.

Fallbacks, Power, and Complexity
The very term “fallback” has a military feel, connoting the best option for
retreat. Socially constructed fortresses of advantage are often built from the
prizes of a prior round of bargaining. Just as large firms can gain market share
and then take advantage of economies of scale to ward off new entrants, groups
can direct their collective winnings toward investments in their own long-run
hegemony, whether by influencing laws and ideologies or simply by
accumulating wealth. Perhaps this is just another way of saying that bargaining
power has many different dimensions, including the power to obfuscate or
habituate its deployment.”>

The notion that social institutions have intersectional effects on the
bargaining power of entire groups of people builds on feminist models of
bargaining between husbands and wives in married households. Whether
described as “extra-environmental parameters,” “genderspecific environmental
parameters,” or as weights placed on individual preferences in a joint utility
function, the effect of social institutions on the allocation of household resources

is now widely recognized.”* Yet attention to household/family dynamics also
warns against overemphasis on purely individual interests: love and affection for
others both mediates individual bargaining and increases the total gains from
cooperation. If I love you, your gain is my gain, at least in part.

Altruism doesn’t eliminate bargaining, but it certainly complicates it. We are
all faced with uncertain and uncomfortable strategic choices: how much do we
really care about people other than ourselves, and how much do others care
about us? How much time and effort should we devote to improving our
individual trajectories, how much to challenging—or reinforcing—exploitative
institutions that constrain those trajectories? The difficulty of answering these
questions demonstrates the limits of formal bargaining models, inviting more
qualitative considerations.

As advertisements for a prominent business training consultant put it, “You



don’t get what you deserve. You get what you negotiate.””> Even this slogan is
too narrow. Not all bargaining is based on negotiation, and not all games end
with contractual agreements. Threats and promises, fakes and feints, persuasion
and coercion, coalition and compromise can take place without participants ever
sitting down together at a table. Even market exchange is often contested.”®

The process of negotiation probably matters as much as the structure of

payoffs.”” Effective bargaining may benefit from rational calculation but is
easily undermined by inadequate information, poor communication, and
emotional dysfunction. (Military strategists refer to these problems as the “fog of
war.”) Explicit bargaining is costly and timeconsuming; it can also create
resentment and ill will. Economists typically assume that outcomes are efficient
in the narrow sense that agents always reach the bargaining frontier—that is,
they won’t block a move that improves another’s outcome if it comes at no cost

to them.”® In the real world, however, spite often trumps reason, invites
retaliation, and leaves both bargainers worse off than they were before: domestic
murders are sometimes followed by the perpetrator’s suicide. On the global
level, the threat of mutually assured destruction—whether as a result of all-out
nuclear conflict or irreversible environmental damage—continues to loom large.

These difficulties explain why social norms are so important: they offer
implicit rules and sometimes explicit solutions to costly forms of disagreement.
How best to divide a pie? “You slice, and I’'ll choose.” Want to avoid a fight?
“Let’s flip a coin.” Yet conformity to existing social norms generally favors

those in already favored positions.”” Once seized, rights to authority and
property are often sanctified by ideology. As Edna Ullmann-Margalit writes, a
norm may “be conceived of as a sophisticated tool of coercion, used by the
favored party in a status quo of inequality to promote its interest in the

maintenance of this status quo.”®® Just as norms of appropriate femininity can
reinforce gender inequality, patriotic norms can justify aggression against
countries, racial pride can fuel white supremacy, and elitist values can legitimate
class disparities.

Norms are often internalized in ways that affect individual preferences and
perceptions. If one bargainer cares more about the other (or about third parties
who may be affected), bargaining outcomes will be skewed in favor of the less
altruistic or more assertive member. In a generalization of the “hidden injuries”
of class, confinement to the bottom of a hierarchy weakens individual and group

agency.! Reminders of inferior social position (known as “stereotype threat”)
can hamper the performance of those who are stigmatized.?? Heteronormative



values as well as homophobic attitudes undermine the confidence of those
labeled deviant. Patriarchal power and colonial power can be poisonously

internalized in remarkably similar ways.?? The view from the top, by contrast, is
empowering—often dangerously so.

Modes of Production vs. Hierarchical Systems

Individuals make strategic decisions constrained by institutional structures of
collective power. These structures do not result purely from class conflict, and
they cannot be reduced to a single mode of production such as capitalism. They
can best be understood as interlocking hierarchies based on many different
dimensions of assigned group membership, including gender. None of these
dimensions is intrinsically more consequential than the others; their relative
importance depends not just on specific economic circumstances, but also on
strategies for building effective coalitions.

The magnitude of top rider problems puts free rider problems in perspective,
and the similarities among different forms of authoritarian hierarchy provide
some clues to their coevolution. The deep legacy of collective conflict in human
history cannot easily be overcome, but rotten dads, rotten employers, and rotten
leaders can be deposed. Ideals of democratic cooperation, equal opportunity, and
mutual aid have sustained successful challenges to many authoritarian
hierarchies, including those that can be described as patriarchal. Moreover, the
empowerment of women prefigures other possible advances toward democratic
governance on a larger scale.



Reconstructed Narratives
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Patriarchal Ascents

Although structures of collective power constitute much of the scaffolding of
human history, our understanding of their institutional construction remains
seriously incomplete. Evolutionary reasoning suggests that hierarchies may
emerge because they provide some advantages to the groups that create them,
allowing them to eliminate, disable, out-compete, or gradually displace other
groups. Speculative accounts of the origin of hierarchy typically dwell on the
implications of productive technologies, comparing gatherer/hunter, pastoral,
agricultural, and industrial societies. These distinctions elide important
variations within these technological categories, minimizing the significance of
the social institutions that govern collective violence, production, and
reproduction.

Early research on the possible origins of patriarchal institutions initially had

little impact outside feminist scholarship but has gradually gained traction.!
Some revisionist applications of Marxian historical materialism bring sexuality

and reproduction front and center.? Likewise, some forays into the time spans of
“big history” incorporate conflicts based on gender and age, noting their
implications for social transitions over vast periods of time from the prehistoric

to the present.® None of these approaches, however, provide a consistent
theoretical framework for analysis of intersectional conflicts.

The historical record reveals multiple interactions among structures of
collective power based on gender and other forms of socially assigned group
membership. In the early stages of human history, patriarchal and other
authoritarian institutions appear to have coevolved under the pressure of conflict



and competition among groups. Despotism, slavery, feudalism, capitalism, and
colonialism did not represent new stages of history or even new pages replacing
old ones. Rather, they created new layers of hierarchy that overlaid and
sometimes altered preexisting inequalities.

Histories of the Patriarchal

Speculation on the links between social evolution and gender inequality has long
animated feminist theorists eager to believe that history was on their side. The
notion that traditional gender roles were anachronistic relics of an earlier era—a
byproduct of economic circumstances and social institutions rather than divine
design—found expression in nineteenth-century social science and historical
research. The more specific argument that patriarchal institutions were linked to
war and other forms of collective conflict has particularly deep antecedents in
the cultural history of Western Europe.

Gender and Evolution
Some early feminists welcomed Darwinian theory as a powerful rebuttal of
religious doctrines of feminine responsibility for original sin and expulsion from

the Garden of Eden.* Charlotte Perkins Gilman, author of the widely read
Women and Economics, published in 1898, argued that social norms
encouraging women to specialize completely in family care were both unnatural

and maladaptive.”> While Darwin was no advocate of women’s rights, his ideas
regarding group selection provided an opening for feminist reasoning. The
sociologist Leta Hollingworth anticipated some of the arguments in this chapter
when she wrote, in 1916:

The fact is that child-bearing is in many respects analogous to the work of soldiers: it is necessary
for tribal or national existence; it means great sacrifice of personal advantage; it involves danger and
suffering, and, in a certain percentage of cases, the actual loss of life. Thus we should expect that
there would be a continuous social effort to insure the group-interest in respect to population, just as
there is a continuous social effort to insure the defense of the nation in time of war. It is clear,
indeed, that the social devices employed to get children born, and to get soldiers slain, are in many

respects similar.®

Thinkers influenced by Friedrich Engels’s Origins of Family, Private
Property and The State have generally attributed gender inequality to the rise of
private property in early class societies.” August Bebel’s earlier work, Woman
and Socialism, however, treated inequalities based on class and gender as
parallel, rather than sequential phenomena, attributing both to the violent



imposition of coercive laws and norms.? Engels’s view may have prevailed
because it was the more optimistic one. It had become apparent that hunting and
gathering societies occupied a large span of human prehistory. If such societies
were entirely cooperative and egalitarian, they set a powerful precedent for
future socialism.

Some gatherer/hunter societies seem to fit this idealized picture, and the
transition to private property may well have consolidated inequalities based on

class and gender.? On the other hand, the claim that gatherer/hunter technology
and the absence of private property and a state automatically guaranteed
egalitarian outcomes seems far-fetched. Patriarchal institutions may well have
preceded the emergence of private property in either land or livestock. Maria
Mies argues that a “predatory mode of production” allowed men to seize surplus

in the form of young women from other groups.!” Riane Eisler describes
neolithic European societies based on partnership between the sexes that were
overrun and overwhelmed by violent authoritarian marauders.!!

All such arguments are handicapped by the difficulty of historically
reconstructing what were essentially prehistoric events. Yet evolutionary
reasoning linking hierarchy to organized violence resonates with iconic episodes
drawn from the ancient history of profoundly patriarchal cultures.

The Spoils of War

The much-studied history of Western Europe reveals potent associations
between war and control over women. The Iliad begins with the theft of a wife
and features a general who hopes to gain divine assistance by cutting his
daughter Iphigenia’s throat. The warriors who besiege and ultimately destroy
Troy compete with one another for concubines. The Amazon Penthesilea wins
Achilles’ respect in hand-to-hand combat, but her defeat relegates women
warriors to the past. In Aeschylus’s classic drama, Iphigenia’s mother kills her
husband in revenge for her daughter’s sacrifice, only to be killed in turn by her
own son.

Roman history also tells a gendered story of collective conflict. As Plutarch
tells it, the men who founded the city of Rome were unable to find wives without
resorting to trickery. They invited the neighboring Sabines to bring their families
to a festival, ambushed them, drove the men away, seized the young women, and
impregnated them. By the time the Sabine men regrouped and returned with
allies to reclaim their kin, many of the women had given birth.'?> The mothers
threw themselves between the armies, begging their fathers and brothers not to
fight the fathers of their newborn children. Their collective gesture was



immortalized by some of the greatest artists in Europe, including Nicolas
Poussin, Jacques-Louis David, and Pablo Picasso.

The abduction of the Sabine women illustrates how maternal commitment
could make rape an effective strategy for individual men (enhancing their
reproductive success) and for groups (effectively increasing their numbers). It
also reveals how allegiances based on kinship could complicate or even
reinforce group inequalities. Control over women’s marriage decisions offered
groups a means of building some alliances and effectively blocking others—a
dynamic that later became central to caste systems, racial boundaries, and

national identities.
The Hebrew Bible, or Old Testament, often placed rape and war under the

same rubric as in “You may enjoy the spoil of your enemies.”'* Under the
leadership of Moses, the Hebrew tribes vanquished the Midianites, seizing their
goods and livestock and killing all but the young women who had never had

sexual intercourse (32,000 in all).!® The text of Deuteronomy 21 specifies that

women taken captive during war could be taken as wives after one month.'® In
the late nineteenth century Friedrich Nietzsche reiterated this ethos in terms that
would later saturate Nazi ideology: “Man shall be trained for war, and woman

for the recreation of the warrior.”!” In this context, recreation carries a double
meaning.

Social Evolutions

Productive efficiency, reproductive fitness, and military power may all
contribute to group success in a variety of ways. Evolutionary psychologists and
neoclassical economists tend to emphasize inherited behavioral propensities or
preferences; feminist psychologists and economists are more likely to emphasize

social institutions.'® These two approaches are not mutually exclusive, a point
emphasized in human behavioral ecology, which points to the dual inheritances

of genes and culture.!® Social institutions mediate the expression of biological
differences as well as their economic consequences.

Evolutionary success does not necessarily imply superior efficiency; it may
result from opportunistic violence rather than from productive or reproductive
capabilities. Murder and theft can lower overall output but benefit their
perpetrators. Human groups have grown rich not only by increasing their own
productive capacity, but also by extracting resources from other groups, two
strategies that have often proved complementary. Moreover, as Tyrannosaurus



rex and other fossilized relics of extinction attest, evolutionary success often
proves temporary.2’

The Behavioral Ecology of Gender

The behavioral ecology of primates and monkeys reveals links between
characteristics of the natural environment, group competition, social
organization, and differences based on sex. For instance, among baboons,
ground dwellers that often stand and fight, males are much larger and stronger
than females; among arboreal monkeys, tree dwellers specialized in evasion and
flight, males and females are physically similar. Behavioral variations are vast.
Differences in dynamics between females and males are significant even among
primates that inhabit only slightly different ecological niches, such as
chimpanzees and bonobos.?!

Evolutionary biology has traditionally emphasized the selection pressures at
work on males, emphasizing their competition for females. A growing literature,
however, emphasizes the selection pressures directly at work on females. Among
species in which offspring are dependent on maternal nurturance and protection
for a prolonged period, maternal intelligence, resourcefulness, and strategic

thinking enhance reproductive success.?? If male success is affected by ability to
manipulate and control females, the opposite is also true: female success is
affected by ability to minimize the adverse effects of such manipulation on their
own reproductive fitness.>> Female primates, for instance, often form coalitions
designed to protect themselves and their offspring from male violence.?*

Attention to sex-based forms of collective action among primates supports
the claim that social institutions mediate the effects of gendered behavioral
propensities. In human societies, memes are especially important relative to
genes: the biological coevolution of male and female strategies is overlaid by the
cultural coevolution of social institutions that can improve both reproductive
success and economic advantage.

Before Sedentary Agriculture
In the gatherer/hunter societies long considered representative of the least
hierarchical stage of human history, women tend to specialize in gathering or
foraging, men in hunting. Most research on their social evolution focuses on the
implications of these technologies of production, lumping all gatherer/hunter
societies together. Recent research, however, shows considerable variation
within this category.

Both gathering and hunting activities can contribute to caloric intake,



complementing one another in terms of nutritional value and seasonality. Gains
to cooperative hunting are often greater with large game (whether stags or
whales) than with small game. Likewise, gains to cooperative gathering may be
greater when forage possibilities are concentrated rather than scattered and

diffuse.?> The relative payoffs to cooperation in a Fruit Hunt game may parallel
those in the stylized game known as Stag Hunt, with a payoff matrix that
conveys the trade-offs between collaboration and going it alone.

Reproductive priorities also come into play. Gathering and foraging are more
complementary with care for dependents than are most hunting activities. When
women work together collecting and preparing food, they can easily share
responsibility for the supervision of young children or the care of sick or frail
adults. The relative costs of caring for dependents are affected by many factors,
including the age at which children can begin to care for themselves (or one
another) and contribute to their own subsistence. For instance, hunting is a skill
that requires years to develop, which implies that male children do not begin to
contribute to adult consumption until a relatively late age.?®

The demographic dynamics of gathering and hunting groups were probably
distinct from those of groups that settled in place. The need to keep on the move
without the assistance of domesticated animals probably made high dependency
ratios costly. Young children must be carried, and an adult cannot easily carry
more than one at a time. As a result, highly mobile groups were likely to limit
their birth rates, encouraging lengthy breastfeeding (which reduces the
probability of conception) and imposing restrictions on forms of sexual

intercourse likely to lead to conception.”’” They may also have resorted to
infanticide. Norms that encouraged the disabled or frail to leave the group—or

be abandoned by it—could also have limited care burdens.?®

Fighting and Stealing

The economic organization of many gatherer/hunter societies may have
contributed to relatively egalitarian gender relations, but variations in weaponry
and social institutions could lead to distinct outcomes, particularly in areas
where intense intergroup conflict emerged. Fighting and stealing, rape and
subjugation could affect both productive and reproductive success.

Marxian scholars such as Eleanor Leacock have often romanticized
gatherer/hunter societies, arguing that their failure to generate a surplus meant
they had little to quarrel over.”® But the archaeological record of early
gatherer/hunter economies reveals a variegated pattern of altruism within groups
combined with considerable fighting among groups, efforts to capture women,



and many violent deaths.3" Egalitarian groups hoping to avoid conflict may have
proved vulnerable to invasion by aggressors who could both expand their
territory and increase their own numbers by seizing women and children.3! As
the Hawk-Dove Game outlined in Chapter 5 suggests, aggressive groups are
most successful when surrounded by groups who are conflict-averse. Jared
Diamond’s riveting account of the Maori extermination of the Moriori provides
a memorable example.’”> The Moroiori islanders, with no experience or
expectation of armed conflict, proved easy prey.

Male specialization in hunting and warfare could have had spillover effects
on gender relations, increasing men’s ability to dominate and physically abuse
women. The most successful warriors are also the most able to threaten and
dominate other group members, and they may parlay that advantage into the

establishment of authoritarian institutions such as hereditary leadership.3?

Intergroup conflict indirectly promotes hierarchical institutions by making it

difficult for individuals to survive on their own, reducing their exit options.
Early examples of warfare technology include archery and the use of

domesticated animals, technologies that reached far beyond the neolithic era.>*
In the Great Plains of the United States, the expert management of horses by
some Native American tribes such as the Comanche allowed them to vanquish

their sedentary neighbors.3> Greek tales of Amazons were likely based on female
Scythian warriors who rode side-by-side with men; a woman on a horse armed

with a bow is deadlier than a man standing with sword alone.3® Perhaps in this
respect Amazons foreshadowed the gendered implications of drone warfare
today—women can click on virtual triggers just as fast as men.

The costs and benefits of war in prehistoric times were probably measured
largely in demographic terms: the high mortality of young adult males versus the
increased fertility that could be achieved through the capture of young adult

females.3” In such circumstances, young men faced a terrible trade-off: the risk
of injury or death was almost certainly greater than the likelihood of individual
rewards. At the same time, the logic of group selection could have delivered
significant advantages to groups in which young men were socialized to fight—
whether or not they had a behavioral propensity to do so.3

The costs of war were also high for women. They were subject to murder,
capture, and rape as well as economic vulnerability resulting from the death of

their partners.>®> A high incidence of warfare may also have reduced their
collective bargaining power relative to men’s. In addition to the reproductive
costs from the loss of sons (higher for mothers than for fathers who could



potentially sire more), both high male mortality and the capture of young fertile
girls would have increased the overall supply of women relative to men,
reducing their bargaining power and making it difficult for them to form
monogamous partnerships. Once established, patriarchal control over women
could contribute to demographic flexibility rather than expansion, enforcing
female infanticide as a kind of safety valve.*

Pastoral economies based on privately owned domesticated animals may also
have facilitated the subordination of women. The economic incentives to
organized theft were magnified by wealth on the hoof. Many pastoral societies
engaged in constant raids, particularly during periods of economic stress such as

drought.*! Theft of large animals could easily have been extended to theft of
young women, and seclusion of these women could have made it easier to
control them. Domestication is a word easily applied to both animals and

people.*? Indeed, in some pastoral societies men obtain wives by paying a bride
price in livestock.*3
Frederick Engels noted that private property increased men’s desire to ensure

paternity of their children, motivating control over women’s sexuality.** Modern
evolutionary theory offers a more specific theory of male mate-guarding, based
on levels of paternal investment that affect the patriarchal bargain. If fathers do
not devote many resources to their biological children—whether as a result of
rape, casual sexual encounters resulting in pregnancy and paternal abandonment,
or community-level support for child-rearing—female partner fidelity may not
significantly affect their reproductive success. If fathers devote substantial
resources to children, however, they seek to ensure that those children are their
own. Male control over private property ensures that the resulting terms of trade
(support in return for fidelity) are favorable to them.

Both gatherer/hunter and pastoral societies that developed patriarchal control
over women could have become more likely to fight, steal, and raid than other
groups.*® They could also have achieved greater regulation of their population
size. The most successful warriors could obtain more women, benefit from their
productive and reproductive services, and further consolidate their authority.*® If
women and men ever lived in a Garden of Eden, it was not Eve’s disobedience
that forced them from it. Nor is there sufficient evidence to conclude that private
property was the original sin.

Not Just Surplus

Sedentary agriculture increased the potential for generating surplus that could
easily be stored and accumulated, providing a greater basis for wealth



accumulation. Many institutionalist economists, as well as some directly
influenced by the Marxian tradition, have emphasized causal links between
agriculture and the emergence of extractive institutions.*” Archaeological
research suggests a more mixed picture, with variable levels of wealth inequality
among gatherer/hunter societies.*® Some early agricultural societies, such as the
neolithic community of Catalhdyiik in what is now Turkey, were apparently
quite egalitarian.*® The Catalhoyiik site also reveals relatively little economic
differentiation between women and men.>°

The potential to generate an agricultural surplus almost certainly promoted
hierarchical institutions, but centralized systems of political control—“states”—
probably emerged from military victories when defeated groups unable to flee or

relocate could not avoid subjugation.”® Sedentary societies were often vulnerable
to external attack. Recorded history provides some clues to prehistoric
dynamics: the thirteenthcentury Mongol leader Genghis Khan allegedly claimed
that he knew no greater pleasure than to vanquish his enemies, steal their
possessions, and impregnate their wives and daughters. A recent summary of his
conquests describes genetic evidence that more than thirty-two million people in

the world today are descended from him.°? It did not take long for this roving
bandit to discover the advantages of settling down. When the Mongol army
conquered northern China in the thirteenth century, one Khan proposed
extermination of the native population until a minister pointed out that taxing
them all would be more profitable.>>

Both economic productivity and military success were influenced by the
organization of reproduction, with possible economies of scale for large
populations in both domains. High birth rates may also have proved
advantageous to groups as an impetus to both technological change and to

territorial expansion.>* Many economists still assume that population growth in
the past was driven largely by changes in mortality, with a constant level of
“natural” or unrestricted fertility, but this Malthusian assumption has been
undermined by evidence of variability in the birth rates of pre-industrial
populations.®®

The economic transition to sedentary agriculture probably encouraged
increased fertility for a number of reasons: infant mortality rates remained high
(and may even have increased) because the advantages of increased caloric
intake were counterbalanced by greater exposure to vectors of contagious
disease. The need for mobility was reduced, and care of children could be
combined with directly productive activities close to home, including hoe



cultivation and care of small animals. Children could contribute to agricultural
work such as watering and weeding at a relatively young age.

The microeconomic incentives built into agricultural technology were
reinforced by patriarchal institutions. Property rights over land gave men
economic leverage over their wives and children, increasing the likelihood of

receiving substantial support in old age.”® At the same time, restrictions on the
economic alternatives available to women outside of marriage limited their
agency within it. While both parents could benefit from increased control over
children, mothers literally bore most of the costs of raising large families.
Coercive pronatalism and compulsory heterosexuality pressured both men

and women to raise as many children as possible.>” The Book of Genesis in the
Old Testament or Hebrew Bible exhorts all to “be fruitful and multiply.” Other
major world religions, including Christianity and Islam, uphold high fertility and
homophobia, promising rewards in the afterlife in return for adherence to their
doctrines. Such promises, encouraging submission to secular as well as religious
authority, have proved especially costly for women.

Hybrid Hierarchies

Could systematic forms of control over women have emerged in the absence of
other forms of collective conflict? Simple hierarchies based on gender and age
alone would likely have proved unstable, susceptible to continuous conflict and
bargaining. More complex, intersecting hierarchies could not eliminate such
costs, but they could reduce them, creating overlapping incentives for
acquiescence. Despotic rulers with the greatest levels of political power typically
enjoyed the greatest access to women’s sexual and reproductive capabilities;

women might comply for the sake of their future children.”® Men subject to the
authority of other men were, perhaps, partially consoled by their authority over
women and children. Structures of collective power impose subtle and enduring
forms of subordination.

Slavery and Patriarchy
As Gerda Lerner and others have observed, it seems likely that the enslavement

of women both preceded and informed the enslavement of men.>® Slavery,
defined as institutionalized control over another person’s body and labor power,
initially emerged in the aftermath of war as an alternative to extermination of the
defeated. Most of the slaves referred to in the Iliad and the Odyssey are women.



In ancient Greece and Rome, enslavement of both women and men—often
foreigners—was relatively widespread.

Though the extent of physical authority over slaves in Greece, Rome, and
elsewhere varied, its abusive and exploitative character was never limited to
mere forced labor on farms or in mines. Slave owners typically demanded sexual
and reproductive services as well. In some areas, infibulation of female slaves—
installation of a metal ring closing the labia majora to prevent intercourse—was

not uncommon.®® Historical evidence suggests that female genital cutting in
northern Africa was originally devised to expedite an extensive slave trade in
concubines whose virginity (and nonpregnancy) had to be guaranteed until their
final sale. Descendants of groups involved in this early trade appear more likely

than others to engage in such cutting today.%! In his comparative study of sixty-
six societies, Orlando Patterson argues that a distinctive feature of slavery was

forced abnegation of family ties, resulting in “social death.”®? Couples could not
form lasting relationships, and children were often separated from their parents.

In Western Europe during the Middle Ages, religious doctrine discouraged
the enslavement of Christians but often justified the enslavement of infidels. As
international trade expanded along with colonization, slaves came to be
harvested, like other raw materials, from vulnerable societies. The demand for
slave labor was fueled by the development of labor-intensive plantation-style
agriculture in new FEuropean colonies, where workers could be closely
supervised and disciplined by overseers. In this context, slave ownership became
a source of significant capital accumulation, contributing to the emergence of
new class differences as well as intense race-based exploitation.®3

The enslavement of “others” reduced the threat that intense exploitation
might otherwise pose to group solidarity. In the eighteenth century, the German
naturalist Johann Blumenbach devised an influential racial classification system
codifying a hierarchy of worth with Caucasians, named after his favorite
European mountain range, at the top.%* In the United States, race was legally
determined by genealogy; evidence of any Black ancestor or, in more colloquial
terms, a single drop of African blood, defined a person as Negro.®® National
origin and race were often conflated, as in the derogatory designation of Irish
immigrants to the United States as “blacks.”%°

The bounty that slavery offered a landed elite engaged in global commodity
trade spawned a particularly vicious and enduring form of racism based on
exploitation in reproduction and production. In French and English colonies,
slave owners wielded virtually complete control over their human chattel,



guaranteeing a cheap supply of sexual services for their owners and
demographic accumulation of labor power/human capital. In the US South, slave
children became a cash crop that became particularly lucrative after the

international slave trade was banned, boosting domestic demand.®”

White slave owners in the United States could sell their own progeny.
Interviews with ex-slaves indicate that whites fathered children in about one out

of every six mother-headed families.%® Elsewhere, slave owners were subject to
stricter regulation. In Spanish colonies, royal decrees influenced by Catholic
doctrine stipulated that slaves could marry, that married couples could not be
separated, and that individuals had the right to purchase their freedom. These
costly legal constraints may have contributed to the relatively early decline of
slavery there.%”

Slave-based systems were often stabilized by a complex overlay of
hierarchies. White women tolerated patriarchal institutions not only because they
perceived no alternatives, but also because class differences pitted them against
one another in competition for alliances with powerful men. Racial privileges
increased their stake in the status quo. Southerners defended slavery as a
familylike institution, but whatever affective bonds developed between the
masters and mistresses of the plantation and their chattel were tenuous at best.
Ideological justifications took elaborate forms, often based on assumptions of
natural inferiority.

Still, wherever slavery existed, collective resistance was sometimes fortified
by intersectional dynamics. Ancient Greek history offers a parable of sorts. In
the late eighth century B.C.E., the Spartans conquered their neighbors, the
Messenians, taking control over their land and their labor. Because Messenian
slaves were prone to revolt, control over them required the virtually permanent
military mobilization of Spartan men. Spartan women, left largely on their own,
took considerable responsibility for the administration and management of
agricultural estates. Perhaps as a result, they gained far greater rights to property
ownership than their counterparts elsewhere in Greece.”°

Spatial segregation affected the organization of reproduction, as well as
production. Often separated from their husbands, Spartan wives typically bore
fewer children than other Greek women, reducing the growth rate of a
population already lowered by war-related mortality. Over a period of more than
two centuries, the relative decline of the Spartan population reduced the relative
size of the Spartan fighting force, and the Messenians finally overthrew their
masters. In the wake of the resulting military demobilization, the property rights

of Spartan women were restricted and gradually reverted to the Greek norm.”"



The end of slavery in the United States was also inflected by intersectional
dynamics. The Civil War broke out as a dispute over states’ rights as well as the
legitimacy of slavery itself. Economic differences between the North and the
South pitted two very different wealth-owning classes against one another. In the
North, popular outrage against the institution of slavery was fueled by Harriet
Beecher Stowe’s popular book, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, a tale of the forced
separation of slave mothers and fathers from their children. The conduct of the
war itself pushed President Lincoln to the then-controversial signing of an
Emancipation Proclamation that resulted in a huge redistribution of wealth from
slave owners to slaves themselves.

Patriarchal Feudalism

European historians have long used the term “feudalism” to describe Western
European hierarchies that relied heavily on forms of coercion that fell short of

slavery but restricted the mobility of a rural peasantry.”? Inherited property
rights in land, forced labor, and military conscription allowed lords and ladies
alike to prosper at the expense of those who grew their food and served their
tables. Yet ladies had far less scope for individual choice than their lords, and
peasant women, despite their important economic contributions, remained
subject to male authority, violence, and harassment.”>

Class hierarchy sometimes overrode gender hierarchy, as when lords laid
sexual claim to the brides of their subordinates. Many variations were evident.
The English monarchy (unlike the French) allowed women to rule as queens in
the absence of a male heir. In general, however, monarchs reinforced the
authority of most men over most women and children in return for obeisance to
their own power as head of a metaphorical household—a patriarchal quid pro
quo.

Until the late seventeenth century, patriarchalism was a largely unchallenged
tenet of European political thought.”* The French philosopher Jean Bodin
described fathers and kings in parallel terms.”® Sir Robert Filmer’s Patriarcha,
published in 1680, eloquently defended the divine right of inherited male
authority.”® It described men as children of a heavenly father ruled by his
representatives in the flesh. Filmer purported to trace the lineage of the King of
England to the first Adam and attributed men’s dominion over women and
children to Adam’s birthright.””

Patriarchal feudalism created strong pronatalist pressures that almost
certainly contributed to high birth rates and, when mortality subsided, population
growth. In a labor-intensive economy based largely on cooperation among kin,



more children meant more workers, and more workers meant more surplus.
Religious doctrines restricted women’s opportunities outside marriage, sanctified
their subordination within it, and prohibited sexual practices unlikely to result in
conception. Contrary to Malthusian reasoning, the resulting population growth
did not always lead to immiseration. On the contrary, it often stimulated
technological change, including improvements in agriculture such as draining of
swamp land and terracing of fields.”®

High fertility also helped guarantee a large supply of labor, reducing the
bargaining power of workers as a group. External demographic shocks tended to
undermine hierarchical institutions. The devastating effects of the Black Death
plague in fourteenth-century Europe empowered peasants and weakened the grip

of feudal elites.”? Orphaned daughters and widows, in particular, gained new
access to property. Silvia Federici argues convincingly that the intensified
persecution of witches—primarily women—during this period represented a
ruling class effort to reassert patriarchal—and pronatalist—control over women.

Oddly, however, Federici absolves men of any agency in this process,

explaining their collusion as the result of “propaganda and terror.”® She never
explains why capitalism itself “demanded a genocidal attack on women” or
which capitalists, exactly, she is referring to in a society dominated by feudal

and semi-feudal relations of production.?! Her riveting account of organized
violence against women is more consistent with an intersectional approach in
which the class interests of landholders and the gender interests of men
overlapped in lethal ways.

It seems likely that the quantitative impact of plagues overshadowed the
demographic impact of witch hunts and weakened patriarchal institutions in
Europe relative to those in other regions of the world. Still, these institutions
remained in force, and as population growth gradually regained its momentum,
opportunities for expanding cultivation narrowed. In some areas, families found
it difficult to provide adequate land to support the next generation, and
fragmentation of land holdings contributed to the immiseration of the rural
population.

Under these circumstances, the very institutions that allowed the elderly to
recoup some of their investments in the younger generation by relying on them
for support proved adaptive. By discouraging early marriage (and withholding
the transfer of property or use-rights required to make it feasible), fathers
increased the gap between generations and improved chances of future

prosperity.8? The Catholic Church provided a place for unmarried sons and
daughters, enforcing their celibacy as monks and nuns, while institutionalized



prostitution provided a carnal safety valve for men.

The very imbrications of patriarchal feudalism in Europe lent it resilience.
Control over women’s sexual and reproductive lives, never absolute, nonetheless
reinforced class-based forms of economic and political power based on
inheritance of property. The opposite was also true: class power, for the most
part, enforced gender power. Yet despite these forms of exploitation—and
perhaps partly because of the particular forms they took—Western Europe
achieved gradual improvements in its collective military and economic
capabilities that positioned it for later capitalist development and imperial
domination.

Patriarchal Hybrids Outside Europe
The class-based hierarchies that emerged in many areas of the world outside
Europe also perpetrated patriarchal authority over women and children, taking a
variety of overlapping forms. While egalitarian arrangements sometimes
survived in their interstices, large-scale states imposed centralized cultural, as
well as political control. The emergence of major world religions testified to
homogenizing forces that often took a patriarchal form.

In China, Confucian principles dictated women’s Three Subordinations: as
daughters, to their fathers; as wives, to their husbands; as widows, to their eldest

sons.?3 Male household heads enjoyed property rights over their children.®*
Rapid demographic expansion in China between the seventeenth and nineteenth
centuries (as in some other regions of the world) was curbed by female
infanticide. A detailed study of demographic trends in one province between
1774 and 1873 reveals consistently tilted sex ratios that could not have been
achieved by any other means.?°

Confined to social roles that offered them no other path to prosperity, women
sometimes took action that perpetuated their own collective subordination. The
history of foot-binding in China provides a case in point. A crippling practice
initially encouraged by the nobility sometime between the tenth and thirteenth
centuries, it gradually spread to other classes and other regions; by the early
nineteenth century more than half of all Chinese women had suffered a
permanent mutilation that caused excruciating pain, endangered their health, and
restricted their mobility. The resulting disability limited their ability to work
outside the home and helped enforce their seclusion and fidelity.

Only the poorest families, most reliant on women’s participation in
agricultural labor, seemed willing to spare their daughters’ feet. The custom of
foot-binding persisted for centuries, only to be abruptly undone in the early



twentieth century when a group of influential men publicly announced that they
would never marry a woman with bound feet. Their actions tipped mothers
toward the hope their daughters might actually fare better if they defied
tradition.8¢

In India, the elaborate caste system of Brahminic Hinduism relied heavily on
family control over marriages and female sexual behavior as a way of
simultaneously enforcing subgroup identities and bolstering male authority. In
the early twentieth century, B. R. Ambedkar insisted that patriarchal institutions
such as sati (self-immolation of widows) and denial of property rights to women
served the interests of privileged castes. Female compliance was achieved
through a “combination of consent and coercion.”®” That caste rules regarding
both endogamy and the division of labor have varied considerably over space
and time is hardly surprising: these were institutions whose economic rewards
were often contingent on specific circumstances.?®

In the Middle East, Islamic doctrines with less explicit rules regarding
gender helped unify otherwise disparate groups. The actual letter of religious
texts such as the Quran had far less impact on family law than interpretations

proffered by political and religious authorities.? While some economists argue
that Islamic family law impeded economic development, hegemonic patriarchal

institutions in other regions of the world did not cause long-term blockages.>
Intersectional forces in the Middle East were distinctive: economies based
largely on extraction of highly monopolized oil resources, combined with
multiple forms of international interference, channeled a defensive ideological
response into patriarchal practices that discouraged productive investment.”!

The terms of patriarchal bargains vary enormously over time, but the basic
parameters for women are remarkably similar: submission to men and
specialization in family care in return for a modicum of economic support. The
stability of this bargain depends in large part on the viability of other options.
While these options are circumscribed by the physical and technological
environment, they are also influenced by the formation of coalitions capable of
modifying interlocking structures of collective power.

Patriarchal Colonialisms

Between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, European countries converted
their geographic and economic advantages into military capabilities that often, in

turn, reinforced their economic success.”®> The record of collective



aggrandizement by force and violence, including enslavement, belies cheerful

accounts of the “rise of the West” based largely on entrepreneurial innovation.?
Historical accounts of the impact of the slave trade on European capital
accumulation prefigured the emergence of postcolonial scholarship that
documents both the material and ideological legacies of colonialism.>*

It is difficult to determine what portion of the extracted surplus fed the
process of capital accumulation. Colonization sometimes poisoned its
perpetrators, as when vast appropriations of silver and gold from the Incas led to

crippling inflation in Spain.?® Imperial power also funneled vast riches into the

maws of corrupt monarchs.”® Yet in many instances, colonization empowered an
emerging class of traders, investors, and entrepreneurs capable of generating
significant ongoing economic gains. Colonial powers often brandished the
potential benefits of global power to their subaltern populations, promising them
ample compensation for their subordination. Their marketing of the putative
benefits of modernity enhanced their ability to divide, conquer, and control

entire countries.”’

Colonial Fatherhood

Conquest alone was never sufficient to establish institutional control over vast
new geographies. Colonization required strategic political administration and
ideological justification as well as military power. European gender ideologies
were often grafted onto preexisting roots and cultivated on a trellis of
intersectional tensions. Colonists sometimes sought to destabilize the patriarchal
institutions they encountered in order to assert their moral authority and impose
their own favored forms of hierarchical control.

In a profound illustration of divide-and-conquer strategy, the Spanish
conquest of Mexico was advanced by alliances with ethnic groups chafing under
Aztec imperial domination and by female defection. After one of his early
military victories, Hernan Cortes received a tribute of twenty female slaves,
including a woman who became his lover, the mother of his son, his interpreter,
and his advisor. Known as La Malinche, she became a symbol, to Mexicans, of
treason against her own people. The definition of “her own people,” in this
instance, apparently refers to those who sold her into slavery for use as military
tribute.

While colonization typically generated disproportionate benefits for those at
the top of intersecting hierarchies of nation, race/ethnicity, and class (including
many wives and daughters), it was typically regulated in ways that reinforced
patriarchal authority over women. For instance, the ruling elites of Spain and



Portugal, fearing a loss of population, severely restricted female immigration to
the New World. As a result, in sixteenthcentury Latin America, European men
outnumbered European women by more than ten to one.”® Native populations
were devastated by the combined effect of military subordination and
immunological vulnerability; European men enjoyed virtually unrestricted
access to the women who survived, resulting in the rapid growth of a mestizo
population.

The explicit rules of Catholic marriage, however, were held in abeyance. As
early as 1549, the Spanish Crown passed a law excluding persons with any
Indian ancestry from inheritance of land grants, or encomiendas, regardless of

the legitimacy of their birth.®? In one historian’s words, the mestizo race was
born of the “intercourse of white men and Indian women outside the pale of

matrimony.”!%° The term “mestizo” itself came to be virtually synonymous with
“illegitimate.” Paternal contributions to the support of their children were
entirely voluntary and seldom reliable.

In similarly sexualized colonial encounters, some European companies in
charge of overseas enterprises in the Pacific, such as the Dutch East Indies
Company, hired only single men. While encouraging concubinage, they
discouraged marriage by prohibiting European men with native wives and
children from return to Holland.'®! By one estimate, unmarried men living with
Asian women represented almost half of the European male population of the
Indies in the 1880s. Children born of these unions had no legal claims on their
fathers’ income, and European feminists expressed both outrage and concern

over their plight.'%? Giacomo Puccini’s famous opera, Madame Butterfly, which
premiered in Europe in 1904, dramatized the vulnerability of Japanese women
deceived by false promises of commitment.

The so-called Eurasian population became a problem in India in the late
eighteenth century, when posts within the East India Company became
increasingly attractive to British applicants. A policy adopted in 1791
discouraged ethnic mixing by banning Eurasians from higher grades of the army
and civil service, claiming that Indians themselves looked down on those of

mixed blood and would not take orders from them.!%® Even when such official
obstacles were lowered, the British managed to keep Eurasians, not to mention
Indians themselves, on the lowest levels of the occupational hierarchy.

In 1810 the colonial government’s Medical Board recommended giving
soldiers easy access to prostitutes and encouraging them to “attach themselves

individually to individual women.”!%* High-level company administrators and



major landowners, on the other hand, conformed to British upper-class
conventions. They could consort with whom they pleased, but they avoided both
attachments with and commitments to those beneath them.

Colonizers may have deceived themselves, as well as their subject
populations, by racist doctrines and religious allegiances that disguised the
realpolitik known as “might makes right.” Patriarchal ideology proved
remarkably malleable, suggesting, for instance, that native populations, like
children, needed calm and capable elders to rescue them from paganism and

barbarism.!'%> The English political economist James Mill famously argued that
English women did not need the vote because their fathers, brothers, and
husbands would represent their interests. He offered a perfectly parallel

explanation of paternalistic British rule in India.'°® The French added maternal
solicitude to the picture, carried to laughable extremes in William Adolphe
Bouguereau’s 1883 painting, Motherland, in which Marianne, the symbol of
France, embraces an assortment of children with skin and hair of different
shades.

Dispossession and Segregation

The gendered consequences of colonization differed when European migration
was family-based. Settler colonialism created distinctive structures of collective

powelr.107 In South Africa, Kenya, Rhodesia, and Zambia, class differences
among white settlers were less pronounced than elsewhere, and sanctions against
intermarriage with Africans were severe. As a result, little racial mixing took
place. Government policies such as poll taxes were designed to drive African

men into wage employment, providing a cheap source of agricultural labor.!
African women were largely limited to employment in domestic service or
prostitution. 19

Ethnographic accounts of the relative position of women among indigenous
African tribes have often proved unreliable, based on observations over a period

of rapid adjustment to new conditions, including, obviously, external threat.!1"
In general, European authorities in the colonial era seemed willing to challenge
aspects of traditional tribal authority that gave elder men control over the
marriages of their children, but were reluctant to encourage actions that might
otherwise empower women.!''! In early Tanganyika, colonial policies toward the
Maasai, based on the presumption that only men owned cattle, almost certainly
diminished women’s economic opportunities.!!? Like settler governments in
South Africa, the Rhodesian government in what is now Zimbabwe adopted
policies that made it difficult for women to migrate to urban areas, leaving many



confined to native reserves.!'® Such policies of spatial gender segregation had
long-lasting and disruptive effects on African family life.!14

In Australia, the ratio of available land to people was quite high, and
aboriginal populations were commonly driven into the periphery where they
engaged in sporadic employment combined with subsistence foraging. In the
United States and Canada, the process of dispossessing Native Americans (or
First Peoples, as the Canadians put it) was more complex, involving military
mobilization and state policies designed for relocation and confinement. The
threat of war forced tribes into a weak negotiating position, leading to their
confinement and immiseration on reservations.1°

With the exception of Palestine, politically dismantled by the creation and
territorial expansion of Israel, many countries of the Middle East experienced a
form of colonization motivated primarily by strategic military concerns and
access to a wealth of fossil fuels. For the most part, colonial powers focused on
the cooptation and manipulation of existing elites, often taking advantage of
tribal and religious divisions and reinforcing patriarchal and feudal institutions.
Economic development, based primarily on rents for natural resources, did little
to encourage changes in the social relations of production.

Description of these circumstances motivated Deniz Kandiyoti’s concept of a
patriarchal bargain, or what Suad Joseph terms a gentleman’s agreement to
convert religious laws into state laws, reinforcing traditional forms of
authority.''® Women’s participation in this bargain was shaped not only by their
lack of viable alternatives, but also by a larger sense of vulnerability to external
control and outside attack. The political and cultural condescension of the West
helps explain a political slogan that embeds intersectionality in metaphors of
kinship: “My Arab brother before my Western sister.”!1”

Challenges to male authority were seldom strategically viable when entire
groups were under attack. As a result, female resistance to colonization itself has
been interpreted as a “kind of subterranean, unrecognized form of feminism,”

because it represented a form of collective resistance to external control.!18

Expansion and Globalization

As evolutionary biologists have observed, isolated ecosystems buffered from
outside competition often develop in divergent but similar ways. Many of the
famous literary utopias of the West, including Plato’s Atlantis and Francis

Bacon’s New Atlantis, flourished on islands.''™® The shipwrecks of two great
heroes of early eighteenth-century English literature, Robinson Crusoe and



Lemuel Gulliver, thrust them into environments entirely different from their
own. One man became an icon of rational economic man, easily able to survive
on his own. The other became an icon of ethnographic curiosity, comparing the
morals of Lilliputians to Brobdingnagians.

Both these fictional characters distracted attention from the larger drama.
Colonization was an extension of earlier processes of intergroup competition and
conflict in which gender played a central part. As the many literal and figurative
islands of the world came into greater contact with each other through trade,
many began to bargain over the terms of their engagement. The biggest share of
the gains was not captured by the most rational or the most productive, but by
the most powerful. Their power derived not only from military prowess and
accumulated wealth, but also from interlocking structures of collective power
that relied heavily on patriarchal institutions.

Colonization delivered economic advantages that were as much cause as

consequence of capitalist development.!?? The resulting fruits were distributed
quite unequally, but often in effectively cooptive ways, trickling down from top
to bottom in ways that dampened resistance to authority. The promise of just-
enough prosperity, even if only intermittently fulfilled, often seemed to justify
subordination. If the resulting tensions remained in check, however, they also
remained poorly understood and largely unresolved.



7

Capitalist Trajectories

The transition to economic systems heavily reliant on capitalist institutions
proved variable, complex, and incomplete. Some outcomes were happy ones,
offering potential benefits to everyone. Technological change shifted the
frontiers of production, expanding potential output and increasing the returns to
education and innovation. Reproductive results also improved, with a
lengthening of life expectancy and enhanced ability to control reproductive
outcomes. Many women found new avenues for empowerment.

Some outcomes of capitalist development, however, were devastating for a
large percentage of the global population. Divergent patterns of economic
success gave some countries the ability to prey on others and fueled the
expansion of the Transatlantic slave trade. A disproportionate share of the
payoffs to increased investment were channeled to groups that already had a firm
grasp on collective power, intensifying differences in wealth ownership.
Meanwhile, nineteenth-century political economists celebrated the male pursuit
of individual self-interest but insisted that married women should remain angels
of the home.

The cumulative effects fit Joseph Schumpeter’s vision of “creative
destruction,” the “process of industrial mutation that incessantly revolutionizes
the economic structure from within, incessantly destroying the old one,

incessantly creating a new one.”’ Schumpeter’s concept of economic structure,
however, was a simplistic and narrow one, constituted only by capitalist firms.
Even more profound changes took place in the institutional structures governing
the interface between production and reproduction. Class conflicts were



interlaced with many other forms of collective contention.

When traditional patriarchal ideologies reigned supreme in Western Europe,
rationales for discrimination against women in the labor market were stated as
seemingly obvious truths. As Andrew Ure put it in 1835, the low level of wages
offered women in factory employment was entirely desirable because it “tends to
make household duties their most profitable as well as agreeable occupation, and
prevents them being tempted by the mill to abandon the care of their offspring at

home.”? In 1890, the English economist Alfred Marshall argued that women’s

participation in wage employment would make them unfit for motherhood.?
Economists like him urged men to seek their fortune in the emerging
marketplace but reiterated women’s moral obligation to dedicate themselves to
the care of others. Even today, economists sometimes rationalize gender
inequality as a soulful manifestation of women’s altruistic preferences.

Synergies

If all societies are capitalist, then capitalist imperatives tell us little about the
hugely important variations among them. Over the last two hundred years, many
now-affluent capitalist countries expanded democratic governance, outlawed
slavery, reformed patriarchal law, implemented social insurance, and enjoyed
economic growth. Some moved in these directions more successfully and more
equitably than others. Variation has also been pronounced in what Chandra
Mohanty refers to as “the Two-Thirds World” inhabited by the majority of the

world’s population.* Countries that evaded or minimized colonial control
prospered sooner and more easily than others. Some Asian countries developed
statemanaged but market-driven economies that defy standard definitions of
either capitalism or socialism.

Whatever labels are attached to them, most economic systems are
characterized by significant group-based differences in bargaining power, and
members of groups with the least bargaining power are generally the cheapest
source of paid and unpaid labor. Wage earners are typically paid far less than
they could have garnered as co-owners or co-managers but more than those left
behind or excluded from employment. Competition for jobs, exacerbated by the
threat of unemployment, has often given workers pecuniary incentives to
exclude or restrict entire categories of potential fellow workers. Early growth in
wage employment in Europe and the United States yielded better jobs and higher
wages for white men than for other groups.



In traditional Marxian theory, the reserve army of labor weakens the power
of the working class by reducing its bargaining power. A more intersectional
approach outlined by Rhonda Williams in 1987 foreshadows modern
stratification economics, insisting that reserve-army effects are compounded by

nonclass differences.” Even workers who believe their employers exploit them
may find it strategically advantageous to exclude other workers willing to work
for lower pay. Unless labor markets are tight, employers have little to lose in the
short run and much to gain in the long run from divide-and-conquer strategies
that stratify the labor force. Intersectional conflicts among workers are
compounded by intersectional complementarities among employers and
managers, typically more homogeneous in gender, race/ethnicity, and
citizenship.

Overlaps

Capitalism can be, and has been, defined in a number of ways: as a system based
on a drive for profits, on private ownership of the means of production, on

market exchange, or on wage labor.® The definition chosen largely determines
the chronology of the putative transition to capitalism. The first, broadest
definition, based on motives of the “greed is good” variety, locates the transition
at a very early date, spreading like some cultural virus that infects everything it
touches. The last definition, based on a particular way of organizing work,
implies a transition that takes place much later in time, remains incomplete even
in affluent countries, and shows signs of faltering in much of the world as wage
employment stagnates.

Both the definition and the timing matter. If all actions aimed at individual
and collective aggrandizement are defined as capitalist, then capitalists
obviously take the blame for all forms of exploitation. Yet, as indicated in the
previous chapter, collective dispossession by warfare reaches far back in human
history. Many of the predations that Marxian scholars have described as
primitive accumulation did not immediately precede a transition to capitalism,
and they continued to take place long after that transition was supposedly
achieved.” Early patriarchal and slave-holding societies may not have
maximized something they called profits, but they delivered lucrative flows of
surplus to privileged subgroups.

Much postcolonial scholarship reaches beyond traditional Marxian accounts
of the transition to capitalism by emphasizing the confounding effects of
imperial domination. Yet even this scholarship seems to credit capitalism with
the very invention of exploitation.® Similarly, some Marxist feminists inserting



“patriarchy, racism, colonization and imperialism” into their narratives describe
capitalism as the larger category that contains all these.? By making it the larger
category, they imply that it is the more important target. Tithi Bhattacharya
eloquently insists that social reproduction theory shows the “organic totality of
capitalism as a system.”!? Yes, it shows an organic totality, but one in which
institutions that long predated capitalism enjoy some partial autonomy within it.

Intersectional political economy, by contrast, treats capitalist exploitation as
a particularly potent form of wealth accumulation that emerges within
multilayered structures of collective power, often with contradictory effects.
Profit maximization that leads to the accumulation of financial capital is a
powerful force, but it is not the only historical force at work. Indeed, it typically
relies on the concentration of institutional authority in the hands of an alliance of
relatively privileged groups able to gain and maintain power. Fractal forms of
inequality make it difficult for disempowered groups to overcome their
differences and challenge authoritarian exploitation.

Reconsideration of the historical process of proletarianization—the rise of
wage employment—Ilends support to this view. Even in the now-affluent
capitalist countries, this process took place slowly and unevenly. With some
exceptions, such as soldiers, domestic servants, and farm workers, wage earners
remained relatively uncommon until the sixteenth century in Great Britain. In
many other parts of Europe, wage employment began to grow substantially only
in the nineteenth century; even so, family-based farming and artisanal
production remained significant, particularly in France.!!

Debates over living standards in Great Britain and the United States during
the heyday of proletarianization have focused almost entirely on trends in real
wages. Yet detailed historical research shows that women’s nonwage (and often

nonmarket) work made important contributions to family consumption.'? Then,
as now, the conceptual vocabulary of political economy overstated the
predominance of wage employment: census-takers and statisticians were urged
to regard the nonmarket work of housewives and mothers as unproductive,
deflecting attention from their contributions and justifying their subordination as
dependents.!?

The officially designated “labor force” excludes those providing unpaid
services to family and friends. The quantitative dimensions of proletarianization
are usually traced by considering the percentage of wage earners (compared to
small proprietors and the self-employed) in paid employment. The share of wage
earners in the total working-age population would be a more relevant measure,
yet it has seldom, if ever, been officially calculated. Even when limited to men



alone, the wageearner share shows surprising trends in an era usually described
as mature capitalism. In the United States, the percentage of men between the
ages of eighteen and sixty-four who were employed for wages peaked at 75
percent in 1970 and had declined by 2013 to 64 percent, a result of expanding
educational enrollments, early retirement, and declining real wages.

Women moving into paid employment have long been described as new
entrants into the labor force, as though they were doing nothing before. The
reallocation of their time from uncounted to “counted” work helped artificially
boost gross domestic product (GDP). Estimates of the market value of women’s
nonmarket work in the United States from the nineteenth century onward show
that the rate of growth of total output was significantly lower than that of

“counted” output.'® Married women poured into wage employment in the second
half of the twentieth century, boosting measured growth and making the golden
age of US capitalism seem more golden than it actually was. The surge slowed

in the 1990s and peaked in 2000 at about 60 percent of prime-age women.'® Not
incidentally, the GDP growth rate slowed about that time as well.

That proletarianization itself is less important than its diverse forms and
consequences is confirmed by the experience of most countries of the global
South. Increases in formal employment have proved quite uneven, heavily

influenced by particular circumstances as well as by globalization and trade.!”
Many workers languish in subsistence agricultural production or precarious
livelihoods in the urban informal sector. Most workers in low-income countries
who are self-employed have no other way to feed themselves and their

families.!® The slow (even nonexistent) pace of job creation undermines the
cheerful view that economic growth will automatically empower women. In
India, for instance, the paid labor force participation of women in urban areas
has remained about 18 percent since the 1980s, despite relatively rapid growth in

both women’s education and GDP per capita.'® In China, married women’s paid
labor force participation has declined since the early 1990s.%°

Some Marxian scholars have argued that capitalist accumulation requires
women’s unpaid work and manages to draw surplus from all noncapitalist

spaces.’! But a global labor surplus vitiates the need for workers, much less
unpaid work, even as it reduces workers’ bargaining power. One could as easily
argue that capitalism, as traditionally conceived, has proved both less successful
and less hegemonic than anticipated and is proving unable to generate the overall
gains in output it once promised in return for obeisance to its rules. Wage
employment accounts for 86 percent of all official employment in high-income



countries, but only 54 percent of total global employment. The global remainder
is comprised of employers (3 percent), own-account workers (32 percent), and

contributing  family = workers (10  percent).?> Unemployment and
underemployment are particularly serious global problems for youth between the
ages of fifteen and twenty-four.?>

Even today, unpaid work plays a crucial role, dramatized by the global return
to home-based care and provisioning occasioned by the Covid-19 pandemic. A
colossal decline in market demand for restaurant services and gasoline took
place as people began cooking more of their own meals and travelling less. Even
before the pandemic struck, estimates from many affluent countries showed that
the total amount of time devoted to nonmarket work (or, in Marxian parlance,
the production of use values) was approximately equal or slightly greater than

the amount of time devoted to market work.>* Indeed, as per capita income
increases, the share of unpaid work in total work does not generally decline: in
poor countries the need to grow sufficient food or earn sufficient income
necessary for subsistence often takes precedence over unpaid childcare
activities.?”

The surprisingly tenacious role of households as units of production and
reproduction explains why patriarchal property rights over land and housing
continue to exert significant influence in many regions. Even in countries of

South Asia where legal reforms have improved rights of female inheritance and

co-ownership, men enjoy far greater de facto control over land than women.2°

The process of extending actual rather than merely theoretical ownership rights

to women in Latin America remains incomplete, and gendered patterns of land

ownership and control characterize much of rural Africa.?’

Wage earners without access to substantial human or financial capital inhabit
an economic system that constrains their choices and leaves them vulnerable to
exploitation. Yet wage employment often benefits from economies of scale and
scope that make it more remunerative than any other form of work, even when
workers are paid less than the value of their contributions. Wage earners
themselves often hire domestic servants (often members of groups
disadvantaged by race/ethnicity or citizenship), and they depend heavily on the
unpaid work of others to convert their wages into the services they need. These
tangled social relations suggest that many different forms of exploitation can—
and often do—coexist with variable forms of solidarity and mutual aid.

Convergent Class and Gender Interests

A closer look at one particular episode in the classical transition-tocapitalism



literature is telling. Economic historians have dwelt at length on the experience
of Great Britain in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The early
advent of factory production led to heated conflict between employers and
workers over wages and working conditions. Yet male employers and male
workers shared a common interest in patriarchal institutions that were already
well in place.”® The early piecework system provided married women with
income-earning opportunities that neither interfered with their domestic
contributions nor threatened the authority of male household heads. The first
recruits to wage employment were youngsters who handed much of their
earnings over to their parents, reducing pressures on parents to cover the costs of
their subsistence.?®

With increased enclosure of common land and declines in the viability of
home-based production, more adult men were forced into factory employment,
and the downsides of reliance on wages intensified. Public policies and
technological changes helped create a large reserve army of labor that weakened
the bargaining power of wage earners as a class. Factory employment made it
difficult for women to effectively combine productive and reproductive work;
adult children became more likely to leave their homes and communities of
origin; speed-up on the factory floor, restrictions on child labor, and new
educational requirements made it difficult for young children to contribute to
family income. Many working-class families struggled to adjust, and women
were indirectly affected. Still, men, whether single or married, continued to
enjoy greater access to skilled occupations and a male wage premium.>°

Capitalist employers could have hired women for traditionally male jobs at
little more than traditionally female wages. They had several possible reasons
not to do so, and, instead, to partition their labor force by gender. As men, they
had a personal stake in patriarchal institutions that privileged them within their
own families and communities. As employers and citizens, they had a stake in
the quantity and quality of their country’s future labor force, to which wives and
mothers contributed. (Some employers also recognized the potential benefits of

child labor laws and public education.)?! As employers, they anticipated anger
from male workers should they attempt to replace them by women, and they
preferred to keep workers divided.

Other intersectional motives reinforced occupational segregation and pay
discrimination. Male-dominated trade unions organized around the concept of a
breadwinner wage that helped buttress patriarchal authority.3? Even though such
wages remained out of reach for most men, they resonated with the imperfectly
realized ideal of working-class family life as a heroic source of resistance to



capitalist exploitation.3> The notion that their own sisters, wives, and daughters
might be disadvantaged by such a bargaining strategy remained literally
unfamiliar: those women belonged at home, cooking meals and doing laundry.
Outright discrimination limited the economic independence that women
could achieve. Their occasional refusal to exit wage employment upon marriage,
often dictated by economic desperation, occasioned moral outrage and cultural
panic. In his Condition of the Working Class in England, Friedrich Engels
warned of increased child mortality, the destruction of family life, and the

“unsexing” of unemployed husbands by their breadwinning wives.?* Similar
concerns were vividly expressed by William Stanley Jevons and Alfred
Marshall, two founding fathers of the neoclassical economic paradigm.>?

Capitalist and patriarchal interests also overlapped in contestations over
reproduction. Despite his call for delayed marriage to slow population growth,
Thomas Robert Malthus considered use of contraceptive devices such as the
vaginal sponge an “improper art.” Some critics of this view, such as Francis
Place, believed this art could reduce the size of the reserve army of labor and
increase wages, but early trade unionists (like later Marxists) warned against any
diversion from direct class struggle. Nor was there much support from working-
class men, later in the century, when feminists challenged the regulated medical
inspection of prostitutes as an infringement on women’s rights and an
encouragement to sexual commodification.3®

Experiences obviously varied across countries, but it is difficult to find
examples of employers who failed to maintain a gender segmented and,
wherever feasible, a racially and ethnically segmented labor market. In countries
with an ample supply of labor relative to demand, women and members of
disadvantaged groups typically made little headway in formal employment. Even
when export-oriented economic development in East Asia pulled large numbers
of women into manufacturing jobs, they typically remained concentrated in
highly competitive industries paying relatively low wages. Both their employers
and their national economies profited.3’

Cause and effect are difficult to distinguish. Did patriarchal norms enforce a
preference for discrimination against women even when they lowered profits, or
did such norms prove economically advantageous for at least some employers?
Did such norms deliver significant benefits to men as a group? While these
questions are difficult to answer, they raise possibilities that are not mutually
exclusive.

Convergent Class and Other Interests



Convergent interests based on class, nation, and race/ethnicity conditioned
capitalist institutions in a variety of ways. Both David Ricardo and Karl Marx
were certain that British capitalists and landlords were at odds. And so they
were, especially with respect to the Corn Laws, restrictions on imports that pitted
landlords (who benefited from high grain prices) against capitalists (who did
not). In other respects, however, the interests of landlords and capitalists were
aligned. Families with inherited wealth had money to invest, and profits were
convertible into status. Intermarriage between families with distinguished
pedigrees and those with newfound wealth is a central theme of nineteenth-
century English literature.

The racism and nationalism built into the European imperial project
encouraged cross-class alliances. Racism permeated Western European feudal
society in its earliest stages. The German concept of a master race, the

Herrenvolk, long predated Hitler’s application of it.*® Both intranational and
international conflicts within Western Europe were soothed, though obviously
not fully assuaged, by common animosities toward barbarians, infidels, Jews,
and Slavs. Like kings and queens, capitalists could draw on deep reservoirs of
racialized solidarity to legitimate their economic authority. Tiffs between
landlords and capitalists never hampered the expansion of the British East India
Company or the larger colonial enterprise: “Rule Britannia, rule the waves.

Britons never shall be slaves.”3 As noted earlier, Marx himself suggested that
English workers were vulnerable to cooptation.

In the United States, faith in the manifest destiny of white Americans to
claim the continent drove a process of territorial expansion that could not have
been achieved without the deployment of armed forces that expropriated and

forcibly relocated Native Americans.*’ Although tensions between a rapidly
growing industrial economy in the North and a slave-based plantation system in
the South led to a horrific Civil War, major property owners in both regions
were reconciled once the war came to an end. The emancipation of slaves was
not accompanied by any significant redistribution of other forms of wealth.
Contrary to the Union Army’s promises of “40 acres and a mule” to emancipated
slaves, land ownership remained in primarily white hands, creating long-lasting
intergenerational disadvantage.*!

Much of the debate over racial segregation in the US labor market poses an
either/or question: was it the result of employers’ desires to divide and conquer,

or of native-born white workers’ efforts to restrict low-wage competition?*?
Both explanations are relevant, and class interests were not the only collective
interests at stake. As long as a reserve army of labor remained deep and wide,



both white men and employers (who were, after all, predominantly white men)
gained from institutional arrangements that created barriers to low-wage
competition—including strict immigration restrictions that remained in place
well past the halfway mark of the twentieth century.*

Other convergent interests between white employers and their white
employees were apparent outside the capitalist workplace. In the US South
before 1950, a large percentage of employed African-American women cooked

meals, cleaned house, and supervised children in white homes.** Even white
families with modest incomes benefited from a relatively cheap supply of Black
and Latino domestic servants to reduce the burden of housework, childcare, and

gardening.*® State policies exerted enormous influence: the organization and
finance of educational institutions both reproduced racial/ethnic inequalities and
diverted attention from less visible but nonetheless influential inequalities based
on class.*®

Even as industrial investment became an engine of economic expansion in
the United States, land remained an important asset, generating significant rents
to those who acquired or inherited it. Whether put to agricultural use or parlayed
into speculative urban development, land ownership, as Henry George famously
argued, could determine the difference between prosperity and poverty. Both
farmers and real estate developers had collective interests distinct in some
respects from those of industrial capitalists, but they also constituted part of a
larger, predominantly white, propertied class.

Owners, like workers, were factionalized, but they remained a smaller, more
homogeneous group. Their common interest in minimizing taxation proved
easier to orchestrate than any redistributive plan that pitted potential
beneficiaries against one another. Indeed, capitalist industrialization seemed to
proceed especially quickly when propertied groups were able to reconcile their
differences in ways that strengthened their collective hand. In countries yoked by
colonial or imperial domination, wealth-owners were often at odds; those riding
the coattails of foreign capital were less reluctant than others to invest in national
economic development.*’

Specific class configurations and institutional arrangements shaped
trajectories of growth in goods and services produced for sale.*® South Korean
industrialization was boosted by land reforms that put capitalists in a strong

political position that enabled them to orchestrate industrial investment.*® At the
opposite extreme, many countries rich in mineral resources simply extracted
national wealth from the ground rather than trying to produce more. Extractive



strategies reinforced patriarchal power far more effectively than entrepreneurial
ones. The weak bargaining position of women in many oil-based Middle Eastern
economies may be more attributable to slow employment growth than to Islamic

orthodoxy.”® Saudi Arabia and the Emirates may play a central role in global
capitalist transactions, but they are primarily patriarchal regimes.

Collective economic interests tend to converge more strongly at the top than
at the bottom. Powerful men of the same race/ethnicity and nationality can
coordinate their efforts to reinforce all forms of inherited privilege, including
dominion over women. Members of much larger, more heterogeneous groups,
on the other hand, face more complex strategic choices. Women often find
themselves in particularly contradictory positions when pursuit of their gender
interests threatens to weaken forms of solidarity that offer potential benefits to
brothers, husbands, fathers, and sons. It is often hard to say which collective
commitments take precedence.

Dislocations

While hierarchical systems create stabilizing synergies, they remain vulnerable
to both internal tensions and external shocks. The principles of liberal
individualism, initially reserved for white men, were stubbornly claimed by
others. In at least some countries, the gradual expansion of democratic rights
enhanced both the bargaining power of workers and the efficacy of other
coalitions of the disempowered. When labor was relatively scarce and
competition for workers intense, capitalist expansion helped corrode at least
some structures of collective power.

Such corrosion became evident in most English-speaking countries and
much of Western Europe in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Technological change, opportunities for international migration, the growth of
wage employment, and fertility decline altered many group fallbacks. Anti-
slavery and feminist movements gained a foothold. The expansion of the
franchise had positive—though often painfully delayed and indirect—effects.
Still, the hope that capitalist growth would have inevitably liberating effects on
women proved completely unrealistic.

The Anglo-European Experience

Nineteenth-century economic growth in many now-affluent countries took place
under unique conditions, including imperially enforced opportunities for
migration to newly accessible resource-rich areas. High levels of outmigration



from Europe and the eastern United States weakened both intergenerational ties
and gendered constraints. Early industrializers enjoyed a tremendous advantage
in access to global raw materials and new markets that allowed them to pull men
and women into wage employment. The expansion of commodity production
created cheap substitutes for goods and services once produced at home and
encouraged efforts to limit family size.

While both patriarchal and feudal institutions rendered workers largely
immobile, capitalist institutions favored mobility and competition. The growth
of factory employment could provide alternatives to family-based production
that were particularly attractive to the younger generation, especially those
unlikely to inherit viable farms or businesses. Mere receipt of wages was never
liberating, as many domestic servants, paid a pittance for household drudgery,
could attest. But increases in the productivity of paid employment, when
combined with labor shortages, enabled workers to garner a share of the surplus
they helped create.

Opportunities for sustainable work outside the family economy, however
partial and wuneven, encouraged flexibility —within families—creative
renegotiation rather than creative destruction. The surge of largely unrestricted

international immigration that began in the 1820s continued until World War 1.°!
The massive relocation of population to land-rich areas often separated adult
children from their parents, tilted sex ratios, decreased marriage rates, and
increased the percentage of the elderly within the sending population. This
disruption, however, painful, created space for women to take on new roles.>?

Internal migration within large countries could have similar effects. In the
northern United States, the westward migration of young men left many young
women with poor marriage prospects, encouraging their participation in paid
employment. Proud spinsters like Susan B. Anthony helped energize the early
feminist movement. The Homestead Act of 1862, designed to attract more
women to the frontier, allowed women to claim land on the same basis as men.
Women’s greater opportunities for both marriage and independent livelihood in
the West enhanced their political bargaining power; western territories and states
were among the first to establish female suffrage.>>

The rapid expansion of commodity production yielded significant gains that
were distributed unevenly and unpredictably. Business cycles put many families
at the mercy of market forces that were difficult to understand, much less
control, and the emergence of socialist and social democratic parties testified to
a growing awareness of class dynamics. In the early twentieth century, socialist
revolutions in the Soviet Union and China, promising more egalitarian economic



arrangements, created new ideological pressures. Still, imperial power,
racial/ethnic conflict, and gender dissension dampened class solidarity. Major
wars involving Europe, Japan, and the United States reinforced patriotic
allegiances, temporarily muting other distributional tensions.

While the Great Depression of the 1930s shook faith in capitalist institutions,
the outbreak of World War II altered coalitional logic. In the United States, the
financial demands of the war effort sparked new demands on the very rich:
income tax rates in the United States became more sharply progressive than ever

before or since.®® The women who entered factories to replace men who had
gone to fight often enjoyed access to childcare services, altering perceptions of
policy possibilities along with gender roles. The mobilization of Black soldiers
in the US army did little to directly weaken practices of strict racial segregation,
but won at least some new respect for fellow citizens. A new cultural narrative

included elements of what is now termed “shared prosperity.”>> In Europe, war-
related mortality tilted sex ratios, encouraged women’s entrance into wage
employment, intensified concerns about national health and welfare, and
motivated some of the welfare state policies described in the following chapter.
Military mobilization and its aftermath of European reconstruction helped
pull the global economy out of recession. The relatively sustained economic
expansion that began soon after, sometimes considered the Golden Age of US
capitalism, had some equalizing effects, nudging employers to reach into new

pools of previously underutilized labor power.”® Real wages increased steadily
for a time, and collective efforts to challenge discrimination based on
race/ethnicity and gender gained momentum, leading to passage of the Civil
Rights Act of 1964 and new paths for educational and occupational mobility.
Economic growth itself was less catalytic than shifts in the relative bargaining
power of workers, women, and racial/ethnic minorities.

Yet even at the height of the boom, shadows loomed. Increasing concerns
regarding water and air pollution prompted a declaration of Earth Day in 1970, a
watershed in environmental activism. Initially derogated as a kind of luxury
good that only rich countries could afford, environmental protection gradually
came to the fore as an issue of economic sustainability. Economists began to
challenge the concept of GDP as a measure of success and to develop
alternatives that factored in both declines in unpaid work and the degradation of
natural assets. The Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI), for instance, suggests
alchemical reversal: the Golden Age of economic growth in the United States

began turning to lead in 1978.°7 Accurate or not, the invention of the GPI
prefigured what is increasingly recognized as an inconvenient truth: as a



measure of total output, GDP is largely fictional.

Uneven Global Development

Even a brief consideration of capitalist trajectories outside Great Britain and the
United States reveals an uneven process of collective contestation. Postcolonial
feminist scholarship challenges any characterization of European invaders as
modernizers rescuing indigenous women from oppression by their fathers and
husbands. Colonization itself was often cloaked in patriarchal imagery, including
descriptions of childlike natives in need of firm paternal authority and chivalrous
protection. Even where colonizers outlawed—or tried to outlaw—some

patriarchal practices, they colluded with and reinforced others.>®

Most women experienced multiple forms of disadvantage.®® Whether or not
nascent feminist movements existed before colonization (as they did in India),
their participants often chose to prioritize national liberation movements, even
where nationalism was expressed in patriarchal terms such as “regaining

manhood.”®° Inequalities of class and caste were intertwined with gender, often
taking the form of proscriptions against intermarriage or concubinage. Not
surprisingly, the feminisms of the global South are intrinsically intersectional,
levering the vocabulary of gender justice into the ideological loopholes of
neoliberalism.®!

Incentives for employers to breach patriarchal norms are weak when the
supply of labor far exceeds the demand, as in many countries subjected to
colonial control. After India achieved its independence in 1948, many believed
that economic growth would undermine traditional caste distinctions and gender

inequality, but these expectations were not met.? In many Latin American
countries, racial/ethnic inequalities have also proved relatively impervious to
increases in GDP per capita, a pattern particularly well-documented in Brazil.®>
Intense competition for jobs and markets can intensify preexisting
inequalities, whatever form they take. In countries where a relatively small
ethnic minority is economically dominant, ethnic and class conflict often merge,
as in the Philippines, Indonesia, Burma, Thailand, Laos, Malaysia, and South

Africa.%* Ethnic conflicts fueled extreme violence between Serbs and Croats in
Bosnia and between Tutsi and Hutu in Rwanda in the 1990s. Backlash against
the formidable economic and military power of the United States and Israel has
encouraged the efflorescence of Islamic identity and jihad in much of the Middle
East.

International comparisons suggest that feminist mobilization proved most



successful where economic growth delivered higher living standards and
racial/ethnic and class differences were relatively muted. Under these conditions,
strong social democratic alliances could build elements of family support,
gender equity, and shared prosperity into public policy, as in the Nordic
countries. Both there and elsewhere in Western Europe, such alliances have been
weakened by the combined threat of intensified global competition and backlash
at an influx of economic and political refugees from low-income countries.5°
While it is more difficult to reverse feminist policies than to block them, their
future progress remains unclear.

Economic growth and ethnic homogeneity do not necessarily combine to
empower women. In Japan, the determination to recover from military defeat in
the 1940s bolstered patriarchal and nationalist institutions. Both outmigration
and in-migration were strictly limited. While relocation from rural to urban areas
was extensive, the distances involved were relatively short. Strong filial
obligations remained in force, and explicit public policies, combined with
employer discrimination, retarded the paid labor force participation of married
women. Japanese feminists made little headway until declining birth rates began

to threaten the demographic future of their country and their culture.%

Demographic Shocks and Transitions

Whether gradual or abrupt, demographic changes influence both economic
trajectories and political alignments. Mortality rates have the most dramatic
impact: the Black Plagues of fourteenth-century Europe reduced the size of the
agricultural labor force and destabilized both feudal and patriarchal institutions.
The infectious diseases that Europeans carried to the Americas cleared the way
for colonization. Two major wars of the twentieth century cut a cruel swath
through the working-age male population of Europe. The ultimate effects of the
unprecedentedly global Covid-19 pandemic remain unclear, but they will likely
be momentous.

Fertility trends move more slowly than mortality but can have powerful
cumulative consequences. As Francis Place observed in the early nineteenth
century, efforts to limit family size could benefit workingclass families both
directly and indirectly, by reducing the number of future workers. Similar
reasoning has led some feminist activists to argue that capitalist interests are

driving efforts to roll back reproductive rights in the United States.%” This seems
unlikely. Marx himself persuasively argued that the number of unemployed was
determined more by technological change and public policy than by population
growth.



For most of the twenty-first century, the global economy has suffered more
from an oversupply than an undersupply of workers. This may change as a result
of the resurgence of nationalism and the closing of borders resulting from the
pandemic. Regardless of current political trends, the historical record shows that
capitalist expansion has generally encouraged fertility decline. The growth of
wage employment and decline of family-based production for the market
increased the relative cost, to parents, of raising children. The demographic
transition to lower fertility encouraged investment in both human and financial
capital. In nineteenth-century Europe and in most of its Anglophone offshoots,
increases in life expectancy associated with innovations in public health and, in
some areas, higher wages, improved the productivity of reproductive work.%®

In most so-called Western nations, average births per woman declined
considerably between 1900 and 2000, the result of various strategies for
reducing births, which, while seldom reliable on the individual level, had a

significant aggregate effect.%9 In the early twentieth century, the development of
new technologies, including the rubber condom and the diaphragm, made birth
control easier. The later development of surgical sterilization techniques,
pharmaceutical contraceptives, intrauterine devices, and abortifacients offered
women the ability to avoid pregnancy without the cooperation, or even the
knowledge, of a male sexual partner.

Women'’s ability to limit births was recognized as a form of empowerment
with potential consequences for many dimensions of collective negotiation.
German Social Democrats called for a birth strike in 1913 to reduce the reserve
army of labor, a strategy vigorously opposed by some Marxists, including Rosa

Luxemburg.”® In 1938, an article in the North American Review described
parents in the United States as engaged in a sit-down strike against

“unsatisfactory procreative conditions.””! Even more loudly expressed were
concerns about the future of “the race” (implying the white race) manifest in the
rhetoric of eugenics. Legal restrictions, economic constraints, and cultural norms
initially limited access to contraceptive use, but as these were contested, take-up
rates gradually increased. In the United States, policy variations across states
after 1960 provided a natural experiment that has been retrospectively assessed:
statistical analysis demonstrates that legal access to contraception enabled many
women to improve their opportunities for education and employment and, in the
long run, to increase both their family income and their children’s college

completion rates.”?

Like most technological innovations, contraceptive technologies proved
susceptible to misuse. Their safety and reliability were often overstated, and



sterilization was sometimes coercively imposed on poor or otherwise vulnerable
women and men. In some countries, ultrasound technology facilitated sex-
selective abortions that significantly diminished the ratio of female to male
births. National interests came into play: international investments in family
planning were sometimes motivated by Malthusian fears of rapid population
growth in the global South.”?

Yet fertility decline proceeded apace, gaining a momentum of its own. It was
not confined to countries enjoying imperial affluence, and it proceeded rapidly in
countries that industrialized at a fast clip after the mid-twentieth century, such as
Japan and Korea. China implemented coercive policies such as the “two-child”
rule introduced in 1969 and the “one-child” rule of 1979, but fertility decline
preceded these interventions, and there is little expectation that it will reverse

now that these rules have been dropped.”* The one area of the world where
family size remains relatively high is Sub-Saharan Africa, where household-
based agricultural production continues to predominate.

The widespread goal of maximizing per capita GDP makes any decrease in
the ratio of dependents to producers of market income appear spuriously
advantageous. However, the large ecological benefits of lower population
growth stand out. High levels of per capita consumption of fossil fuels in
affluent countries—if they continue in the wake of pandemic economic shocks—
pose far larger immediate threats to the global environment than population
growth in poor countries. Still, the size of the global population also matters—
especially for those who hope to reduce its widespread poverty and privation.

The institutional effects of fertility decline are particularly profound for
women. Motherhood is physically demanding, increases economic dependence,
and encourages specialization in activities that offer relatively little bargaining
power. Fertility decline alters gender dynamics in ways that tend to weaken
patriarchal institutions. The trend toward fewer children encourages maternal
emphasis on socialization and teaching rather than physical care. Competition
among women for partners becomes less influenced by perceptions of potential
fecundity and norms of compulsory heterosexuality.

The very notion of family planning gave women more agency and decision-
making power. By separating heterosexual intercourse from biological
reproduction, effective contraception altered the meaning of sexual intimacy
and, in the process, weakened homophobic norms. On the other hand, the
reduced economic importance of children weakened incentives for paternal
support. When women gained new rights to choose pregnancy, men gained new

ways to opt out of responsibilities for fatherhood.”



Pressures on the Patriarchal Bargain

Capitalist development can undermine patriarchal bargains, but much depends
on how rapidly it takes place and how its potential benefits are distributed. A
rapid expansion of commodity production, driven in part by heightened demand
for goods and services once provided by wives and mothers, can render some
historically important aspects of household production (baking bread, sewing
clothes, and preparing meals from scratch) economically obsolete. The care and
supervision of children becomes costlier when it can no longer be complemented
by other forms of domestic work. Likewise, with fewer children at home, female
specialization in domestic work production becomes less efficient—women’s
time is better spent earning market income.

When wives can contribute more to family income by departing from
traditional gender roles and entering wage employment, their husbands too will
benefit. On the other hand, women gain bargaining power from access to
independent income. Husbands are faced with the prospect of receiving a smaller
share of a larger (and not necessarily home-baked) pie, and the relative costs and
benefits are not always obvious. A patriarch’s bargaining power over any surplus
produced by the household can give him an incentive to resist change, even at
the expense of some reduction in potential family income.

Patriarchs, like any group that enjoys institutional advantage, sometimes face
trade-offs between efficiency and power. A wife’s market income would
increase total family income if (holding her total hours of work constant) her
market earnings per hour are greater than the value of her domestic work. On the
other hand, increases in his wife’s bargaining power could reduce her husband’s
share of household income or leisure. The economic impact on him of her
market earnings depends on the relative magnitudes of the increase in total

income and the reduction in his share of total household consumption.”®

Significant improvements in women’s property rights—including married
women’s rights over their own earnings—were correlated with indicators of

capitalist development across states within the United States.”” Some economists
argue that changing economic incentives led men to voluntarily renounce their

institutional power.”® Some men surely did. But only a very few became
outspoken advocates of feminist reforms. Economic opportunities matter, but it
was women’s personal and political bargaining that eventually persuaded men of
the benefits of change.

The empowerment of women requires collective action, which, in turn
depends on opportunities to increase political power, influence cultural
discourse, and increase access to economic resources. Political democracy of the



one adult-one vote variety is a very rough proxy for such opportunities, but
comparative research shows that it has a positive effect on women’s

empowerment.”? One study of measures to address violence against women in
seventy countries found the level of feminist activism to be more important than

left-wing parties, numbers of women legislators, or national wealth.2? The level
of transnational activism is more difficult to measure, but surely, it too has a
significant effect, promoting ideals of gender justice and publicizing the policy
measures needed to achieve them.

Reconfigurations

Paths shaped by intersecting hierarchies take many twists and turns. New
openings for the empowerment of women sometimes led to long detours and
dead ends. Women’s ability to capitalize on new economic opportunities was
constrained by deep normative commitments to family care, higher standards of
child-rearing, and institutional inertias. Within the labor market, occupational
segregation channeled them into roles consistent with patriarchal ideals of
femininity. Even as women’s bargaining power increased relative to that of men,
class and racial/ethnic dynamics intensified differences among them, weakening
their ability to mobilize as a group. International socialist movements embraced
the cause of women’s liberation, but regimes based on authoritarian central
planning revealed a distinctly patriarchal bent.

Occupational Segregation

Occupational segregation emerges from circular dynamics. Overt restrictions on
the ability of some groups to gain access to financial or human capital relegate
them to the bottom tier of the labor market, limiting their ability to invest in their
children’s economic future. The ideological stereotypes used to justify such
restrictions prove more difficult to change than explicit rules, in part because
they are internalized. The common assumption that legal rules are the only social
institutions that constrain individual choices—itself an ideological construction
—implies that no further change is necessary, because people are “free to
choose.”

Occupational segregation of women crowds them into certain segments of
the labor force, lowering their wages, limiting their bargaining power in the
home, and increasing their specialization in family care.?! Historical patterns of
increased female participation in paid work were steered by gendered
obligations: women entered before they married or became mothers, withdrew



when their first child was born, then rejoined the paid labor force after their
children matured. Only in recent decades have mothers of young children in
affluent countries become highly likely to combine wage work and family work.
The need to remain available for family care has pushed them into part-time or
intermittent employment, often in jobs emotionally—as well as temporally—
complementary to family care.

Explicit efforts to limit women’s access to highly paid occupations are part

of the historical record in the advanced capitalist countries.?? Such efforts
protected men from economic competition, ensured a low-cost supply of family
care, and helped employers keep a lid on labor costs. Initially, women had little
individual or collective power to challenge discrimination precisely because of
their responsibility for dependents. Mothers raising children on their own were
often forced to take whatever jobs they could get.

Women married to high earners enjoyed comfortable living standards but
were narrowly confined to pursuits considered culturally appropriate, including
interior decoration, gourmet meals, and dinner parties. Increasing emphasis on
children’s educational outcomes led to higher standards for maternal
engagement with developmental activities, including homework, sports, and
social events. Institutional rigidities established in earlier eras proved resistant to
change: employers’ work schedules typically conflict with public school
schedules, a mismatch of little concern to the men typically in charge of both.
Increased competition for professional and managerial jobs created new,
distinctly male-biased criteria for measuring success, such as willingness to
work long hours, including evenings and weekends, and travel on short notice.

Normative pressures on women remained powerful, often channeling them
into jobs compatible with ideals of femininity. In the United States—and most
likely, elsewhere—the growth of the service sector over the course of the
twentieth century largely represented a relocation of domestic services from the

family to the market.?2 Women often expressed preferences for jobs that entailed
care for others and a desire to do good, in part because any perceived lack of
femininity could hurt their chances to find a male partner. They were not always
aware of how costly such preferences could be, nor the extent to which their
altruistic commitments subsidized selfish enterprise. By inserting feminine
values of care for others into wage employment, many women softened the
impact of commodification on consumers of care services. They also paid a
considerable price in reduced economic autonomy and bargaining power.

Today, women in wage employment remain globally concentrated in

traditionally feminine jobs and often overrepresented in public employment.?*



This pattern is sometimes described as continued allegiance to traditional gender
norms, or gender essentialism.?> Some argue that such allegiance reflects innate

propensities.2® Whether propensities to care for others are influenced by biology
or not, the economic penalties they entail are institutionally determined: gender
essentialism is both costly for women and advantageous for capitalist
development. If all women abruptly adopted current masculine priorities, global
processes of social reproduction would become significantly more costly.

The Increasing Significance of Class

Class-based processes can effectively reinforce, even incorporate, a variety of
inequalities derived from very different dimensions of collective membership.
The intergenerational transmission of both financial and human capital puts
disadvantaged groups in a weak starting position. Capitalist institutions deliver
rich rewards to those who have capital to invest, allowing them to accumulate
financial assets and remunerative skills that consolidate their bargaining power.
The concentration of wealth, income, and market power has become a prominent

feature of twenty-first-century capitalist development in many countries.8” Some
people are able to climb from the bottom to the top of the pyramidal maze; their
success does not belie the low probability of upward mobility for those at the
bottom.?8

The growing disjuncture between the promises and the realities of
employment opportunity has potent consequences for intersectional alliance.
Legal proscriptions of discrimination against racial minorities cannot easily
counteract legacies of exploitation or patterns of segregation that reproduce
inequality in access to financial wealth, safe neighborhoods, and high-quality

education.?? Despite the emergence of a small Black and Hispanic middle class
in the United States—a legacy of earlier decades of expanding employment
opportunities—poverty has proved persistent, particularly among families with
children raised by mothers on their own. What William J. Wilson describes as
the declining significance of race could better be termed the increasing
significance of class.?

Heightened class inequality can intensify racial/ethnic animus. In the US
South, the economic expansion of the 1960s and 1970s boosted the earnings of
both Black and white workers, allowing both groups to enjoy benefits in the
wake of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.°! By the 1990s, however, employment
opportunities for non—college-educated workers began to contract in many areas
of the United States reliant on manufacturing employment. The resulting
economic stress, combined with a steady influx of migrants competing for low-



wage jobs, fostered latent resentments that revivified white supremacy.

Divergent economic trajectories also divided women in the United States,
leading some social scientists to adopt Wilson’s phrase and point to the declining

significance of gender.9? Between 1970 and 1990, disparities between men’s and

women’s earnings declined, then stabilized.”® Reduction of institutional barriers
for educational credentials and professional-managerial jobs increased
opportunities that not all women could take advantage of. While some were able
to climb the corporate ladder, and even to crack the glass ceiling, most women
born to disadvantaged class and racial/ethnic positions remained on the sidelines.
In recent years, the gap between the median earnings of high-school and college
graduates has widened among women as well as men.?*

Alternating currents of collective identity and action have driven the ups and
downs of feminist mobilization, which was initially strongest where class and
racial/ethnic differences were muted, then dampened by its own partial
successes. If only small subgroups of women and people of color achieve
success, they are easily coopted by inclusion: class differences within subaltern
groups weaken their collective ability to further challenge hierarchical
institutions based on gender and race/ethnicity. Sometimes, however,
intersections can become overlaps, fostering broader allegiances; much depends
on how social divisions are perceived, interpreted, and acted upon.

Patriarchal Socialism

Revolutions culminating in political control over the means of commodity
production have never been completely driven by conflicts between capitalists
and workers and have often been motivated by resistance to feudal, colonial, or
imperial control. Regimes such as the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of
China initially delivered some new rights to women but institutionalized gender
inequality in their own ways despite greater public investment in health,
education, and social services. Their resistance to democratic governance
seriously impeded feminist mobilization.

Putative commitments to gender equality were often more ideological than
substantive. The Russian case is particularly instructive. The Bolshevik
revolutionaries who took over the Soviet government in 1917 transformed
traditional family law, guaranteeing access to divorce and abortion and
eliminating the legal category of illegitimacy. In the process, however, they
weakened mothers’ claims on any assistance from the fathers of their children,
leaving many women and children economically vulnerable. Legal changes in
1926 designed to deal with this problem stipulated family responsibilities in the



form of alimony or support payments, but these were poorly enforced.

In 1936, fear of declining birth rates motivated the elimination of abortion
rights and the creation of new legal obstacles to divorce. Under Stalinist rule,
coercive pronatalism intensified, with family allowance, tax policies, and medals

such as the Order of Maternal Glory designed to encourage high fertility.>> The
actual level of support delivered—including the number of spaces available in
childcare centers and provision of housing benefits—remains unclear.
Regardless, fertility rates in Russian and other Slavic regions followed a
downward trajectory similar to that in Western Europe, while remaining
relatively high in the Central Asian Republics.

Explicit efforts to increase women’s participation in paid employment,
beginning in the 1920s, were accompanied by emancipatory rhetoric. Yet
policymakers seemed to assume that day care for children and ample maternity
leave would eliminate parental care burdens. They did not. Children, like other
dependents, require care after factories and childcare centers close. That care
was provided primarily by mothers and grandmothers. The scarcity of food
required shoppers—predominantly women—to spend long hours waiting in line,
and the high cost of consumer durables such as refrigerators, dishwashers, and

vacuum cleaners left them far out of reach for many.”® The central planning
process, based on a narrow and dogmatic definition of economic output,
impeded investments from which all Soviet families, but especially women,
would have benefited.

The resulting constraints on women’s time nullified some of the empowering
effects of public childcare provision and increased employment. Discrimination
against women also remained widespread. Even in the 1920s, a period of intense
postrevolutionary idealism, male resistance to female competition for skilled
jobs was palpable. In an eerie foreshadowing of later US policies, job shortages
led to rules that discouraged the employment of married women, on the grounds

that families needed only one wage earner.®” Despite much higher levels of
educational attainment and entrance into scientific and technical occupations,
Soviet women failed to reach higher levels of management in either industry or
government. As Gail Lapidus wrote in 1976 with considerable prescience, an
end to occupational segregation would have required “not merely the partial
assimilation of women to male roles, but the reciprocal redefinition of both.”%8
The concentration of political power in a few big hands meant that processes
of privatization inaugurated in the 1990s led to an unparalleled concentration of
private wealth. While these changes have often been described as a (re)transition
to capitalism, they also entailed the open embrace of patriarchal institutions. In



recent years, Russian political leadership has invited the support of the Russian

Orthodox Church and its titular head, the Patriarch of Moscow and All Russia.?
In 2012, five members of the feminist group Pussy Riot staged a protest
performance against Orthodox Church support for Vladimir Putin. They were
sentenced to two years’ imprisonment for “hooliganism motivated by religious

hatred.”100

In Russia, as elsewhere in Eastern Europe, rapid large-scale privatization and
cuts in public services increased economic insecurity and stress, causing abrupt

spikes in mortality rates.'°® Women proved less susceptible to “deaths of
despair” from alcoholism and suicide than men, but their economic lives
deteriorated more as a result of cutbacks in public services. Their history of high
participation in wage employment did little to improve their relative earnings:
the gender gap in Russian wages remains quite high by comparison with other

developed countries.'%> While data on Russian poverty and inequality are sparse,
analysis of postsocialist countries of the European Union shows particularly high
gender poverty gaps in countries that reduced spending pensions and family
support.193

Socialist revolution in China, partly driven by the mobilization of the rural
peasantry against Japanese invasion, did not lead to changes in family law as
expansive as those in the Soviet Union or to reversals as extreme. As Judith
Stacey puts it, patriarchy “kowtowed” to the new regime but remained

influential: women were scarcely visible in political leadership.'®* Arranged
marriage and foot-binding were outlawed, but Confucian traditions and son

preference shaped Chinese economic policies from the outset.!®> The initial
collectivization of agriculture reduced the economic power of male household
heads over their own children and mobilized women’s labor. In the 1980s,
however, Chinese policy moved toward a “household responsibility system” that
maintained nominal state ownership but guaranteed use-rights and stable tenure
to individual households. Their limited specification and application fell far
short of gender parity, even if women gained some legal rights.!0°

The initial success of Chinese Communist policies in improving living
standards and reducing mortality led to rapid population growth, which in turn
stoked fears of demographic pressure. In the post-Mao era, the party moved
toward more market-oriented development policies that could mimic the
performance of neighboring capitalist success stories such as Japan and South
Korea. Socialist ambitions devolved into authoritarian schemes using the

promise of higher living standards to justify intrusive controls over daily life.l%”



The desire to promote growth in GDP per capita prompted Chinese
leadership to implement strict one child per family rules in 1979. This coercive
policy stoked political resentments and boosted short-run economic production
at the expense of long-run economic reproduction: it amplified incentives for
sex-selective abortion, contributing to severely tilted sex ratios that threaten
future family formation. It also contributed to shortfalls in the family safety net,
leaving many elderly people with no one to care for them. !

Growing awareness of the stresses created by especially rapid fertility
decline contributed to the easing of one-child restrictions in 2013, and, recently,
endorsement of a two-children-per-family goal. Chinese rulers, facing the
looming costs of public support for the elderly, have minimized responsibility
for public or enterprise-level pensions by passing a new law stipulating adult
children’s responsibilities toward parents. !0

Women are vulnerable to intergenerational crossfire: on the one hand, adult
daughters without brothers are important sources of potential financial support
for parents; on the other hand, daughters are often expected to provide hands-on

personal care, which limits their potential for paid employment.!!? Reliance on
children and grandchildren for support in old age also encourages the
stigmatization of nonconformists who prefer not to become parents.'!

The Chinese have implemented strict controls over rural-urban migration
that seem designed to keep the costs of family care (as well as agricultural
production) relatively low. In a spatial configuration not unlike that in South
Africa, women, children, and the elderly are disproportionately concentrated in
rural areas, where they provide low-cost services that subsidize both capital

accumulation and higher urban living standards.''? At the same time, wage-
earning mothers in urban areas have relatively little access to either family-based
or publicly provided childcare, making it difficult for them to compete in a labor
market that does little to discourage gender discrimination.!!?

Chinese policymakers do not seem to realize that legal policies aimed to
enforce family responsibilities are at odds with economic policies that render
such responsibilities especially costly. It remains to be seen whether Chinese
birth rates will revive or whether filial piety can be restored from the top down.
Yet the experience of China, like that of the former Soviet Union, demonstrates
that unequal distribution of reproductive costs is not unique to purely capitalist
systems. The introduction of market reforms thirty years ago led to a significant
decline in women’s earnings relative to men, and President Xi recently called on
women to “shoulder the responsibilities of taking care of the old and young, as



well as educating children.”’'# The Chinese “developmental state” is trying far
harder to improve the development of men than that of women.

The Plot Thickens

Economic dictators who control most private wealth and political dictators who
control most state authority have much in common: the power to claim an unfair
share of gains from cooperation. They pursue strategies of individual and
collective aggrandizement that occasionally create openings for political
reconfiguration. Workers and peasants, men and women, groups defined by
national or racial/ethnic identity and other common interests all bargain for a
larger share of the economic pie while also hoping to increase its overall size.
Technological and environmental changes often jolt institutional
arrangements formed under different circumstances. Some economists argue that
technical progress automatically triggers feedback loops that encourage human
capital accumulation and empower women, further promoting economic

growth.' If this were true, the historical record would reveal steady advances
toward gender equality and higher living standards. Instead, we see uneven
patterns of progress, serious threats of environmental disruption, intensified
racial/ethnic and national conflict, and significant pushback against feminist
goals. The so-called process of “creative destruction” seems increasingly
destructive.

In the early twentieth century, Rosa Luxemburg famously argued that
capitalism was dependent on precapitalist modes of production for its

expansion.''® Her argument resonates today, as unpriced resources and
reproductive work continue to subsidize capital accumulation. Yet Luxemburg’s
argument did not go far enough. Capitalist development also depends on
precapitalist—and noncapitalist—institutional hierarchies that inhibit the
development of class solidarity.

The historical record shows that early forms of collective conflict based on

class moved through corridors carved by preexisting inequalities.''” The same
processes of collective realignment that weakened some hierarchical legacies
also intensified the class differences imprinted upon them. Inequalities based on
many dimensions of collective identity other than class and gender remain
conspicuous, and their long-run trajectory depends primarily on the vitality of
alliances that can effectively champion more egalitarian and sustainable
structures of institutional governance.
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Welfare State Tensions

One of the great ironies of capitalist development in now-affluent countries is
that success in the accumulation of private wealth led to the expansion of public
spending. Both the desirability of dampening social conflict and the need to
address market failures help explain this trend, but changes in the relationship
between families and the economy also came into play. Debates over the welfare
state have always had a reproductive subtext. Invocations of the national interest
have appealed to family loyalty writ large, invoking the fatherland and the
mother tongue. Conservatives in the United States and the United Kingdom have
derogated the “nanny state,” and feminists have denounced the “daddy state,” or,

in more academic terms, “public patriarchy.”! Bargaining over political priorities
and social spending has paralleled bargaining in private households; in both
cases, shifting fallback positions altered the space for many forms of collective
negotiation.

Capitalist expansion created a disjuncture between production and
reproduction that helps explain a strategy of social reproduction implemented by
modern welfare states: tax corporate profits and the workingage population to
finance education for the young, pensions for the elderly, and public subsidies
for health care. The political system often described as social democracy can be
better understood as socialization of the intergenerational transfers built into the
patriarchal family economy.

For much of the twentieth century, public spending on health, education,
retirement, and social safety nets in affluent countries grew rapidly, only to slow

in recent decades—until hit by the global Covid-19 pandemic.”? Welfare-state



policies took different shapes in different countries, but their general momentum
was retarded, and, in some cases, reversed, by forces similar to those that earlier
weakened traditional patriarchal families. Increased capital mobility energized a
neoliberal narrative that touted the virtues of competition over any and all forms
of social obligation. Taxes and wages too high, regulations too onerous in this
country? Invest elsewhere. A patriarchal undertone exaggerated the threats of
free riding by “welfare moms” while celebrating the top riding achievements of
overpaid executives.

The increased concentration of wealth and income, its global effects
amplified by increasingly precarious employment and international migration,
began to destabilize the political coalitions that once effectively promoted
welfare state policies in affluent countries. Some groups, frustrated by their
reduced share of the global economic pie, dug in to defend advantages based on
citizenship, race/ethnicity, and gender—a more familiar and more easily
achievable goal than a challenge to global corporate power.>

The payoff to this so-called populist strategy once seemed high in the United
States, as a realigned Republican coalition jettisoned earlier slogans of fiscal
conservatism and used tax cuts to increase the federal deficit, boost aggregate
demand, and drive the unemployment rate down. The unequal distribution of the
payoff was evident from the very outset, as the tax cuts—targeted to owners of
capital—could only exacerbate the already highly polarized distribution of
wealth and income.

In early 2020, however, any gains that had been made slipped into the maw
of the Covid-19 pandemic, a health shock that sent unemployment through the
roof, and threatened to send the stock market through the floor, creating
unstoppable political demand for public assistance. Contagion—whether in
families, communities, or markets—has a way of highlighting interdependence
and the need for mutual aid.

Why the Welfare State?

The future of the welfare state is changing before our very eyes, making it all the
more important to understand its past. Neoliberal rhetoric often blames social
spending for economic slowdown, treating the production and maintenance of
human capabilities as a private project rather than a joint enterprise. Cuts in

public social spending shift costs from taxpayers onto women and families.*
Such cuts have been easy to sell partly because a divided electorate has been



persuaded to think of social spending as a luxury for “others” rather than a form
of investment with benefits for everyone.

National income accounts designate public spending as consumption
expenditures and assign value to the services of care industries such as health
and education based merely on what was spent on them. Both private and public
spending on human capabilities creates huge benefits that go uncounted because
they are unmonetized. The subtle devaluation of the welfare state recapitulates
the devaluation of women’s unpaid care in the home.

The Social Wage vs. Market Failure
The neoclassical tradition has long treated public social spending either as a
response to market failure or as a byproduct of rent-seeking by special interest

groups.® Both explanations fall short. Like families, states provide services that
markets cannot provide in the first place (including military defense and old age
insurance), and gain-seeking is by no means limited to the public sector. The
Marxian tradition treats collective conflict over social spending as a form of
class struggle—workers trying to increase the social wage, or the total bundle of

payment they receive for their labor.® This too is only partially correct: public
social spending is shaped by many different forms of collective tussle.
Conventional prescriptions for the future of the welfare state also disappoint.
Most countries describing themselves as socialist developed more egalitarian
systems of social reproduction than their more capitalist counterparts, and re-
establishment of capitalist institutions sometimes led to immediate public health

shocks, as in the case of the former Soviet Union.” Yet as indicated earlier,
socialist policies often exploited women as care providers. Blueprints for
socialist planning—generally short on details—have seldom included specific
attention to care provision either by families or the state, except as a means of

increasing women’s paid employment.? This shortcoming remains salient today.
Proposals for market socialism typically focus on the coordination of for-profit
enterprises without explaining how workers employed in health and education
(much less those doing family work) would fare.’

Many conservatives, averse to state planning, pine for a society in which
families ruled by benevolent dictators and cared for by altruistic women
counterbalance competitive markets, making public services (and public
oversight) superfluous. Their vision relies heavily on the belief that government
expenditures reduce private expenditures dollar for dollar, a process of crowding
out that neutralizes any benefits. By this assumption, public pensions for the
elderly induce their adult children to reduce support for them, and public school



lunch programs induce parents to skip feeding breakfast to their school-age
children.'®

The same reasoning is embedded in the anti-Keynesian claim that deficit
spending will never stimulate economic growth because parents will anticipate
the higher tax rate that their grown children will need to pay in order to finance
the debt and reduce their own consumption in order to save more on their

children’s behalf."! Even if families sought such a perfect balance of
consumption between their current and future members, the notion that they
have sufficient information to optimize dynastic calculations is, to say the least,
far-fetched. None of us know exactly how long we will live or what disasters
may befall us, which is exactly why risk pooling through social insurance offers
huge benefits. !

The crowding-out assumption is seldom extended to intrafamily transfers,
although it should in principle apply. In his essay “The Samaritan’s Dilemma,”
libertarian economist James Buchanan points out that private charity, like public
transfers, can undermine self-sufficiency, but he stops short of considering the

ways in which parents may spoil children.!® Becker’s Rotten Kid Theorem
(discussed in Chapter 5) ignores the sometimes perverse consequences of bribing
children for good behavior. Carried to its logical conclusion, crowding out
implies that adult children would decline to assist parents who have accumulated
sufficient financial wealth to purchase care, and grandma’s cookies would
displace mom’s cupcakes. If public transfers can sometimes discourage work
effort, so too can inherited wealth and privilege.

Both positive and negative transfers can have unintended consequences.
However, as John Stuart Mill observed over a century ago in his Principles of
Political Economy, “Energy and self-dependence are liable to be impaired by the
absence of help, as well as by its excess.”!4 Considerable research shows that the
social context in which rewards are offered (or punishments administered)
determines their effects.'® Altruistic transfers often generate reciprocity, and
both social and legal obligations can reinforce personal attachments. Even profit-
maximizing employers recognize that gifts to their employees can enhance
productivity.1®

Neither families nor welfare states should be idealized. For most of recorded
history, families have been governed by patriarchal power structures enforced by
state authority. Commitments to the care of others cannot be entirely voluntary
or self-enforcing, especially in economic systems that encourage individual
competition.!” Even gender-neutral rules defining the responsibilities of spouses



for mutual support and the financial obligations of noncustodial parents have
coercive power. Yet families and states are also capable of forms of coordination
that are democratically constituted and fairly applied.

The Social Investment State

Like economists, sociologists tend to picture welfare state dynamics as purely
redistributive processes. The widely used concept of “decommodification,” for
instance, implies that social spending reduces workers’ dependence on paid

employment.'® But most social spending either substitutes for or complements
family commitments that were never commodified on a pay-per-unit basis in the

first place.®® Nor can welfare state dynamics be accurately termed

“defamilialization.”?? While some programs that provide childcare or eldercare
services provide partial substitutes for unpaid care provision in the home, they
have the overall effect of subsidizing family care.

Family and state care provision often go hand-in-hand: purchased childcare
services typically cover only a portion of the day, teachers need parents to help
children learn, and hospitals rely on family members to help heal the sick.
Welfare state policies socialize a relatively modest share of the total costs of
reproduction, and a significant portion of the support they provide goes directly
to families in the form of tax subsidies, health care, education, and social
insurance.

Basic economics texts often describe government spending as a drag on
economic growth and characterize taxes as a greater threat to efficiency than
looming gaps between private and social costs. Neoliberal rhetoric justifies
emphasis on market outcomes, promoting policies that shift reproductive costs

onto families and the women who care for them.?! Yet social investment in
health, education, and family support promotes sustainable economic
development. Cross-national comparisons of the historical record show a strong
positive relationship between social spending and gross domestic product (GDP)
growth.?> Effects on measures like the Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI)
discussed earlier would show even stronger positive effects.

Market-based measures of output diverge sharply from measures of human
capabilities such as the Human Development Index, with huge implications for
international comparisons of economic efficacy.?? Infant mortality in the United
States is far higher—and life expectancy somewhat lower—than in many poor
countries.”* If a reasonable market value based on willingness to pay were
assigned to literacy and life expectancy as outputs of social investment, the
Cuban economy would appear far larger and more successful than conventional



measures indicate.

While market metrics can sometimes approximate the rate of return on social
investment, they offer, at best, a lower bound estimate. Improved access to
education from an early age contributes to higher lifetime earnings and reduces

defensive social expenditures such as crime and public assistance.?”
Improvements in life expectancy and reductions in morbidity improve labor

productivity.?® Other spillover effects are difficult to measure. Good educational
outcomes improve the productivity of future parents and citizens, not just wage
earners. Early childhood education reduces inequalities of opportunity that

undermine the effort of disadvantaged groups.?’

The investment metaphor is often applied too narrowly, prioritizing children
above all others and ignoring the value of maintaining and enhancing existing

human capabilities.”?® The value of improved health cannot be reduced to
consequences for market income. Ask anyone what they would pay for an

additional year of pain-free life.?? Their answer depends almost entirely on how
much money is at their disposal. The Covid-19 pandemic prompted much
discussion of health versus jobs, lives versus livelihood, but these abstract trade-
offs conceal underlying questions: whose health versus whose wealth? Whose
lives versus whose livelihoods?

Many researchers have documented the negative effects of extreme

economic inequality on physical and mental well-being.>® The pandemic
highlights an even darker downside: the anger and frustration engendered by
inequality undermines solutions to problems that require cooperation rather than
competition. Commitment to the intrinsic rather than merely instrumental value
of human capabilities could reinforce norms of mutual aid. Yet the fear that
others will be unwilling to cooperate prompts individuals to ask, “What’s in it
for me?”

The economic value of social spending helps explain why the welfare state
itself has become a site of distributional conflict that reaches far beyond tensions
between capital and labor. Many groups vie for a greater share of the net benefits
of access to health, education, and social insurance that, along with access to
well-paying jobs, make citizenship in an affluent country a valuable asset.
Because these investments are subject to at least some democratic control, they
are easier to contest than ownership of financial capital, which is firmly
concentrated in a small number of private hands. This contestation, however, has
splintering effects, making it difficult to form the alliances necessary to
redistribute wealth and redirect investment.



Patriarchal power structures have always relied on public rules to reinforce
private power; in this sense, public patriarchy is nothing new. What has and
continues to change is the role of the state in promoting and capturing the
benefits of reproductive investments. Partial capture of the benefits of
reproductive work through taxation of the working age population gives the
polity some incentive to invest in human capabilities, but also creates
opportunities to free ride on parental and, especially, maternal commitments. In
a health crisis like the Covid-19 pandemic, our dependence on the moral courage
of care workers becomes salient. In April 2020, most of the workers on the
health care frontlines in the United States were women.3!

A more equitable distribution of the costs and risks of care work requires
greater social provision. Still, families—defined as units of personal connection
and mutual commitment rather than legal marriage or biological kinship—will
continue to play a crucial role. The development of more diverse egalitarian
family forms should supersede “defamilialization.” Care responsibilities should
be distributed more equally in families and in the polity, a goal sometimes be

described as “degenderization.”3> The differing implications of these two fancy
words is nicely illustrated by the recent history of interaction between families
and states in the now-affluent capitalist economies.

Capitalist Development and Family Change

Capitalist development does not push families in a single direction, but wage
employment tends to have defamilizing effects, rewarding individual efforts that
can be easily monetized, reducing adult children’s economic dependence on
their parents, and encouraging geographic mobility. In its later stages, capitalist
development rewards the accumulation of human capital but offers little direct
reward to those who invest in the human capital of others. As a result, it has
contradictory effects on women, imposing new risks on those who specialize in
family care even as it increases their options for reducing such specialization.

Disruption

Many early critics of capitalist development noted that workers with many
dependents to support were forced to compete in the labor market with
individuals who were unencumbered, reducing wages below the level necessary
to support a family. While reluctant to pay a family wage to address this
problem, employers faced political pressure to do so, and some, at least,
recognized the potential long-term benefits of public investment in a healthy and



capable supply of labor. In early nineteenthcentury Britain, Robert Owen
expressed this view in particularly eloquent terms, encouraging passage of
legislation restricting the factory employment of young children.3?

The spread of wage employment and migration in nineteenth-century
Europe, Canada, Australia, and the United States reduced the economic cohesion
of most families even as it nudged them toward more egalitarian forms. The
growth of opportunities outside the family economy increased the bargaining
power of young people in particular. Even abysmally low wages could offer a
better future than poor rural—and often dispossessed—parents could provide.
Access to whole new continents seized by colonial powers offered migrants new
freedoms along with new risks. The reduced labor supply in the areas that they
left behind may well have strengthened the bargaining power of those who
would otherwise have been forced into low-wage employment.

Patriarchal institutions made it harder for women than men to take advantage
of the increased scope for individual mobility. Indeed, they were often literally
left behind, and the demographic structure of migrant-sending regions tilted
toward women and the elderly. It became easier for men in general, and fathers
in particular, to default on family commitments. Patriarchal families that
successfully function as somewhat self-sufficient units of production can be
exploitative, but they can also meet the subsistence needs of dependents and
offer parents some reward for child-rearing. The uneven concentration of
economic resources that often results from capitalist development—even in the
absence of colonialism or other forms of tribute extraction—creates new forms
of exploitation. The process of enclosure in late eighteenth and early nineteenth-
century England, for instance, lowered women’s potential to contribute food and
fuel to their families and made it more difficult for families to meet their own

subsistence needs.>*
The earliest critics of wage employment in Great Britain bewailed its

disruptive effects on both patriarchal authority and the family economy.3> Labor
mobility contributed to increased national income, but reduced family
coresidence, income-pooling, household economies of scale, and mutual aid. In
traditional patriarchal systems, elder male ownership of property provided
economic leverage over both women and the younger generation that improved
chances of economic security in old age.3® In the late eighteenth century, fertility
rates in the global North began a slow, uneven, but significant decline that has
persisted to the present day. Changes in the direction and magnitude of
intergenerational income flows were both cause and consequence of significant

changes in family size.?’



The economic pressures driving fertility decline in Western Europe and its
former colonies also increased the economic insecurity of the elderly. While men
and women working in household-based enterprises such as farms and artisanal
businesses could modify the duration and intensity of work according to their
capabilities, capitalist employers were less flexible. The risks of unemployment,
forced retirement, poor health, and low wages often precluded accumulation of
sufficient savings for retirement. Intergenerational leverage based on control
over resources was increasingly limited to wealth-owning families that could
promise dowries or bequests as rewards for filial loyalty.

Such families were also better positioned to invest in their own children’s
capabilities. This class differential did not completely disable families that
lacked property or were properties of others. When forces of altruism, solidarity,
and mutual aid prevailed, they fostered more resilient and probably more
emotionally rewarding relations among kin than those based on economic self-
interest. On the other hand, families at the lower end of the wealth distribution—
whether as a result of slavery, debt peonage, discrimination, or sheer bad luck—
were susceptible to enormous centripetal forces.

As the preceding chapter showed, the slavery and colonialism that facilitated
early capitalist development encouraged practices that directly undermined the
families of subaltern groups. The durable legacy of such practices was reinforced
by patterns of segregation encouraging disregard for the well-being of other
people’s children. Economic inequalities based on class, race/ethnicity, and
citizenship fueled the market for sexual services, which seldom thrives when
buyers and sellers are on an equal footing; prostitution, in turn, undermined
family-based commitments and the shared support of dependents.

In the early twentieth century, fertility decline itself caused a certain moral
panic. In an era in which the size of a country’s army heavily influenced its
chances of military success, national population size was perceived as a public
good. In the United States, Theodore Roosevelt warned against the prospect of

race suicide, singling out upper-class women for their signal failure to breed.?
Adult children were called out for their failure to adequately care for—or even
stay in touch with—their elderly parents. Husbands were called out for deserting
their wives and children.

Such problems were generally attributed to declining morals or cultural
depravity. Yet the unfortunate side effects of economic transformation were also
acknowledged. Conservatives argued that women could and should buffer the
effects of capitalist individualism as angels in the house. Resistance to feminist
efforts to secure access to political suffrage and better paying jobs was often



based on the claim that these could destroy family life. Indeed, women provided
a kind of bridge between the two colliding worlds of social obligation and
individual freedom, making it easy for men to walk right over them.

Family Wages

The difficulty of transitioning from family-based to individual employment was
powerfully encapsulated in debates over a “family wage” that influenced public
policies in many now-affluent countries. The concern that a large supply of
single workers would drive wages down below the level required for married

fathers with children was not misplaced.>® On the other hand, the notion that
men, but not women, required a family wage reflected collective interests based

on gender.*? The principle that employers should help pay for the creation of a
future labor force defied capitalist principles of work organization, as did the
concept that child rearing was an economically productive activity.

Nonetheless, in the early twentieth century, many employers in some
countries—notably France—bowed to pronatalist pressure from both the
national government and religious authorities and agreed to pay workers with

dependents a premium.*' Once most firms agreed to the premium, any
competitive disadvantage they experienced was probably small. As was apparent
from the outset, however, such policies gave employers an incentive to hire
workers who were unencumbered.

Noting this perverse incentive, the British Fabian socialists argued that

national family allowances offered a better way of addressing the problem.*?
During World War I, the British military paid its soldiers on the basis of family
size as well as rank, a practice that dramatically improved working-class living

standards and lowered child mortality.*> Indeed, the need to successfully
reproduce soldiers by providing them with food, housing, medical care, and
family benefits was, until recently, a military priority.** In 1924 the English
feminist Eleanor Rathbone made a persuasive case for national family
allowances in some detail, observing that men earning a wage premium were not
necessarily husbands or fathers and that many women were important
contributors to household income.*

Great Britain and many other European countries eventually adopted family
allowances out of concern for children’s welfare and enthusiasm for population
growth. High levels of war-related mortality, anxieties about declining fertility,
and increases in women’s participation in wage employment drove family policy
innovations that varied substantially according to historical circumstance. Nordic
countries took the lead, with Southern European countries lagging behind. The



gender-specific effects varied, often determined by the strength of feminist
mobilization.*®

The United States remained an outlier, partly because racial/ethnic divisions
militated against provision of universal benefits. Explicit family allowances
never materialized. Nonetheless, implicit familybased subsidies were built into a

number of specific public policies.*” For instance, the retirement provisions of
the US Social Security Act passed in 1935 were built upon family wage
principles, providing greater transfers to married than to single workers with the
same employment history. Men with spouses received benefits 50 percent higher
than those of unmarried men with the same earning history. This spousal benefit,
an indirect recognition of nonmarket work, at least partially recognized the costs
of family care. Many of the gender asymmetries in the Social Security program
have been corrected, but workers—primarily men—with a stay-at-home spouse
continue to enjoy disproportionate benefits. Other features of the US tax system
have long subsidized marriage in ways that work to the disadvantage of single
employed mothers in particular.*®

Early debates over minimum wage legislation in the United States also drew
on family wage logic, particularly the notion that a full-time wage earner should
receive sufficient earnings to keep his family above the poverty line. As more
women entered wage employment, some claimed that it represented a
contribution to family support that, while less than her husband’s, could be
construed as an excuse for a lower minimum wage for him. This claim ignored
the decline in unpaid work once performed by full-time housewives and its
contribution to household living standards. Even today, the US poverty line is set
at the same family income level for families with two income-earning parents
(for instance, two adults earning $25,000) and those with a full-time
housewife/care provider (for instance, with one adult earning $50,000) if they
have the same number of children. Yet the first family has far larger outof-

pocket costs for childcare, meals away from home, and other paid work-related

expenses.*

Over time women’s entrance into paid employment contributed to a gradual
degendering of the family wage for men, renamed a “living wage” for families.
In the United States, political campaigns to require local employers to pay more
than the national legislative minimum gained momentum in many states and
municipalities in the closing decades of the twentieth century. Up until the
1990s, the legal threshold was often defined by the needs of a single wage earner
supporting spouse and children, but it was gradually revised to include

consideration of different family types and household structures.>® Today it is



typically defined as a wage that would allow two fully employed parents with
two children to meet basic expenses that include payment for high-quality

childcare.” By this definition, the federal minimum wage in the United States
remains strikingly inadequate: a typical family with two wage earners would
need to work four full-time minimum wage jobs (75 hours each) to reach this

standard.>?
Political campaigns for living wages have gone global, highlighting

variations in the gap between individual wages and family needs.>®> The
methodologies developed for calculating appropriate living wage levels take

household size and composition into account.”* Such calculations place moral
and political pressure on global employers, but seem far more difficult to
implement than state policies targeted to families with children, such as the

conditional cash transfers that many Latin American countries have adopted.”®
On the other hand, in the absence of effective taxes on accumulated wealth, such
transfers represent an implicit subsidy for employers, allowing them to pay
lower wages.

Income Security and Social Investment
Public support for child-rearing was only one of the motivating forces behind the
development of the welfare state, and it was quantitatively swamped by three
other priorities. Patriarchal norms favored pensions for the elderly that would
give primacy to male wage earners, while employer demand for a skilled and
disciplined labor force favored the expansion of public education. Improvements
in health care that could lower the costs of producing labor power (also known
as human capital) required the development of efficient insurance systems.
These were reproductive investments that women and families could not make
on their own.

In 1881, Chancellor Otto Bismarck of Germany announced the first state-
financed old-age pension system, explicitly describing it as a way of enforcing

collective commitments to the elderly.”® Germany provided public pensions for

manual workers in 1889, and other European countries gradually followed suit.””
In the United States, the first steps toward a public pension system emerged in
the aftermath of the Civil War, when Congress guaranteed old-age assistance to
veterans of the Union Army, a substantial share of the male population in
northern states. In the early decades of the twentieth century, some private
employees began to offer pensions, and some states experimented with policies

that presaged the national Social Security legislation enacted in 1935.8



The costs were only partially borne by employers, who could offset their tax
contributions by paying lower wages. Most pension systems depended heavily
on an age-based redistribution of tax revenues from wage earners to retirees, in a
pay-as-you-go system. This arrangement could be interpreted as a form of
payback for investments made by the working-age population in public
education, increasing their productivity and helping increase the earnings on
which they would later be taxed to assist those who helped finance their

education.® It essentially socialized the traditional patriarchal system of support
for parents, in which elderly married women and widows derived only indirect
benefits from income under male control.

The similarities between private and public transfers are illustrated by laws
in some countries (and some states within the United States) that hold adult

children responsible for the support of their indigent parents.®® Some proposals
have gone further. One US economist suggests that working-age adults pay
approximately 15 percent of their earnings directly to their own parents rather

than contributing to the Social Security system.®! Similar, though less clearly
specified obligations are currently in effect in the largest country in the world.
Chinese policies designed to minimize public expenditure rely on mandatory
family support rules.®?

At the opposite extreme, individuals can be held responsible for their own
income security in old age through personal savings and investment, making any
intergenerational transfers to the older generation entirely voluntary. Men and
women who devote no time or resources to raising the next generation are
generally in a better financial position to build a cash nest egg. As one
advertisement for an Individual Retirement Account (IRA) puts it, “Your IRA is
like your child.” Indeed, it offers property rights over a far more reliable rate of
pecuniary return.

The pension systems adopted in many countries idiosyncratically combined
individual, family-based, and socialized intergenerational transfers, with little
understanding of their long-run implications. In Europe, as in the United States,
most transfers to retirees rely heavily on pay-as-you-go financing, in which taxes

paid by the working-age generation directly finance retirement beneits.®3 In most
developing countries, the level of pension coverage is uneven, limited to formal
sector workers, including government employees. East Asian and Latin
American economies provide significantly greater coverage than the still largely

family-based economies of Sub-Saharan Africa.* China has adopted some
policies that go beyond family support laws, but these are largely restricted to



the urban population.®®

National investment in education is the other half of the socialized
intergenerational contract. When Robert Owen argued that public education
should replace child labor, he anticipated the diagnosis of market failure later
developed by neoclassical economist Gary Becker: many parents lacked
sufficient wealth to invest in their children’s education, even though they knew it

would be worthwhile.®® Employers largely dependent on a national or local labor
force often endorsed this reasoning, even if they sought to minimize their own
share of the costs. In the United States, public schools were primarily financed
by taxes on the most widely owned form of family wealth: home ownership.
Much of the payoff was tangible. Public education promoted a high rate of
economic growth in the United States and Europe in the late nineteenth and early

twentieth centuries.%” In addition to increasing overall levels of literacy and
numeracy, schools helped socialize children to the new forms of routinized

discipline likely to be imposed upon them at work.®® The expansion of higher
education fostered a new class of professional and managerial employees who
provided a buffer of sorts between owners and workers. Not incidentally, most
of the benefits were captured by affluent white families, but public education
provided at least some potential for upward mobility.

The development of health insurance systems was driven in part by demands
from citizenries cognizant of the need to buffer their unexpected financial costs
of valuable new medical technologies. Workingclass organizations and voters
deserve considerable credit for a global trend toward increased public spending
on health, whether in the form of direct provision or insurance subsidies. They
were generally more successful in this effort when less divided by race/ethnicity
and class. As Jacob Hacker puts it in his overview of the experience of British,
Canadian, and US policies, “no country has acquired national health insurance
without a fierce and bitter political fight.”®°

In the early stages of welfare state expansion, capitalist employers hoped to
blunt the political threats posed by the socialist and left-wing parties that
demanded more social spending. Because health care did not initially provide
lucrative opportunities for profit, opposition from the private sector was not
always deeply entrenched. In addition, many employers who were largely reliant
on their fellow citizens as potential workers and consumers anticipated
significant benefits from public provision, especially where it would reduce their
financial liability for the health of their own employees.

Countries that developed strong public investments in health care at a
relatively early stage were those that subsequently developed the most robust



and successful programs. Germany established a public health insurance system
in 1883, Great Britain in 1911, Japan in 1927, and France began developing such

a system in 1930.”% The Soviet Union put universal health care into place in the
1920s, and after World War II most Soviet-bloc countries developed similar
systems. South Korea began expanding coverage in the 1970s, China in 2000.
Once established, these programs gained a constituency that made them difficult
to revoke.

In many countries where public provision initially lagged, however,
resistance to it appeared to grow over time. The United States took a large step
toward public insurance provision in 1965-66, with the establishment of
Medicare for the elderly and Medicaid for the indigent, but efforts to expand
these programs met concerted opposition as a result of slower rates of growth in
GDP and concern about burgeoning costs. In many areas of the developing
world, social spending on health also languished. Some countries, including
Chile, Costa Rica, Thailand, and Rwanda, cover large percentages of their

population.”! For the most part, however, public health insurance that pools risks

and contributions remains an aspiration rather than a reality.”?> According to a
recent report from the World Bank and the World Health Organization, at least
half the world’s population lacks access to essential health services.”?

By the end of 2019, the global momentum that welfare state policies enjoyed
in the second half of the twentieth century had largely dissipated. The optimistic
expectation that democratic governments would be able to generously distribute
the fruits of economic growth proved misplaced. Many voters would have
preferred “capitalism with a human face” but found it increasingly difficult to
imagine, much less achieve. Shifts in the relative bargaining position of
powerful intersecting groups led to a structural realignment that both intensified
class inequality and aggravated persistent nonclass divisions. Whether the global
Covid-19 pandemic will reverse this trend remains unclear.

Welfare Hits the Wall

When nominated by the president for a major cabinet post in 1953, General
Motors Chief Executive Officer Charlie Wilson famously explained his belief
that “what was good for the country was good for General Motors, and vice
versa.”’* The vice versa part of his statement was widely quoted, but there was
far more truth in the first part. From the late nineteenth century to the early
twenty-first century, the interests of capitalist employers in affluent countries



were sufficiently aligned with racial and national interests to promote the
development of public policies that socialized some of the costs of creating and
developing human capabilities. This alignment, however, proved temporary.

In some countries, the very enlargement of the welfare state undermined its
forward progress. As public social expenditures grew, their distribution became
more consequential, often intensifying racist, nationalist, and gendered
allegiances. Democratic support for social programs made them resistant to
cutbacks but did not enable expansion in the face of fiscal pressures created by
the growing difficulty of taxing corporate profits or the super-rich. The threat of
increased capital mobility and the growing ease of international tax evasion
shifted the perceived burden of taxation toward workers with stagnant earnings.
Another pressure on the welfare state derived from its persistent patriarchal bias:
by socializing the benefits of raising the next generation of taxpayers more
generously than the costs, it encouraged a decline in birth rates to below
replacement levels, threatening the sustainability of its intergenerational
transfers.

Whose Welfare?

The habit of taking the production of human capabilities largely for granted has
obscured important dimensions of collective conflict. Welfare state policies
shape access to the means of social reproduction. As their relative size grows,
they become more susceptible to conflicts over the allocation of their spending,
especially when starved of resources by the multinational employers who are
their most economically powerful beneficiaries.

This distributional struggle sometimes led to favorable outcomes in the
reproductive economy. In the United States in the early twentieth century, for
instance, women’s groups mobilized successfully on behalf of state-level
assistance for mothers who had been widowed or deserted by their husbands

even before women gained the federal franchise.”> Once allowed the ballot box,
women threw much of their weight behind increases in spending on public

health that significantly reduced child mortality rates.”®

Yet US public policies in the early twentieth century also limited women’s
job market opportunities. Most states and localities enforced rules that required

teachers to resign from their jobs if they married or became pregnant.”’ As
unemployment intensified during the Great Depression, the Roosevelt
administration directed the federal civil service to lay off workers whose spouses
also worked for the government, with disproportionate consequences for women
employees. This was only one manifestation of the ways in which it reinforced



patriarchal norms.”®

In the same era, racist priorities channeled public spending. Federal
complicity enabled the implementation of segregationist policies in the South,
including severe restrictions on civil rights. Facing political pressure from the
segregationist South, the architects of the New Deal implemented relief policies

that have been described as “affirmative action for whites.””® Landmark
legislation, including the Social Security Act of 1935 and the National Labor
Relations Act of 1937, excluded Black-dominated occupations such as domestic

workers and farm laborers from both coverage and protection.8? Residential
segregation, reliance on local tax bases, and overt racism combined in ways that
condemned Black students to underfunded schools.?!

The civil rights movement that began to take shape in the 1950s contributed
to the political and economic empowerment of women and people of color, with
noticeable effects on the evolution of welfare state policies. The most visible
pieces of legislation, such as the Civil Rights Act of 1964, were both preceded
and succeeded by many other changes, including expansion of Social Security
coverage to previously unrepresented workers. The Medicare and Medicaid
programs extended public health care to the elderly and to the extremely poor.

The history of social policy in the United States clearly shows that
racial/ethnic coalitions made it difficult for anti-poverty efforts to gain greater

political traction.®? Racial stereotyping has long been endemic; media depictions
of families receiving public assistance have often overrepresented African

Americans, particularly women.?? Even as public social spending expanded, it
provided more significant benefits to white men than other groups, especially
when the hidden welfare state—tax policies subsidizing middle- and higher
income families—is brought into view.%4

Still, the expansion of social spending in the United States, along with
affirmative action and anti-discrimination laws put in place in the 1960s and
1970s, threatened some advantages based on gender and race/ethnicity,
contributing to a political backlash against the welfare state itself. This perceived
threat was intensified by steady increases in both legal and illegal migration.
Despite evidence that immigrants to the United States do not represent a
significant burden, the fear that noncitizens free ride on public assistance

permeates anti-immigrant campaigns.®> Restrictions on public assistance to
noncitizens were a significant aspect of changes to means-tested public
assistance implemented in 1996, and the Trump administration doubled down on
this strategy.



Flames were fanned by the structure of US social spending. Tax breaks for
affluent families’ expenditures on health and education remain invisible to most
voters, while means-tested programs such as Food Stamps and Medicaid are
publicized. The universal benefits that build a stronger constituency for public
spending have been concentrated on the predominantly white elderly

population.®® When public benefits are means-tested, families with incomes that
are just above the eligibility level often feel aggrieved. If benefits are phased out
as income goes up, the benefit-reduction rate represents a high implicit tax
rate.5”

Class differences in political power clearly intensified in the United States.
The deregulation of political campaign spending, congressional redistricting, and
population shifts amplified the already disproportionate influence of the affluent
on political outcomes. Strategic investments funded by many of the richest
families in the country were cleverly designed to weaken democratic
processes.® The views of most Americans on social spending issues are not
accurately represented by their elected representatives.?’

Similar trends unfolded in many other countries. The increased flow of
refugees and other migrants following upon the opening of European Union
borders led to significant political realignments, particularly in France, Germany,
Hungary, and the United Kingdom. Though much depends on political context,
racial and ethnic heterogeneity appears to undermine support for government

provision of public goods in both developed and developing countries.*
Generous social benefits can certainly buffer the effects of free trade and job
loss, but they can also fuel nativist fears of their dilution by unrestricted
migration.

Within this intersectional matrix, gender conflict left its mark. A large gap
between men’s and women’s voting preferences became apparent in the United
States and many European countries in the twentieth century, with women
(particularly those not pooling income with men) more supportive of public

spending.”! In the United States, Democrats were often described as the
“mommy party” and Republicans as the “daddy party.” Differences based on
biological sex were less telling than differences in attitudes toward traditional
norms of femininity and masculinity.®> The battleground encompassed even the
smallest details of public policy. In their efforts to dismantle Planned
Parenthood, the largest nonprofit organization providing reproductive health care
services in the United States, some Republicans expressed outrage that men were

being taxed to help pay for prenatal care and mammograms.”



In the international arena, women’s political representation altered patterns
of public spending. A cross-national comparison of political reforms between
1995 and 2012 found that gender quotas that resulted in a large increase in
women’s parliamentary representation resulted in greater expenditures on public

health and relative declines in military spending.’* A randomized policy
experiment in India examining the impact of gender quotas for village councils
found greater spending on public goods that would benefit women and higher

aspirations and educational attainment for young girls.”> Pushback, however,
quickly became apparent. Orchestrated campaigns emerged to bolster traditional
gender norms, restrict reproductive rights, and deny protections to lesbian, gay,
bisexual, or transsexual people. Their advocates often described themselves as
“friends of the family” aiming to prevent its destabilization by the state.”®

A better descriptor would be “friends of the patriarchal family” desperate to
prove that no other viable family forms exist. Structures of collective power
based on gender, age, and sexual orientation derive much of their resilience from
their complementarities with structures of collective power based on
race/ethnicity, citizenship, and class, and vice versa. These evolving social
divisions explain the difficulty of adapting welfare state institutions to new
sources of economic risk. They also explain the shocking level of international
vulnerability to a previously unknown, highly contagious, and terrifying
coronavirus.

Whose Labor?

As global inequalities in the distribution of wealth have metastasized in recent
years, the specific impact of class conflict on the welfare state has become
increasingly apparent. Like a landowner who can charge higher rents if his
tenant farmers increase their output, or a stationary bandit who can command
greater tribute from prosperous victims than from poor ones, capitalist
employers can benefit from increases in the productivity of their workers. This
partial alignment of interests can be weakened, however, by increased mobility
of employers and workers and by technological changes that reduce the demand
for skills embodied in living human beings.

Steady improvements in transportation and communication technologies
have increased the economic permeability of political boundaries, giving
employers greater access to a global labor pool and reducing the ability of
democratic governments to tax profits or control capital flows. The mere threat
of relocating or automating jobs has put downward pressure both on wages and
on levels of redistributive social spending. Employers’ economic incentives to



support or help finance social investment have declined, with denationalizing as
well as defamilizing effects.

The threat that increased capital mobility poses to the sustainability of the
welfare state, and, indeed, to the living standards of wage earners everywhere,

has been widely recognized.®” Some economists argue that such mobility could
have a salutary disciplinary effect, pressuring national governments to operate

more efficiently and reduce unproductive social spending.”® The terminology
used in this argument reveals its specious foundations: social spending is a form
of public investment and public investment is not unproductive. It is a necessary
aspect of sustainable development—a cost of doing business—that those in
advantageous positions would prefer not to pay.

Political coalitions, rather than economic constraints, define the policy space
of the welfare state. In some European countries, free public higher education
and extensive job training have gone hand-in-hand with increased international
competitiveness. Some countries have successfully adapted to the reduced

economic significance of national borders by reducing the threat of job loss.?
Even where significant austerity measures have been implemented, such as the
United Kingdom and the United States, overall social spending continues to
comprise a significant share of public budgets.

Yet increased globalization drove a wedge between national interests and the
interests of large employers (and those invested in them). Even in European
social democracies, the forward progress of the welfare state stalled until the

Covid-19 pandemic hit.'%° Efforts to improve, expand, or innovate were blocked
by budgetary stringency. Even where citizens were willing to tax themselves to
strengthen their national human capabilities, their reduced ability to tax
corporate profits—or the individuals who derive the bulk of income from them
—undercut the social investment agenda.

Poor countries have long been familiar with the problem of capital flight
exacerbated by political corruption, a process that has severely undermined

economic development in Sub-Saharan Africa in particular.!® Tax shelters
themselves are nothing new. But the sheer size of international transfers,
documented by new forensic accounting methods and leaked records, revealed
startling transfers of wealth across national borders.'%?> The very threat of
increased tax evasion was used to justify recent corporate tax rate reductions in
the United States.

Both the actual and the threatened relocation of capital abroad through off-
shoring of production facilities increased the bargaining power of firms relative



to employees, regulators, and tax collectors.'%® In the United States, state and
local communities often engaged in bidding wars to attract investment,
guaranteeing tax exemptions and rebates in return for often unenforceable

promises of job creation.!®* Even multinational corporations with secure profit
margins based on technological innovation and brand loyalty, such as Apple,
actively used international strategies to minimize their taxes and labor costs.

By the late twentieth century, the United States, once in the international

vanguard of public higher education for its citizens, had begun to lag behind.'®>
Many developing countries, seeing the flip side of international capital mobility,
increased their educational spending in the hope of attracting foreign capital. In
1970, the United States represented 6 percent of the world’s population and
accounted for 29 percent of the world’s college students; by 2005-2006, its
share of total college students had declined to 12 percent. By the early twenty-
first century, almost 75 percent of global tertiary education enrollments were in
developing countries, including China, India, and Mexico.!%®

This is a remarkable accomplishment that bodes well for global productivity,
but it also reduces the bargaining power of collegeeducated workers in affluent
countries. Why should large businesses pay taxes to support public higher
education in their own countries when they can capture the payoffs to

investments made by other states or countries?'%” Migrants from low-income to
high-income countries provide a source of labor that is doubly cheap: no
taxpayer money was expended on their care or education to adulthood, and many
are unmarried and/or separated from dependent family members. Uneven
economic development has created such enormous pressures to seek improved
living standards that many migrants are willing to risk their lives—and those of
their children—to relocate.

State policies often explicitly reduce the bargaining power of migrants,
making them an inexpensive source of labor not just for capitalist employers but
also for a wide swath of consumers. In the Arab emirates such as Qatar, migrants
have virtually no enforceable rights and can simply be deported if they become

unemployed or unable to work.!%® In the United States, the undocumented status
of many Latin American workers puts them in virtually the same situation.'%
Migrant domestic servants and care providers are among the most economically
vulnerable workers in the world.!1?

Like patriarchs weathering the decline of family-based enterprise, nation-
states are weathering the decline of nation-based enterprise with varying degrees
of indignation and backlash. Nationalism is resurgent in part because it invokes



collective commitments that capitalist institutions devalue. There are positive
precedents: many patriarchal families remain committed to the well-being of
their sons and daughters even as they recognize the increased difficulty of
capturing economic benefits from them. By contrast, capitalist firms intent on
cutting costs regardless of the consequences for fellow-citizens are like absentee
fathers intent on avoiding child support payments.

Whose Children?

The larger distribution of the costs of raising children offers the most tangible
example of tensions between current and future generations. Early welfare states
socialized the benefits of raising the younger generation more than they

compensated parents for the private costs.'!! These policies speeded a process of
fertility decline that was initially viewed as a potential boost to economic growth
but went farther and faster than expected, reaching below-replacement rates that
could well lead to the steady decline of some national populations.

Parents raise children for reasons of their own that obviously cannot be
reduced to calculations of pecuniary gain to themselves or others. Nonetheless,
children in many countries today grow up to become workers who pay taxes to
help finance care for many older persons who devoted very little time or effort to

the younger generation.''”> Many elderly parents enjoy significant help from
their own children in managing illness and disability, but the general direction of
intergenerational transfers within families is from older to younger, and within

the public sector, from younger to older.'3 In explicit acknowledgement of this
pattern, the German Constitutional Court recommended in 2001 that parents pay

lower taxes than nonparents for public eldercare insurance.''* Less attention has
been devoted to the gendered aspects of net transfers: mothers in general and
lone mothers in particular pay a disproportionate share of the costs of producing
future citizens and the tax revenues they will generate.

The size of transfers between cohorts that overlap in time is significantly
influenced by demographic trends. In a rapidly growing population with high
fertility rates, the youngest generation tends to be large, the working-age
population smaller, and the elderly population smaller still, making pay-as-you
go pension financing expeditious. As life expectancy expands, however, the tax
burden on the working age population also increases. This increase is not
inevitable. Support for the elderly could, in principle, be financed by a tax on
wealth or profits, but this option is often foreclosed by entrenched interests and
institutional inertia. As a result, state-financed pensions continue to channel

intergenerational transfers that resemble earlier patriarchal bargains.!1°



Most public pension systems were put into place during a period of declining
but still relatively high fertility rates, making them relatively easy to finance. On
top of demographic change, slow growth in real wages and employment in
affluent countries have lowered the living standards of younger generations
relative to their elders. Not surprisingly, real and potential increases in the per
capita tax liabilities of the working age population have exacerbated
distributional tensions caused by reluctance to openly confront or negotiate
issues of intergenerational justice.

The elderly population is not to blame for declines in fertility, increases in
longevity, or costly new medical technologies that have increased the fiscal
burden of the transfers promised to them. Yet their political clout—including the
simple fact that in most democracies they have votes while those under 18 do not
—augments their collective power. In the United States the share of the federal
budget devoted to the elderly has increased rapidly over time, even as the share

devoted to children has declined.''® The comparative budget analyses of the
National Transfer Accounts project arrive at similar conclusions for many other
countries.!”

In the United States, the combined impact of immigration and differences in
birth rates between migrants and native-born Americans gives public
generational transfers racial/ethnic dimensions. White non-Hispanic children
now represent less than 50 percent of all newborns in the United States. By
2020, more than half of all children under 18 will be designated members of a
minority race or ethnic group. The elderly population, by contrast, will remain
predominantly white and non-Hispanic.!'® Not surprisingly, elderly voters are
less likely than others to support spending on the younger generation.'!®

Privatization of pension systems does not offer an easy solution to this
problem. A working-age cohort forced to save more money to finance its own
retirement and health care would have far less money to spend on its own
children. Indeed, “refamilialization” would make the problem worse. Parents
would face even greater fears regarding their children’s future success in the
labor market than they do today. Adults worried about their income security and
care in later years would weigh the net benefits of raising children against the net
benefits of private savings that would enable them to purchase the care they
need. This, too, would discourage child-rearing.

Many countries that have done little to promote gender equality or to provide
public support for family commitments are now headed for especially rapid
population decline. Russia, Italy, Spain, Greece, Japan, and Korea are all near

the top of this list.”” Among developing countries China stands out, with



especially low fertility rates in urban areas.!?! Other countries may soon enter
the category of those whose population is projected to decline. In 2016, US
fertility rates reached a record low, slightly below the replacement level of 2.1

births per woman.!?? If net immigration begins to decline, so too will the total
US population.

By contrast, Nordic and other northwestern European countries that provide
relatively generous supports for employed mothers such as paid family leaves
and universal childcare have stabilized their birth rates closer to replacement
levels, offering a smoother transition to a likely future of population decline.
Their social investment and environmental policies promise increases in the
productivity of future generations that could help compensate for the decline in
their relative cohort size. These welfare states have not yet achieved gender
equality, but they have, at least, recognized and rewarded reproductive
commitments laying a new social foundation for postindustrial economies.?3

The process of fertility decline now underway in virtually every part of the
world intensifies pressures to renegotiate the social institutions that govern the
distribution of the costs of caring for dependents, including the welfare state.
The term “birth strike” may not be entirely accurate, but it testifies to increases

in women’s collective bargaining power.'?* It also helps explain why political
resistance and backlash remain ferocious. Women in many countries still lack

basic reproductive rights.!?® In the United States, legislative efforts to ban
abortion and restrict contraception have reached epic levels.

Declining birth rates, if accompanied by institutional changes that buffer the
resulting economic stresses, offer huge benefits. A continuing shift from quantity
to quality of investments in human capabilities would improve the productivity
and the bargaining power of both women and workers. Stabilization, or even
contraction of the global population in the near future could help reduce
environmental degradation and climate change. Some redistribution of the global
population through politically sustainable levels of migration could dramatically
reduce poverty and inequality.

Still, the short-run costs of rapid transition to below-replacement fertility
rates, which threaten the sustainability of current transfers to the elderly, should
be acknowledged. Both pension and health-care delivery systems require more
creative long-range planning and institutional reform. The complex forms of
distributional conflict that impede adaptation to new economic circumstances—
and new viral threats—must be transmuted into forms of solidarity based on the

need to recognize, reward, and redistribute the work of caring for others.126



Changing the Narrative

Families and welfare states have coevolved in ways heavily inflected by
demographic trends. Conflicts and complementarities between patriarchal and
capitalist institutions reach far beyond gender differences to encompass many
other dimensions of collective identity. The costs of creating, developing, and
maintaining human capabilities are distributed unequally not only between men
and women, but also among many other socially assigned groups, including
those based on age, sexual orientation, race/ethnicity, citizenship, and class.
Stark inequalities in health outcomes, including mortality from Covid-19, testify
to the complex dynamics of social reproduction.

The productivity of social investment has been obscured by accounting
methods that understate the wvalue of public goods, influenced by the
androcentric assumption that women’s unpaid work is not really work. A
spurious narrative that takes most reproductive work for granted has pictured
commitments to families, friends, and communities as discretionary expenditures
akin to luxury goods. The false claim that social spending necessarily crowds out
intrafamily transfers and weakens family ties has been used to justify cuts in
public assistance and social insurance.

Women’s unpaid contributions to the creation of both private and social
wealth are vital. The difficulty of privately capturing and capitalizing these
contributions—Ilike the difficulty of privately capturing and capitalizing natural
assets and ecological services—dramatizes the limitations of any economic
system that relies too heavily on capitalist institutions. The democratic
negotiation of contributions to public goods is intrinsically difficult but
absolutely necessary. Its achievement depends, in large part, on a convincing
explanation of the need to bridge the gap between the private costs and the social
benefits of reproductive work.
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Gender and Care Costs

Men are not the only beneficiaries of collective power structures that offload an
unfair share of reproductive costs onto women. Nonetheless, unequal
distribution of the costs of caring for others has obviously gendered implications.
When labor economists acknowledge the cost of specialization in care provision,
they typically assume that it represents a price freely paid for the intrinsic
satisfaction it affords. This assumption ignores the economic, political, and
ideological institutions that both shape preferences and reduce women’s ability
to capture the value of the care services they provide. Even when capitalist
expansion offers women more space to pursue traditionally masculine
prerogatives, it increases the relative cost of commitments that do not yield a
private return.

Some feminist theorists have described the cost of care as a kind of
reproductive tax, applying a tax metaphor that some labor economists use to

describe the child support obligations of noncustodial parents.! Since textbook
economic theory holds that taxes create inefficiencies known as deadweight
losses, the latter usage implies that absent fathers should be allowed to choose
whether to pay up or not. This, in turn, helps explain why women pay a
metaphorical reproductive tax: their specialization in care provision is not
entirely voluntary, and its benefits redound not only to care recipients but also to
society as a whole. The economic penalties that caregivers pay are not
legislatively stipulated, officially measured, or even widely acknowledged, but
they are nonetheless significant. Their incidence helps explain the persistence of
gender inequality.



Investments in other people are enforced by normative pressures and
emotional commitments that help ensure high-quality care but weaken the
bargaining power of care providers. The strategic dilemma resembles the
stylized game of Chicken, in which two players may threaten to do something—
whether to drive head-on into another car or to ignore a baby’s dirty diaper—in
the hope that the other player will capitulate. Where diaper changing is
concerned, the person most worried about the baby is the one whose bluff is
least convincing. She is likely to do most of the dirty work.?

The consequences of such gender asymmetry are often amplified by health
shocks such as Covid-19. That women do a disproportionate share of work
entailing a high risk of viral infection does not imply that all women are equally
burdened or that many men do not also pay a price for providing care. It does,
however, reveal linkages between gender, care, and economic disadvantage.

The Costs of Family Care

Increases in the cost of raising children help motivate the transition to lower
fertility rates but can also intensify conflict between mothers and fathers over the
distribution of these costs. Who should sacrifice leisure time or career
opportunities to look after the kids? Net transfers between parents and children
over the life cycle can also change in ways that cause economic strain. Should
parents pay the full cost of higher education, graduate school, or buying a home?
Adult children may or may not provide a partial payback to their aging parents
or a pay-forward to children of their own. It is not uncommon for them to default
on normative obligations held dear by earlier generations. Recent changes in
family and household structure have left many women with more responsibility
than men for both the care and support of dependents.

Within Marriage

Family members living under the same roof typically have similar living
standards, because they share household public goods such as living space and
utilities. Men typically earn more than women, and women typically perform
more unpaid family care; husbands and wives may nonetheless pool their market
income, make joint decisions about how to spend it, and share responsibilities
for dependent care. Even in stable married-couple families, however, wives
often have less economic bargaining power, less control over major consumption

decisions, and less unencumbered leisure time than their husbands.?
Family care providers do not receive an individual paycheck, and the



emotional rewards they hope for can be variable and unpredictable. Once

committed, it is difficult for them to threaten exit.* Specialization in care
provision intensifies personal attachments and cultivates person-specific skills
that are not always transferable. Productive contributions to family living
standards and capabilities are not fungible outside the family, unlike
employment history, which often pays off both in marketable skills and pension

credits.” Reductions in paid labor force experience lower women’s future
earnings and reduce their fallback position in household bargaining.

The effects of family care on individual earnings are most apparent in
countries where the postponement of child-rearing and fertility decline have
generated significant variation in maternal commitments. Responsibilities for
young children typically constrain choices regarding hours and location of
employment, type of occupation, and industry. Even statistical analyses that take
these factors into account show that children tend to lower the earnings of

mothers but increase those of fathers, especially over the life cycle.® Mothers are
especially likely to reduce their employment hours when children have health-

related disabilities.” The motherhood penalty is particularly significant among
educated women in career tracks where employers prize long hours and

continuity of employment.?

In affluent countries, responsibilities for the care of sick, disabled, or frail
family members also bear more heavily on the employment of women than on

men.” Women in the United States report that they provide substantially more
care to their elderly parents than men do in large part because they feel a greater
obligation to do so.'® Daughters provide more care than sons, and sons with
sisters manage to provide less care than those without.!?

In married-couple families in which income is pooled over an entire lifetime,
the economic costs of care are often redistributed in equalizing ways. Wives
without independent access to wealth or income, however, remain economically
vulnerable to any diminution of spousal altruism or affection, especially that
which might lead to physical abuse. Analysis of data from the US state of
California shows that reported levels of domestic violence are lower in areas

where women’s wages are higher relative to men’s.!? British data shows that
employment has protective effects for women: an increase in male
unemployment leads to a decrease in intimate partner violence, while an increase
in female unemployment has the opposite effect.!®> On the other hand, increases
in female economic power often prompt male backlash. A study of families in
Mexico where some mothers received public transfers through the



Oportunidades program reported a significantly reduced incidence of domestic
violence but a higher incidence of threats.

Efforts to examine how married couples allocate family income and
consumption reveal less dramatic but nonetheless significant disparities, with

implications for other family members.!> Income under the control of mothers is
more likely to be spent on children (especially daughters) than income under the
control of fathers.!® Nationally representative time-use surveys reveal another
dimension of intrafamily inequality: differences in the amount of time
individuals devote to selfcare (including sleep) and leisure. Most surveys focus
on specific care activities, with scant attention to supervisory or on-call
constraints that often require a caregiver to stay close to home. As a result, they
underestimate the impact of care responsibilities.!” Nonetheless, gender
inequality in total work hours, calculated as the sum of hours of market plus
nonmarket work, is strongly associated with parenthood. Across countries, the
greater women’s specialization in unpaid family care, the longer the length of
their total workday relative to men.'®

Participation in paid employment strengthens women’s fallback position in
household bargaining, but its effects often seem modest. Gender norms exert a
powerful independent influence on the division of labor, and women often
sacrifice leisure time rather than reduce family care, especially if no alternatives
are available. Analysis of time use surveys from countries as diverse as the
United States, India, and Ecuador show that an additional hour of paid work
reduces women’s unpaid work by considerably less than one hour, effectively
increasing the length of their work day.!® In rural Indian households, one of the
few factors that has been shown to reduce the length of an adult woman’s
workday is the presence of a daughter-in-law who assumes part of the care
burden.?® These quantitative results are supported by qualitative evidence:
women in many countries testify to the stress of the “double day.”?!

Nonetheless, women’s economic bargaining power is increasing, with
tangible consequences. Empirical research in two affluent countries, the United
States and Australia, show that higher earnings for women are associated with a
reduction in the share of total household work that they perform. Wives either
persuade their husbands to do more, or they purchase goods and services that

reduce their own workload.?” This bargaining effect is particularly strong in
households where wives contribute a substantial portion of family market
income. The effect disappears, however, in households where wives contribute
more than their husbands do. Beyond this point, women increase their relative



contribution to household work as if to compensate for violating traditional
gender norms.?>

No statistical analysis of household-level data can fully capture the complex
negotiations of family life. Market earnings are not the only factors that
influence bargaining power, and divorce is not the only threat to reduced
cooperation. Many different social institutions—ranging from family law to
community-level factors such as childcare centers or police practices—have
differential effects. Norms themselves constitute fallbacks: rather than making
explicit decisions, couples may simply conform to cultural expectations that they

specialize in “separate spheres.””* Yet norms are altered by the cumulative
effects of nonconformity, and cultural negotiation can alter the meanings of
femininity and masculinity.

Outside Marriage
Patriarchal rules once common to many countries gave husbands direct authority
over wives. Contestation of such rules has clearly benefited women, but the
decline of marriage itself has had ambiguous effects. On the one hand, gender
roles in nonmarital partnerships tend to be less specialized, offering more
autonomy and flexibility. On the other hand, women in such partnerships are less
likely to enjoy long-term financial assistance from the fathers of their children.
Lack of respect or remuneration for the work of raising children is a form of
social and paternal free riding that can leave women just as vulnerable to
exploitation as patriarchal top riding.

In the mid-1980s, economist Victor Fuchs argued that declines in income
pooling between men and women had countervailed increases in women’s
individual earnings relative to men in the United States between 1959 and

1983.%° This claim rests on strong assumptions about sharing in married-couple
households, but it is not implausible for mothers with poor prospects in the labor
market. Divorce rates increased in the United States during this period as a result
of the adoption of no-fault divorce provisions, and women often paid a high
price in the form of reduced family income.?® This negative impact began to
diminish in the 1980s, largely as a result of increases in women’s employment.
Even today, however, divorce lowers wives’ total income far more than that of
their husbands.?” Similar effects have been well-documented for British,
Canadian, and German married couples.?®

In recent years, cohabitation outside of marriage has increased significantly
in many affluent countries; in the United States, equitable coparenting outside
marriage seems especially difficult to achieve.? The extent to which cohabiting



couples pool their income and share family care responsibilities remains unclear,
but like marital divorce, the dissolution of such relationships is often most costly
for women.3° Men are increasingly insulated from both the direct experience and
financial demands of fatherhood.?! In 2017, about 27 percent of children in the
United States were living in households without a biological, adoptive, or
stepfather compared to 11 percent in 1960.3? Perfectly comparable statistics for
other countries are hard to come by, but in the United Kingdom, the percentage
of men ages twenty-six to thirty living with a dependent biological child dropped
steadily from 58 percent among those born between 1940 and 1949 to 28 percent
among those born between 1980 and 1989.33

Fathers need not live in the same household to coparent a child, but physical
absence often goes along with minimal contributions of both money and time.
Poor specification and enforcement of child support increases financial demands
on custodial parents—primarily mothers—and leaves many children vulnerable
to poverty. One most recent estimate for the United States indicates that only 54

percent of noncustodial fathers paid any child support at all.>* Only about four
out of every ten nonresident fathers had legal child support orders, and only 20

percent paid all the child support they are owed.>® Divorced mothers are far
more likely than unmarried mothers to receive such payments.

The economic value of the time that parents devote to children, even when
based on a lower bound estimate of the cost of hiring a replacement caregiver,

far exceeds direct expenditures on shelter, food, and clothing.3® Household
structure has marked effects on the total amount of time devoted to direct
interaction with children. One recent study analyzing family care time in the
United States reported negligible attention from both nonresident fathers and
cohabiting men with no biological tie or legal responsibility (for example,
stepfathers or adoptive fathers) to the children they were living with.’
Coresident grandparents by contrast tend to provide significant amounts of care.

In the United States, children living in two-parent or multigenerational
households typically benefit from higher family income and greater quantities of
adult time than those in other households, contributing to better educational
attainment and higher future earnings.>® In Japan, Australia, and the European
Union, as well as the United States, mothers with college degrees have more
bargaining power in both the labor market and the marriage market: they are
more likely than other women to pool resources with relatively highearning
men.3°

Although intrafamily transfers of income and time are often viewed as purely



private and personal matters, they have enormous impact. The percentage of
families maintained by women alone has increased significantly in recent years
in many areas of the world, including the United States, Europe, and Latin

America.*? In these regions, changes in family and household structure are just
as relevant to gender inequality in disposable income as trends in relative labor

market earnings.*! Measures of women’s empowerment would look very
different if they went beyond comparisons of market earnings to assess changes
in men’s relative contributions to the care and support of children and other

dependents.*?

The Pauperization of Motherhood
Poverty is generally defined in terms of family income, and families maintained
by women alone represent a large share of all families with children in poverty

in the United States and many other countries.*> There is less evidence of
feminization of poverty than pauperization of motherhood; overrepresentation of
women among the poor is far less significant than the overrepresentation of

mothers of children under age eighteen.** This distinction is often overlooked by
researchers examining poverty among female-headed households, traditionally

defined as households that do not include an adult male.*> These households
include two groups that bring up average income for the larger category: single
women who are employed full-time and widows who have inherited property
and pensions from their husbands; young children are not necessarily present.*%

Mothers supporting children on their own face the difficult task of
combining childcare with income-generating employment. This task is
particularly stressful in countries where most income-earning opportunities lie
outside the home, where other family members are not available as
supplementary caregivers, and where public provision of childcare is inadequate.
All these factors, as well as the income available to spend on feeding, clothing,
and educating children, influence family living standards.

Poverty thresholds are typically based on market income adjusted for
differences in household size and composition. Equivalence scales based on
assumptions regarding economies of scale and the consumption requirements of
children relative to adults provide a basis for such adjustment, but most such
scales significantly underestimate the cost of young children. Household surveys
conducted in the 1950s showed that expenditures on food for a child averaged
half as much as food for an adult. As a result, many scales discount children by
50 percent relative to other household members. In many countries today,
however, food represents a very small share of total expenditures on children,



dwarfed by the costs of childcare and education.*’ Accurate estimates of
increases in relative expenditures on children over time would almost certainly
raise poverty thresholds for families maintained by mothers alone, increasing
estimates of the percentage living in poverty.*

Attention to changes in intrafamily income flows does not imply that global
capitalist dynamics are unimportant. As emphasized in Chapter 7, formal sector
employment in many developing countries has grown at painfully slow rates for
both men and women. The resulting economic stress and forced migration has
contributed to greater variance and unpredictability in family support. Many
successful migrants send large remittances home to children and/or aging
parents, but others are unable to find employment, and some simply lose touch
with their families. Women from poor countries who cross international borders

to find jobs pay a high price in separation from their families and communities.*’
Global care chains, like deforestation, overfishing, and carbon emissions, offer
short-run gains at the expense of long-run sustainability.

These intersectional dynamics illustrate the contradictory impacts of modern
economic development. Capitalist celebration of individual self-interest and
economic mobility has contributed to a process of deregulation that has
weakened the patriarchal bargain but has left caregivers vulnerable. Many
women view the vaunted benefits of modernization with some skepticism,
because they confront the worst of both worlds—weakened support for family
commitments yet limited opportunities for secure employment.

Care Penalties in Paid Employment

Inequalities in the amount of time that women and men devote to family care

have huge consequences for their relative earnings over the life cycle.”® Even
among full-time employees, women typically devote fewer hours to market work
than men, a factor that helps explain why the gender gap in wages has remained

so persistent even in advanced capitalist countries such as the United States.”!
Though the size of the motherhood penalty appears to be declining in the United
States today, the gender differential in earnings continues to reflect differences
in family commitments.>?

Whether or not they become mothers, women often enter traditionally
feminine occupations and industries in which workers have little bargaining
power. Many of the jobs in the expanding service sector in affluent countries,
including those requiring high levels of education, involve care provision in



health, education, and social services. These jobs are vulnerable to the same
undervaluation as family care: they often involve person-specific interactions
that create benefits that are difficult to commodify. Even within the medical
profession, doctors who specialize in family practice or pediatrics earn
considerably less money than those specializing in elective procedures—a factor
that helps explain why the Covid-19 pandemic, which crowded out such

procedures, put enormous financial pressure on US hospitals.>>

The Motherhood Penalty

Men are able to devote more time than women to paid employment because they
can more easily rely on someone else to provide direct care for family members
and friends. Many firms prefer to hire workers for high-end jobs who can work
long hours, be available evenings and weekends, and travel on short notice.
Since employers cannot always reliably identify job applicants who will fit this
description, they tend to discriminate against those they consider statistically
unlikely to be “ideal workers,” namely women.>*

Covert, perhaps even unconscious, bias clearly affects employment
outcomes. In a now-famous experiment, sociologists sent fictional job
applications to US employers that were closely matched in every respect but one
—some included a signal that the applicant was the mother of a young child,
such as participation in a Parent-Teacher Organization.”> Such signals reduced
the likelihood that the applicant would receive further consideration. This
experiment, like others focusing on signals of racial difference, confirms the
economic impact of subtle forms of discrimination.”®

Employers often treat mothers and fathers differently.>” As the US Equal
Opportunities Employment Commission noted in 2007,

women with caregiving responsibilities may be perceived as more committed to caregiving than to
their jobs and as less competent than other workers, regardless of how their caregiving
responsibilities actually impact their work. Male caregivers may face the mirror image stereotype:
that men are poorly suited to caregiving. As a result, men may be denied parental leave or other

benefits routinely afforded their female counterparts.>®

Family responsibility discrimination is a version of gender discrimination that
“polices men into traditional breadwinner roles and women out of them.”>

Some jobs seem intrinsically more flexible than others. In pharmacy, for
instance, both men and women work highly variable hours and earn virtually the

same.®? Yet the premia most employers pay for conformity to the stereotype of
the ideal worker cannot be wholly explained by differences in productivity or



value added to the firm.°" Other factors come into play: lingering male
discomfort with women in authority, sheer institutional inertia, and the ability to
cut costs by forcing workers to accept long hours at the expense of their personal
and family lives.%?

Declines in worker bargaining power result not only in slower wage growth,
but also in less control over schedules. Even as total work hours in managerial
and professional jobs have increased in the United States, many employers have
increased their reliance on part-time workers, often resorting to just-in-time
scheduling to cut labor costs. Unpredictable and inadequate work hours are just
as problematic for some employed caregivers as mandatory overtime for
others.5

Unless they face labor shortages, employers have little economic incentive to
organize employment in more family-friendly ways. In the United States, many
women in high-level professional and managerial jobs have sufficient bargaining
power to win access to employerprovided benefits such as scheduling flexibility

and paid family leaves.®* As more women have become obstetricians and
veterinarians, they have developed group-based practices where on-call and
after-hours responsibilities can be rotated. By contrast, women in low-wage jobs
are often forced to quit jobs when childcare falls through or a child or parent
falls ill, further increasing their economic vulnerability.

In many countries, the expense of paid childcare, the length of the school
day, and school vacations make it difficult to combine parenting with long hours
of paid employment. In the United States, many working parents sign up for split
shifts, sacrificing time they might otherwise spend together in order to make sure

their children are looked after.®® Scheduling problems are ubiquitous in
developing countries as well as affluent countries. Yet they could be effectively
addressed. One study of the cut-flower industry in Colombia found that the
practice of starting and ending the work day early—while flowers are fresher—
created new employment opportunities for mothers who were able to clock out
before their children came home from school.®®

Unfortunately, in the absence of labor shortages and strong trade union
pressure, employers have little incentive to implement familyfriendly practices,
and relatively few countries implement these on the national level. Even some
public sector institutions rely heavily on unpaid family care: for many years
German school systems sent children home in the middle of the day to eat hot
lunches prepared by their mothers. Similarly, many hospitals in developing
countries expect families to supply meals for patients. The pressure to maximize
profits or minimize costs often distracts attention from achievement of social



outcomes that don’t improve employers’—or managers’—bottom lines.

Segregation and Sorting

When employers know that women often work for lower wages than men, they
make lower wage offers, reproducing preexisting inequalities based on gender.
This downward pressure helps explain why men feel threatened when women
enter a previously male-dominated occupation and tend to flee once the

percentage of women exceeds a certain threshold.®” The significant effect of
previous earnings on current and future earnings has prompted some cities and
states in the United States to prohibit employers from asking for job applicants’
earnings histories.%®

Yet important supply-side factors, including decisions made by women
themselves, help explain occupational segregation. Just as competing demands
on women’s time affect the number of hours they supply to the labor market,
competing cultural pressures affect the types of jobs they enter. On a global
level, patterns of gender segregation in traditionally female occupations and

industries cannot be entirely explained by direct employer discrimination.®® The
threat of sexual harassment by male coworkers often deters women from holding

traditionally masculine jobs.” Women’s own preferences to work in certain
occupations and industries—despite their lower levels of average compensation
—also exert influence.

Neoclassical economists sometimes argue that women derive sufficient
subjective satisfaction from their job choices—a kind of psychic income—to
fully compensate them for lower wages, and some scholars believe that women

are simply drawn to feminine work.”! One can acknowledge women’s agency,
however, without ignoring the institutional constraints on their choices. Gender
norms put women in a contradictory position in which gains in the labor market
can be neutralized by losses in the dating and marriage market. Men in high-
paying occupations are prized as partners, while women in high-paying
occupations—especially traditionally male occupations—are not.”?

Many men feel threatened by women who compete with them on their own
turf. A recent study of the behavior of women in the Harvard Masters of
Business Administration program, for instance, found women more likely to
express commitment to their own professional success when classmates who

were potential marriage partners were not present.”> In the US, lesbians fare
better in the labor market than heterosexual women with similar characteristics,

in part because they are more likely to enter nontraditional occupations.”* Men



who are openly gay, on the other hand, pay a wage penalty compared to similar
heterosexual men.

The forces constraining women’s occupational choices cannot be reduced to
a desire for social approval. Moral commitments to children and other
dependents also influence their decisions. In affluent countries such as the
United States, women are disproportionately concentrated in industries such as
health, education, and social services, often in jobs that involve face-to-face,
hands-on, or first-name interactions with people whose welfare they genuinely
care about.”> By their own account, they enter such jobs partly out of a desire to
help others.”®

Whether women are naturally predisposed or socially conditioned to greater
concern for others than men matters less than the economic penalties that result.
In the long run, the greater care penalties become, the less care will be
voluntarily supplied. Punish good deeds and they will eventually dwindle. The
evolutionary theories of multilevel selection outlined in previous chapters
explain why altruism requires institutional reinforcement—if not the coercion of
women, then new forms of collective commitment to value and reward care for
others.

The Wages of Care

Such rewards cannot be based on simple market forces. Whether waged or
unwaged, commitments to other people do not yield standardized commaodities

that are easily substitutable.”” As noted in Chapter 4, it is difficult, if not
impossible, to measure and capture the value of individual contributions to the
maintenance and development of human capabilities, which helps explain why
care work is underpaid even when performed for pay. Studies of the United
States and the United Kingdom show that employment in care occupations and
industries lowers the earnings of both women and men relative to other jobs,
even controlling for a variety of personal and workplace variables.”®

This care wage penalty reflects the specific characteristics of jobs, rather
than the people who fill those jobs, a theme explored in earlier studies of
comparable worth and pay equity. It has long been observed, for instance, that
parking lot attendants in the United States have higher median wages than
childcare workers.”® Earlier arguments regarding the comparable worth of male-
and female-dominated jobs focused on so-called compensable factors such as
educational requirements, levels of responsibility or stress, and working
conditions.?? Attention to these factors has now been supplemented by attention
to other aspects of the labor process (such as emotional attachment and



collaboration with others, or team production) and also to characteristics of the
product or service (such as its lack of standardization and its spillover effects).
Many care workers find great satisfaction in their jobs. This does not justify
the low levels of pay they receive relative to the social value of the services they
provide. Care wage penalties differ considerably across countries because they
are strongly influenced by specific labor market institutions that also shape

overall levels of earnings inequality.®’ Reliance on market forces leads to
undervaluation.

In the United States and the United Kingdom, turnover rates in many poorly
paid care jobs, especially childcare and eldercare, are relatively high, often with

emotionally wrenching and quality-lowering effects.?> Taken to an extreme,
market logic holds that “an underpaid nurse is a good nurse” because low wages
discourage workers who lack the intrinsic motivation necessary to do their jobs

well.83 The notion that nurses (but not employers or doctors) should be selected
for their altruistic preferences reflects profound gender bias. It ignores the reality
that care workers need wages sufficient to support themselves and their families.
It also assumes that altruistic preferences (like other unpriced resources) will
never be depleted.

Care penalties in wage employment are sharply crosscut by differences in
bargaining power based on class, race, and citizenship. Relatively cheap
domestic servants have always been available to the very wealthy; cheap
service-sector employees replicate their effects, often in similarly racialized
ways. In the United States, a large supply of low-wage immigrant women keeps
the cost of childcare and eldercare services—as well as restaurant meals—
relatively low. Native-born, college-educated, high-earning women reap many of
the benefits.

Global care chains ensure an ample supply of nannies for children and in-
home care providers for the elderly for families who can pay outof-pocket and/or
under the table in informal employment. These care workers often leave their
own children or parents behind—usually in the care of other women—because
of a pressing need to provide financial support for them. They typically remit a
larger share of their earnings home than male migrants, despite their lower
wages.* It is hard to imagine a group that experiences more intersectional
disadvantage.

Empirical research shows that increases in number of low-wage immigrants
in major US cities have boosted both the labor supply and the fertility of highly

educated women.?> Similar effects have been measured in Spain, Italy, and



Hong Kong.?® In the short run, low-wage women benefit from expanded
employment opportunities, while high-wage women find it easier to combine
paid work and family work. In the long run, however, large class inequalities
have the effect of redistributing care penalties, reducing incentives for high-

wage women to support public care initiatives.2” What will happen if and when
international migration is curtailed?

Some economists hold women lucky to inhabit caring occupations, because
these are more difficult to automate or outsource than the manufacturing jobs

held predominantly by men.?8 By this logic, the miraculous forces of supply and
demand will reduce gender inequality by encouraging men to enter traditionally
female fields. This cheerful narrative assumes that earnings are determined
primarily by the quantity and quality of work performed, largely unaffected by
collective bargaining power or the difficulty of capturing value created. It
overlooks the distinctive characteristics of care work that make it vulnerable to
undervaluation, whether it is provided by women or by men. It also overlooks
the extraordinary risks and stresses that health care workers, in particular, endure
when global pandemics strike.

Public Policies and Care Penalties

Despite their potentially equalizing effects, many state policies are gendered:
they assign women disproportionate responsibility for meeting care needs.
Restrictions on reproductive rights, along with reluctance to enforce men’s
family responsibilities, exploit women’s willingness to be care providers of last

resort, as the “reserve army of feminine self-sacrifice.”®® Levels of public
support for unpaid care work—Ilike levels of poverty among families with
dependents—vary enormously across countries, but even the most generous
European social democracies reinforce a gender division of labor that is costly
for women.

Different groups of women are obviously affected in different ways. The
economic bargaining power of primary caregivers profoundly affects the well-
being of those they care for: rates of child poverty are highest among families
that are maintained by single parents. In the United States, family subsidies were
long linked to marital status, imposing significant costs on those who violated

heterosexual norms.”® Employment discrimination on the basis of sexual
orientation or gender identity remains a problem.
While declining birth rates have motivated increased public support for



child-rearing in many countries, public subsidies compensate only a small
percentage of the costs and risks of raising children and typically reinforce the
traditional division of labor. Many affluent countries now provide at least some
public support or services for individuals with disabilities and the frail elderly,
but family caregivers, primarily women, continue to bear most of this burden.
Likewise, many public pension systems provide benefits based primarily on
earnings in paid employment, putting women at an economic disadvantage in old
age.

Reproductive Rights and Responsibilities

Lack of access to contraception and medically safe abortions, as well as effective
protection against domestic violence, represents a serious health risk for women

in many countries.”! Restricted access to contraception and early abortion
violates women’s right to control their own bodies and exploits the fierce
attachment that most mothers feel for newborn infants. Mothers need to plan
parenthood precisely because it is likely to lead to irrevocable commitment.
Vulnerability is intersectional. In the United States, as in many other
countries, unintended pregnancies are concentrated among lesseducated, low-
income women, disproportionately women of color. Economic stress is often the
most cited reason for seeking an abortion, and abortions typically increase

during periods of economic stress such as recessions.’” A recent study in the
United States found that carrying an unwanted pregnancy to term quadrupled the
odds that a new mother and her child would live below the federal poverty
line.%

Many regimes that deny women reproductive rights also fail to strictly define
the child-support responsibilities of noncustodial fathers. Under many versions
of Islamic law, fathers remain legally responsible for the support of children
after separation or divorce, but few enforcement mechanisms exist. In much of
sub-Saharan Africa, customary rather than formal laws govern custody and
maintenance, sometimes bypassing maternal rights altogether. In eastern
Nigeria, for instance, custody rights over children revert to the mother’s father if
her husband failed to pay the bride price.?* Few developing countries collect
even basic statistics on the percentage of families maintained by mothers alone.
In Peru, one of the few exceptions to this rule, only about 35 percent of single
mothers received child support payments in 2012.%°

While most affluent countries have developed child support enforcement
policies, lack of comparable statistics hampers cross-country comparisons. The
most recent data from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and



Development (updated in 2010) lump private transfers from nonresident parents
together with transfers from the state, showing that the percentage of sole
parents receiving any child maintenance payments was “not available” in
fourteen out of twenty-one countries in 2004 and was below 40 percent in the
United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia. In Denmark and Sweden, by
contrast, the percentage receiving assistance was more than 98 percent.

Low levels of transfer from noncustodial fathers have been well documented
in the United States and the United Kingdom, with attention to the difficulty of
enforcing payment from men who lack adequate income to support themselves.
The economic vulnerability of Black and Latino men is reflected in punitive
policies implemented in the United States, resulting in high levels of
incarceration. Efforts to bludgeon “deadbeat dads” into compliance have proved

remarkably unsuccessful.’’ Yet mothers who are typically even more
economically disadvantaged than the fathers of their children manage to provide
financial as well as direct care. They are often willing to sacrifice regular
financial support from fathers in return for continued paternal engagement with
children or freedom from abusive treatment.”8

Enforcement problems are not unique to the Anglo-American context. In
Russia, legal provisions for child support are almost completely ineffectual, and
social expectations for paternal contributions are extremely low.% In Japan,
legal protections for single mothers are weak and public support minimal,
despite rising divorce rates.!” The growth of international migration also
complicates the picture, with millions of parents now living in countries distant
from those of their children. Legal rules for cross-border enforcement of family
maintenance responsibilities remain underdeveloped.'%!

Many countries of northwestern Europe, including Scandinavia, provide
public insurance for parental child support that guarantees a minimum level of
family income, significantly reducing poverty among both mothers and
children.!%?  Scandinavian policies also challenge the traditional
caregiver/breadwinner model by promoting joint custody and shared parenting.
Their example suggests that a combination of effective public governance and
efforts to strengthen norms of paternal engagement can improve parental
collaboration.!%

Public Support for Child-rearing

Many other public policies subsidize child-rearing, among them publicly
subsidized health care, childcare, and education. Two specific types of programs,



more narrowly targeted to parents, have become standard in most affluent
countries: paid family leaves from work and family allowances. Expenditures on
these programs represent a substantial transfer of income from taxpayers to
parents and children, and because mothers are more likely than fathers to take
parenting responsibility, from taxpayers to mothers. These programs have
somewhat contradictory implications for women: on the one hand, they provide
compensation for family care; on the other hand, they encourage women’s
specialization in care provision, increasing their personal vulnerability.

A global trend toward greater support for child-rearing has been driven by a
variety of factors, including women’s political empowerment, growing
recognition of the payoffs to social investment, and concerns about the
intergenerational viability of social spending. Probably the most important
factor, however, has been growing fear of national population decline resulting
from below-replacement fertility. Scandinavian family support policies that
embrace the goal of gender equality have stabilized birth rates at close to
replacement levels, in sharp contrast with the extremely low rates now evident in

Spain, Italy, Greece, Japan, and Korea.!%*

As a result, some demographers and policymakers now argue that
achievement of greater gender equality is central to the goal of maintaining

stable national population levels.!'”> One need not agree with this goal to
appreciate the force of this argument, which suggests that women—who are
seldom willing to withhold care from those they are emotionally attached to—
can exercise considerable bargaining power by preemptively minimizing such
attachments. Paradoxically, when many women postpone, minimize, or avoid
motherhood altogether, their actions give mothers greater leverage.

Public support for child-rearing is clearly shaped by intersectional collective
bargaining. The European Union has strongly encouraged benefits to parents in
the form of paid family leaves, rights to reduced working hours, and family
allowances. The form these benefits take is even more important than their
overall level. When they are universal, rather than means-tested, they tend to
enjoy widespread public support. If paid leaves are taken predominantly by
women, rather than men, or if paid maternal leaves are too long, they tend to
reduce mothers’ attachment to paid employment, reducing their lifetime
earnings. Empirical research suggests that leaves in excess of six months
probably have this negative effect, making high-quality publicly subsidized

childcare a necessary supplement.'%°

Nordic countries have modeled ways of encouraging greater participation
from fathers by offering relatively high wage replacement rates for family leaves



combined with “use-it-or-lose it” provisions. Take-up rates by fathers have
increased significantly over time, though their overall leave time remains far

lower than that of mothers.'%” Greater paternal participation in childcare at an
early stage often leads to greater engagement with children as they grow older.
Recent evidence from Denmark suggests that paternal leaves help mothers return

to work and increase overall family earnings.!?

Even in the Nordic countries, however, parental leave equality has not been
achieved. There, as elsewhere, many public policies continue to encourage

maternal specialization.'”> Mothers continue to put fewer hours into paid
employment and are disproportionately concentrated in relatively low-paying

public sector jobs.!19 A recent analysis of twentyone European countries and
their influence on men’s behavior found that Iceland’s parental leave policies are
the most egalitarian, but “no country has equal, nontransferable, and well-paid

leave for each parent.”!1!
Family policies in other affluent capitalist countries reveal a similar tendency

to reinforce gender specialization.''? In developing countries, patterns are more
complex. The traditionally “maternalist” Latin American approach to public

policy is now being contested.'3 In Asia, the legacy of Confucian norms has
made gender roles particularly resistant to change. China’s political rulers,
focused on gross domestic product growth, have reduced care services, reducing

women’s ability to participate in paid employment.'' In Japan and South Korea,
by contrast, a growing commitment to social investment has driven significant
changes in both employment and welfare policy, influenced by women’s
groups.'1°

Unlike paid leaves from work, family allowances (and related tax subsidies
for children) are not conditional on paid employment. They give parents,
including mothers, more individual choice, but also nudge them toward
decisions that are far riskier in terms of long-run economic security for
themselves and their children. Further, most family allowances cover only a
relatively small share of the overall expenditures on children, especially when

the costs of parental time devoted to care are taken into account.'® Similar
concerns apply to many proposals for a universal basic income.

Whether allowance-based approaches can help prop up birth rates remains to
be seen. Particularly when they are inconsistent and variable, they have a greater
effect on the timing of births than on their number. Recent Russian policies
provide a clear example of disregard for longterm effects. In the Soviet Union,
family allowances were universal (along with extensive childcare and education



services). Russia initially continued such policies but cut them back in 2001,
restricting them to families with income at or below the subsistence level. Then,
in 2006, President Putin decided that birth rates should be increased, and
provision of family subsidies expanded, including large lump-sum payments

termed “maternity capital,” to mothers of two or more children.!'” Effects to
date on birth rates have been modest, perhaps as a result of distrust regarding

future levels of support.!18

Among affluent capitalist countries, the United States remains a significant
outlier. Only a few states and cities have implanted universal pre-kindergarten

programs or paid family leave.''® Many US families with dependents who pay
lower taxes than their European counterparts probably have less disposable
income once their out-of-pocket payments for childcare, health insurance,
education, and eldercare are accounted for.

Because tax subsidies for children and childcare expenses in the United
States are complex, uneven, and difficult to understand, they have a divided

constituency.'® Eligibility for means-tested cash benefits and childcare
assistance is largely conditional on participation in paid employment. Many low-
income parents who are currently unemployed could gain support through the
Earned Income Tax Credit if they simply swapped children from 9 to 5 every
weekday and paid one another exactly the same wages for care, thus qualifying
as employed.'?! Paltry forms of public support in the United States have
contributed to high rates of poverty among children, stunting the development of
human capabilities and intensifying class and racial/ethnic inequalities.'?> Not
surprisingly, birth rates in the United States have recently fallen below
replacement levels.'?3

Policies that make it easier for mothers and fathers to take time out of paid
employment reduce at least some of the tensions between family work and
market work. In countries like Sweden with generous public support, most
women have at least one child; in the United States, a much larger percentage of
women remain childless.!?* Partly as a result, the gender gap in earnings is
particularly high in Sweden at the upper end, in professional and managerial
jobs.1?> However deplorable this failure, women’s success should not be
measured simply in terms of their relative labor market earnings: the economic
opportunity to become a parent is also precious.

Public Support and Transfers to the Elderly and Adults with Disabilities
Many public policies providing pensions and health care to adults carry implicit



care penalties. Those who take time out of paid employment to provide family
care often reduce their pension eligibility and/or credits as a result, leaving them
susceptible to poverty in old age. The United Kingdom, France, Germany, and
Sweden, among other countries, offer earnings credits to family caregivers, but
these are capped at a relatively low level.'?® US policies are even worse: as
noted in the previous chapter, the provisions of the US Social Security system
provide special support for married spouses who do not work for pay, with a
spousal benefit set at a percentage of the employed spouse’s earnings. Single
parents, however, are doubly penalized by Social Security: their nonmarket work
goes unrewarded and they often end up in intermittent, poorly paid employment
that reduces their eligibility for Social Security benefits. As a result, they
typically receive far less retirement income from the state than men who have
devoted little time or effort to raising the future taxpayers who help finance
Social Security payments to the older generation.

Like paid family leaves, public policies that support family provision of
eldercare can reinforce traditional gender roles. On the other hand, when
combined with public policies that offer adequate pay and benefits to paid
providers, they give family members more flexibility, making it easier for them

to contribute to family income.'?” Indeed, publicly supported but consumer-
directed home care can make it economically feasible for family members to

provide full-time paid care for a disabled or elderly relative.!?8 Paid family
leaves can also increase flexibility by protecting job security for those who
require only temporary time off from employment.'?

Here again, the United States is an outlier. While some individual states have
adopted such woman- and family-friendly policies, federal health insurance for
the elderly does not reimburse costs for the nursing home services or home care
required by those suffering chronic but untreatable conditions such as

dementia.'>® Because many men marry women younger than themselves who
also have a longer life expectancy, they can often rely on spousal care. Elderly
women often cannot. They are far more likely than elderly men to end up in
nursing homes where they do not enjoy any means-tested public assistance until
they qualify as indigent.

Public assistance for home and community-based care of needy adults
through the means-tested Medicaid program imposes a kinship penalty: in many
states, participants can use public funds to pay for the services of a daughter or a
son, but not a spouse, the family member most likely to provide care. (Ex-

spouses typically are eligible, creating a financial incentive to divorce.)!3!
Surveys of home caregivers suggest that when family members are hired, they



are often paid significantly less than caregivers hired through an agency and
provide many more hours of care than they are paid for.!3

Some mothers and fathers receive some payback from their adult children in
the form of assistance in old age, sometimes reinforced by the promise of a
bequest. Evidence from both affluent and poor countries shows that parents often
use their accumulated wealth strategically to reward services from their adult

children but also respond to financial need.!*®> As noted in Chapter 8, this
familial safety net has economic as well as social value: childless older adults in
the United States are significantly more likely than parents to receive public

assistance.!®* Levels of parental engagement also matter: unmarried and
divorced fathers are less likely than others to receive assistance from their

children.'3 Still, within families, intergenerational transfers from old to young
far exceed those in the other direction.!3®
In many low-fertility countries with aging populations, international

migrants play an even greater role in eldercare than childcare.'” In the United
States, administrative rules have long denied the predominantly Black, Latino,
and immigrant workforce in home-based eldercare basic labor rights—such as
payment of a minimum wage—under the Fair Labor Standards Act. Racial
animus helps explain why many states in the US South allocate their Medicaid
funds primarily to nursing homes rather than home and community-based care.
Such institutions are far more expensive on a per capita basis, but conditions are
so poor that many eligible persons choose not to apply, keeping total costs low.
Policymakers express concern that expansion of home and communitybased care
would be too expensive because so many potential beneficiaries might “come

out of the woodwork” to apply for assistance.3®
By any indicator, in virtually every country for which data is available,

elderly women are more susceptible to poverty than elderly men.' This
outcome is no accident, and it cannot be portrayed as the result of entirely
voluntary choices. It reflects collective power structures that lead to the
exploitation of many caregivers—predominantly women—over their entire life
cycle. Some women enjoy sufficient bargaining power to substantially buffer
this effect, but most do not, and the overall quality of care provision is
compromised in ways that intensify other dimensions of inequality. The
disproportionate impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on people of color and the
working poor in the United States provides poignant evidence of intersectional

vulnerability. 4



Care Futures

Just as care represents a kind of reproductive tax, those who minimize their

payments of it enjoy a kind of patriarchal dividend.'#! The bookkeeping above
reveals entries on both sides of the ledger that are significantly influenced but
not entirely determined by gender. It also indicates the growing threat of care
deficits in which the need for care far outstrips its supply. The word “need” is
more appropriate here than the word “demand,” which economists use,
restrictively, to describe mere purchasing power. Reliable, high-quality care
cannot simply be bought, because it requires empathy, connection, and
commitment.

Obviously, the future is unclear. Whether for reasons of biology or culture,
women may have stronger preferences for the care of others than men do. The
cost of these preferences, however, is largely determined by structures of
collective power that are vulnerable to contestation. Moreover, caring
preferences are shifting, as indicated by the emerging significance of new family
forms that depart from gendered stereotypes, and typically lead to less

specialization than traditional heterosexual families.!#*?> The very concept of
social assignment based on a gender binary is unravelling. Gendered or not,
extreme specialization in care provision will continue to lead to economic
vulnerability unless and until reproductive costs are distributed in more equitable
ways.

Much depends on how institutions governing the costs of caring
commitments are perceived, interpreted, and contested. Their complexity defies
simplistic proposals for reducing gender inequality, especially those that do not
recognize interlocking inequalities based on age, sexual orientation,
race/ethnicity, citizenship, and class. Neoliberal policies have taken care work
for granted, reassured by its longstanding historical provision through patriarchal
channels. As these channels narrow and other inequalities widen, market forces
are likely to intensify care deficits.

Any sustainable vision of social justice must specify both equitable rights to
care and mutual obligations for its provision. As women devote more energy and
effort to activities that offer them economic security and political voice, they are
also pressing men to take more responsibility for traditionally female priorities.
The global organization Promundo puts it this way: “working with men and boys
to transform harmful gender norms and unequal power dynamics is a critical part

of the solution to achieving gender equality.”'*> The dual earner/dual carer
model that feminist scholars outlined years ago is gaining traction.!#*



Unfortunately, progress toward this model is discouraged by employers’
incentives to minimize labor costs and taxes.!#®

Stronger alliances between women and men aimed to strengthen the care
economy are crucial, but the abolition of gender itself as a category would not
solve the larger problem. Discrimination against women would clearly diminish
if it became “commonplace that fathers are as responsible for the care of

children and home as mothers.”'#% Care penalties, however, would remain in
force. Any competitive market economy that fails to adequately support care
work penalizes caregivers regardless of gender: a “daddy track” in employment
is just as potentially harmful to career advancement and job security as a
“mommy track”; men as well as women earn less in jobs that generate more
social benefits than private revenues.

Nor can imported care solve the problem. The “cheap migrants” solution to
care provision in affluent countries resembles the cheap-naturalgas-as-a-
substitute-for-coal solution to global climate change: a shortrun gambit that
postpones a more serious reckoning. Reliance on a global care chain simply
offloads care deficits onto others, with especially negative consequences for
disempowered groups and low-income countries.'*” The servants of
globalization deserve better rights, better working conditions, and better pay.'4®

The threat of long-run deterioration in care services could, like the threat of
climate change, unify otherwise disparate constituencies. In the absence of
stronger collective efforts to support care provision, including more international
cooperation to protect public health and limit climate change, the global
economy will suffer. The poet Tony Hoagland imagines a modern Karl Marx
explaining, “I was listening to the cries of the past, / When I should have been

listening to the cries of the future.”!*° Patriarchal constraints can no longer
restrict women to reproductive tasks, and most capitalist investors demand
returns that they can easily capture and control. The competitive pressure to
offload the costs of creating and maintaining human capabilities creates a
dilemma that—Iike climate change and ecological disruption—can be solved
only by fostering commitments to the welfare of other people.
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Division and Alliance

Once upon a time, Ariadne decided to explore the dark maze to which the
dangerous Minotaur had been confined; to ensure that she could find her way
back, she tied a red thread to its entrance and unspooled it behind her. When she
finally found the beast, she spoke softly to it, promising to release it from
captivity if it followed her in peace. Yet she also carried a sword, knowing that
the beast, crazed by its years of captivity, might turn upon her. We don’t yet
know what happened to the two, only that the story widely told about them—
involving a brash young hero, a brutal slaying, elopement, and betrayal—was
fake news.

We inhabit a pyramidal maze of our own making, packed with institutional
structures that significantly influence our probabilities of economic success. The
theoretical claims and historical narratives outlined in this book expose social
divisions that are both cause and effect of these articulated structures. We don’t
yet know how best to alter them but can follow a process that logicians call
Ariadne’s thread—a careful examination of all possible routes. To do this, we
must keep a clear record of where we have been and what dead ends we have
encountered. We should also consider the possible need to tear down walls.

Economists often invoke models of economic organization that either should
not be tampered with or cannot possibly be changed. Some warn against
interference with individual choice, ignoring the value of collective
commitments. Some warn that capitalism is a hegemonic system based entirely
on class conflict that, once eliminated, would allow collective commitments to
easily thrive. Both paradigms are simplistic: no economic system has ever been



organized entirely around voluntary exchange or the extraction of surplus by a
single ruling class. The feminist critique of institutional structures that have
disempowered women strengthens an intersectional political economy attentive
to many forms of cooperation and conflict, choice and constraint. This
conceptualization of the multiple incarnations of institutional power could help
build stronger coalitions of the disempowered, including women.

Game Changing

Games are not just for fun and sport. Some are deadly, some are exploitative,
and some are even self-destructive. Most of the games that people play involve a
combination of effort, luck, and teamwork and are governed by enforceable
rules. In the absence of such governance, lack of trust can encourage individuals
to act in ways that leave everyone worse off. Formal games such as the
prisoner’s dilemma, Chicken, and Stag Hunt metaphorically illustrate such
coordination problems. Institutional structures of collective power help solve
these problems, enforcing cooperation. In the process, however, they generate
costly forms of conflict and exploitation. Game design is itself a game. We live
subject to rules that previous winners designed to perpetuate their advantage,
until we devise ways to change them. Simply leveling the playing field is not
enough.

Agency and Structure Revisited

The mutually constitutive dynamics between agency and structure parallel the
dynamics between players and games of survival. Players hope to improve their
position in a pyramidal maze and, in the process, to reconfigure the structure to
their advantage. Players are often socially assigned to a variety of teams and sub-
teams but exercise some choice regarding their commitments to these. One
player’s gains are not inevitably based on another’s losses. The gains from
cooperation may be unequally distributed but may also increase the total rewards
the players can potentially enjoy.

This set of games cannot be reduced to survival of the fittest; it is not always
winners-take-all, because the winners often depend on the losers to help create
the available rewards. Players are preoccupied with how to rise, or at least
survive, and group membership significantly influences their chances of success.
They are molded by the rewards and punishments they experience, becoming, in
a sense, products of the very game they play. Debates over its design may seem
like a distraction, especially to those who are comfortably ahead. Yet the game is



always changing, and the stakes are high: life or death, freedom or submission,
prosperity or poverty.

The complexity of intersectional inequalities helps stabilize large
hierarchical systems through both cooptation and countervailing forms of
collective conflict. On the other hand, it creates a social environment that is
somewhat unpredictable and difficult to control. Shifting alliances can have
tipping effects, leading to abrupt political realignments. Excessive conflict can
weaken the entire pyramid from within. Some games are zero-sum games, all
gains coming at the expense of others’ losses. In some games, everybody loses—
mutually assured destruction.

External shocks and pressures can destabilize articulated structures, as can
internal dynamics. The pyramidal maze represents a human project in a natural
environment that emerged and evolved long before we made our appearance as a
species. We have become increasingly adept at extracting energy and resources
from this environment and dumping increasing quantities of waste into it,
dirtying our diapers and soiling our own nest. Those at the top may remain
above the stench, but those at the bottom already find it difficult to breathe. The
pyramid itself may sink into the sludge.

The Patriarchal Rules

Women have long been assigned the greatest responsibility for future
generations; if men were prone to neglect such responsibility, it was because, for
a while, they could. Many now-obsolete patriarchal institutions tied men and
women together in ways that intensified their differences, confining them to
binary roles and separate spheres. These institutions reduced women’s
bargaining power relative to men but also provided some economic incentives
for male support of dependents and their caregivers—at least within groups that
escaped extinction, expropriation, slavery, or other forms of direct coercion.
Often, institutional power over subaltern groups seemed explicitly designed to
undermine familial solidarities and kinship networks. At the same time, the
exploitation of subaltern groups could and did provide women in powerful
groups with compensation in the form of higher living standards.

Capitalist dynamics had mixed consequences for women, depending on
configurations of collective power. In some areas of the world, including
Western Europe and the United States, technical innovation and the expansion of
wage employment both destabilized feudal inequalities and loosened the grip of
patriarchal institutions. Capitalist expansion did, occasionally, create temporary
engines of liberation. Yet it also generated new forms of exploitation that were



particularly intense when and where preexisting inequalities based on
race/ethnicity, citizenship, and class were extreme.

Demographic consequences could be transformative: increases in the cost of
rearing children, driven partly by reductions in their contribution to family
subsistence as youngsters and their increased economic independence as adults,
encouraged fertility decline and reduced women’s specialization in family care.
Yet when women gained new opportunities for employment outside the family,
these were constrained by the difficulty of combining remunerative with
reproductive work. Increased reliance on market exchange increased the relative
costs of activities that were not amenable to market logic. Where men have been
unable to retain their traditional economic advantage, they have been tempted to
opt out of family support.

Women could never entirely overcome the differences among themselves,
but they could occasionally reconcile them, demanding changes in the gender
game that reached well beyond inequalities in earnings to encompass the
distribution of the cost of caring for dependents and the emergence of welfare
states. Their collective success varied according to coalitional possibilities and
the strategic insights necessary to seize them. The consequences have been
momentous.

Liberal and Neoliberal Feminisms

In nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Great Britain and the United States,
relatively rapid capitalist development and rising living standards within the
white population encouraged a particularly liberal form of feminism with an
emphasis on individual rights. The principles that men invoked in challenging
the authority of fathers could be turned against the authority of men in general
and husbands in particular. Many women’s interests were aligned with those of
an ascendant class well served by expanded freedom to pursue individual self-
interest. In this respect liberal feminism could be seen as a moral failing, an
opportunistic adaptation to the capitalist status quo.!

On the other hand, the rights-based strategy proved remarkably successful,
not only because it reduced the resistance of influential men, but also because it
expanded the scope of democratic governance. Like political democracy writ
large, it initially took incomplete, inconsistent, even hypocritical forms, but
nonetheless created an opening wedge that could later be driven home. Over
time, the discourse of political rights has expanded in subversive ways to include
economic rights.”> Among these rights, many feminists argue, are the “right to
care and be cared for.”3



This transcendence of the liberal feminist agenda contrasts vividly with
neoliberal feminism, which takes all structures of collective power as a given
and urges women to try harder to climb to the top. Facebook executive Sheryl
Sandberg’s 2013 book, Lean In, exemplifies this strategy. As one critic put it,
the book provided a self-help guide to our “turbo-capitalist, what’s-in-it-for-me

world.”* A blog post advising women to “become the men they want to marry”
explains, “Acting selfishly will get you much further in life than if you’re

constantly worried about everyone around you.”® This recycled version of Ayn
Rand’s libertarian philosophy succeeds only if life is reduced to the competitive
upscale labor market.

In this narrow universe, women’s success is measured by their access to
traditionally male prerogatives: participation in formal employment, access to
professional or managerial jobs, and political leadership. Money can buy
everything, and family care becomes just another management challenge that
can be accomplished through no-nonsense delegation, exhaustive checklists, and
nerves of steel. Most women live in a very different place, where family
responsibilities pose a substantial risk of poverty for themselves and their
children, making even a modicum of assistance from men more than welcome.

Neoliberal feminism is even more divisive than its liberal antecedents, tying
its agenda to the coattails of an increasingly small, if prodigiously rich,
economic minority. As an intersectional strategy, it is unlikely to succeed,
because capitalist development is no longer delivering on its promise of
opportunities for widespread upward mobility and appears increasingly
vulnerable to external shocks—the “externalities” that economists have long
acknowledged but also relegated to the margins. Dangerous new pathogens, the
threat of global climate change, and intensified social conflict are only the most
visible of a spate of looming problems that can only be solved by cooperation
rather than competition. Not surprisingly, another strand of feminist theory is
now returning to the fore.

Socialist Feminisms

In 1825 the Irish socialist feminists William Thompson and Anna Wheeler
argued that any economic system based on individual competition would

disadvantage those who took responsibility for the care of others.® Their
argument, scarcely acknowledged at the time, prefigured the research on care
penalties described in previous chapters and helps explain the emergence of
welfare state policies designed to socialize at least some of the costs of
developing and maintaining human capabilities. Such policies, vulnerable to



shifting political coalitions, remain subject to reversal. They cannot be sustained,
much less expanded, in the absence of social institutions that (to apply the
terminology developed in Chapter 4) discourage both free riding and top riding.
Socialist feminists have generally had a stronger vision of their goals than of
the means to achieve them. An emphasis on the need to recognize, reward, and
distribute family work highlights the particular risks of for-profit provision in the
care sector of the economy: health, education, and social services. The policy

agenda often labeled social democracy could also be termed “care socialism.””
Achievement of the right to care and be cared for requires, at the very least,
negotiation of a new reproductive bargain that could reduce socially constructed
inequalities. Some feminist economists call it Plan F.®

At least some pieces of such a larger plan are already apparent. Nordic
countries offer a number of specific, publicly funded policies that reduce care
penalties, but many other countries have recently moved in this direction. UN
Women'’s recent report “Families in a Changing World” estimates that a package
of family-friendly social transfers and services aimed at supporting diverse
families and protecting women’s rights is affordable, costing less than 5 percent

of GDP for most countries.® Its contribution to genuine economic progress
would far exceed the costs.

The International Labour Office urges efforts to simultaneously address
emerging crises in both unpaid and paid care. “High-road” strategies in paid care
employment offer the potential for coalitions between workers and consumers to

boost compensation and reduce turnover.' Recent examples include the
successful unionization of paid home care workers in California, widespread
public support for increases in teacher pay in the United States in response to
walkouts in 2018, and a historic pay equity adjustment for New Zealand
residential and home care workers in 201711

Public services will not displace the need for personal engagement with
family, friends, and community. Paid care leaves and reduced penalties for part-
time employment can strengthen the moral and emotional commitments crucial
to a healthy care economy. Challenges to compulsory heterosexuality can create
safe space for sexual self-expression and also encourage the emergence of new
family forms. Many married couples today embrace egalitarian principles,
including shared responsibility for family care.!? In the United States, a majority
of young women and men say they would prefer to share work and family
responsibilities equally.'® Gay and lesbian couples have fought long and hard for
the right to define marriage on their own terms.'*



Bargaining over reproduction inevitably entails bargaining over production.
Progressive taxes on income and wealth, long criticized as a deterrent to labor
supply (defined as labor supply to the market), encourage people to reallocate
their time and devote more energy and effort to the unpaid care of family,
friends, and neighbors. Standards of living must be redefined in broader terms
than per capita gross domestic product (GDP). The global economy doesn’t need
to stop growing; it needs to grow in better directions. The phase out of forms of
production with environmentally harmful effects could make room for the
expansion of care services and enhancement of human capabilities.

Changes in the current distribution of gains from cooperation are not likely
to be achieved merely through moral exhortation and appeals to long-run
efficiency. The current concentration of wealth impedes democratic negotiation
largely through the threat of withdrawal: “Tax our wealth and we will take it
elsewhere.” Complex overlays of group advantage make many people reluctant
to risk changes to the status quo. Hence the need to develop a clear picture of
interlocking structures of collective power.

Capitalism?

The conventional concept of capitalism as a unitary system overstates both the
significance and the success of capitalist institutions, which have not existed and
probably cannot exist in the absence of other hierarchical structures. Karl
Polanyi made a similar point years ago when he noted that markets tend to

disrupt the embedded social relations they must rely on.!> Polanyi’s view of
these social relations, however, was romantically gender blind, overlooking
structures of patriarchal power that preceded the development of capitalist
institutions and shaped their evolution.

While Marxian theory offers keen insights into this historical drama, its
vision of a hegemonic mode of production as the source of all exploitation is
both incomplete and obsolete. Neither private property, nor capitalism, nor
patriarchy is the root of all evil, because evil is not a tree that grows naturally
from the ground, but a more complex construction whose blueprint we are just
beginning to understand. The “economy” cannot be equated with the extraction
of surplus value, any more than it can be equated with a marketplace
denominated in dollar values.

However important financial wealth may be, its value is dwarfed by other
forms of capital: embodied human capabilities, the natural assets of a planetary
ecosystem, the social wealth of inherited knowledge and technology, and our



ability to work together. The future success of human cooperation depends on
the successful management of this larger set of assets, a task for which capitalist
institutions are ill-suited. The concentrated private ownership of financial assets
now impedes the development of institutions required for democratic
governance, the protection of public health, and environmental sustainability.

Extending Exploitation

Employers can often pay workers less than the value of what they produce
simply because their control of financial capital—regardless of how it is
acquired—puts them in a stronger fallback position. Many other socially
constituted groups enjoy similar forms of collective power, played out in
appropriation, production, reproduction, and the social reproduction of groups
themselves. The threat of physical violence morphs into economic power and
commitments to the care of dependents morph into economic vulnerability. The
production of a good or service whose benefits can be quickly and easily
captured is more lucrative than the production of a good or service necessary for
future generations.

This broad approach to social division dethrones wage earners from the
unique category of “the exploited” yet also helps explains how their exploitation
has been reproduced and intensified over time. In the modern global economy,
the intergenerational transmission of financial, human, and social capital within
socially assigned groups strongly affects opportunities for economic success. In
the past, progressive taxes, including inheritance taxes, have had leveling
effects; over the last several decades, the increased political bargaining power of
the wealthy has largely reversed them.'®

When Thomas Piketty, famous for his research on the global concentration
of financial wealth, visited my university several years ago, a graduate student
asked him why he was putting so much emphasis on taxation rather than on class
struggle. He quietly replied that taxation is a form of class struggle. So it is. But
taxation is also a form of struggle over the distribution of the cost of public
investments that could potentially improve the relative well-being of women,
people of color, poor people, inhabitants of poor countries, and future
generations. The dimensions of this struggle are largely obscured by economic
theories that gloss over the dramas of intersectional collective conflict.

The intergenerational transmission of nonfinancial resources and access to
modern technology privileges a far broader swath of the global population than

the financial wealth now so concentrated among the top 1 percent.!” Differences
in parental spending and education, and more broadly, differences in



neighborhoods and social networks, have significant effects in countries like the
United States, characterized by high levels of residential segregation based on
race/ethnicity and class.'® The impact of large lump-sum transfers such as gifts
or bequests to adult children appears to have increased in recent years, even in
relatively egalitarian countries such as Norway." Inherited inequalities are far
greater on the global level, making access to residence in affluent countries an
extremely valuable resource.’’ Opportunities for migration from desperately
poor to comfortably prosperous countries will prove increasingly consequential,
especially as many areas of the global South suffer the impact of climate-related
economic stress.’!

An intuitive understanding of apocalyptic possibilities surely helps explain
the resurgence of nationalist political movements that are inconsistent with the
capitalist neoliberal agenda, yet prone to cooptation by it. In an age of capital
mobility and digital outsourcing, protectionist policies affect only a subset of
firms, leaving large corporations inconvenienced, but unharmed. As a result,
such policies prolong coalitions that leave a small global elite of wealthy men
with far more political influence than they could purchase on their own. Like
feudal lords promising their minions protection from invading hordes, they can
use this narrative to justify their intensified exploitation of all the disempowered.

The specific solution to this political dilemma remains unclear, partly
because it reflects the type of interaction between class and nonclass dynamics
that traditional paradigms of left political economy have downplayed. Debates
over the impact of immigration in affluent countries focus largely on whether it
has, in the past, hurt or helped workers, without much consideration of how an
extrapolation of current trends could change the economic calculus. They remain
focused on shortterm policies rather the long-term dilemma: how to reinterpret
and reconfigure public policies to distribute the significant benefits of
immigration in equitable but politically sustainable ways.

Crises of Reproduction

The disjuncture between short-term and long-term benefits also characterizes
demographic trends. In heavily patriarchal systems, families and communities
often benefited from high fertility rates, even when these led to accumulated
population pressures. A combination of institutional and technological changes
mitigated the adverse consequences but created the opposite problem. The
transition to below-replacement birth rates in many areas of the world will likely
have dislocating economic and political effects even though, in the longer run, it
will benefit the global ecosystem. In the very longest run, fertility must regain



replacement levels in order to prevent extinction.

The future quantity of children matters less for the economic future than the
quality of the capabilities they develop, along with the opportunities they have to
put those capabilities to productive use. Human and social capital represent the
real future wealth of nations, yet the institutional incentives to invest in them are

weak.?? High rates of child poverty on the global level as well as low levels of
education in many countries testify to an enormous waste of unpriced human
resources that is not factored into the level or growth of GDP.??

Children are not the only victims of underinvestment in human capabilities.
Unemployment, underemployment, poverty, and income inequality all have
toxic consequences for the social environment. Rates of suicide, drug addiction,
and mortality in both rich and poor countries have all been linked to levels of

absolute and relative economic stress.”* Investments in better social insurance
and economic opportunities could improve physical and mental health. Such
investments offer a high rate of social return, but not one that individual
investors can easily capture in the form of profits.

While concentration of wealth is heightened by capitalist dynamics, it leads
to virtually feudal consequences. Members of the global elite can insulate
themselves from the degradation of the natural and social environment,
retreating to mountaintop resorts to minimize the inconvenience of global
warming and relying on gated communities, country clubs, and private schools
to minimize exposure to uncomfortable dysfunctions. Inequalities of wealth and
income lead powerful groups to undervalue public goods and discourage the

policies needed to protect them.?> How paradoxical that the term “capitalism” is
applied to a system so destructive of natural, human, and social capital writ
large.

Intersectional Hierarchies

Collective conflicts over the distribution of the costs of social reproduction help
explain the persistence of alliances based on race/ethnicity and citizenship as
well as gender. Interactions among these and other dimensions of socially
assigned group membership cannot simply be described as varieties of
capitalism. Multiple layers of collective conflict make the “dark side of the
force” loom large, yet also contradict any view of global capitalism as an
unstoppable juggernaut, against which any resistance must seem futile.?® Capital
may be manly, but it is not self-sufficient.

A care economy that can never be fully commodified remains central to its
social reproduction. Even in the United States, a country widely considered the



epitome of modern capitalism, more than half of all the work performed on a
daily basis is unpaid, involving the provision of goods and services for oneself or
others. While employers reap many of the benefits, so too do many others,
including women. Families, friends, and neighbors will continue to negotiate
mutual aid and informal safety nets. The very persistence of unpaid work reveals
the contributions and capacities of people getting important jobs done without
the so-called discipline of the market or the supervision of highly paid managers.

The historical narratives outlined in preceding chapters suggest that tensions
between the pursuit of individual self-interest and the fulfillment of
responsibilities of care for others were once partially reconciled by a culturally
prescribed and legally enforced division of labor between men and women. Men
would enter the competitive marketplace to seek their fortunes; women would
dedicate themselves to homes and families no matter what the costs. As this
division of labor continues to weaken, the valuation of care for others hangs in
the balance, with implications that reach far beyond family life.

The Covid-19 pandemic in the United States, in particular, brought care
issues to the fore. Long-standing and recurrent sequestration (whether mandated
or voluntary) resulted in many families staying at home for months, caring for
young children or trying to home-school students affected by changes in school
schedules. They were unable to visit with—or supervise the care of—family
members living away from home, whether in nursing homes or distant cities.
Most grandparents were unable to see, much less care for, their grandchildren. A
little less than 30 percent of all workers, mostly with college degrees, were
initially able to work for pay from home—if they could manage this on top of
the increased responsibilities for provisioning themselves and others.?’

No systematic time-use data are yet available, but previous patterns and the
force of habit suggest that many women took on a disproportionate share of new
tasks. Sequestration forced many men to stay home, increasing their perception
of—and dependence on—family care, possibly enhancing their appreciation of
it. The high percentage of women among “essential workers” in public and
private enterprises that were allowed to continue operating could also have
altered the division of labor.”® On the other hand, it also increased family
tensions and left potential victims of domestic violence with no escape.

It quickly became apparent that health care workers—more than 75 percent
female—would become particularly vulnerable to infection with Covid-19.2°
Often forced to work without adequate protective equipment, both medical
personnel and care workers tending to the elderly and disabled put their health
on the line. Relatively young women accounted for most early Covid-19 cases



among health care workers, and while mortality rates for the disease proved
significantly lower for women than for men, the illness was frightening and

debilitating.3® Many essential workers in relatively low-paid occupations not
usually associated with care, including grocery store clerks, bus drivers, and
delivery people, also suffered from poor protections against infection and lack of
hazard pay.

Pandemic-related mortality was driven not just by level of exposure to
contagion, but also by preexisting medical conditions such as hypertension,
diabetes, and heart disease, especially widespread among low-income families of
color in the United States who lack adequate access to health care. In New York
City, the epicenter of the epidemic, mortality rates for Black and Latino people

were twice as high as those for whites.?! Widespread dependence on employer-
provided health insurance meant that the millions of people who lost their jobs in
the pandemic-caused recession also lost their health care coverage.

Reliance on the private sector and state-level governments for provision of
basic protective equipment and testing kits prolonged the costly and traumatic
period of sequestration. Many people asked, “Why was no vaccine under
development for pathogens of this type?” In general, the United States, like
many other countries, has underinvested in public health. Vaccine development
is not a profitable investment for large pharmaceutical companies, at least not
until a global crisis offers fame and fortune to the winner of a late-starting race
to the rescue.??

The logic of cooperative conflict (outlined in Chapter 5) suggests that groups
will often tolerate an unequal share of the gains from cooperation as long as this
leaves them better off than what they perceive to be their next best alternative.
The health crisis caused by Covid-19, along with its attendant economic shocks,
exposes the major fault lines of global inequality. Like the structure of
patriarchal power at an earlier point in human history, the current structure of
capitalist power may appear natural and inevitable, but it is not invulnerable. If
the distribution of its benefits continues to narrow and its health and
environmental costs to accumulate, it will begin to bend and shake. It could and
should be democratized.

Coalitional Strategies

Explicitly intersectional approaches to understanding patriarchal systems
emerged from the subjective experience of women’s simultaneous membership



in groups with conflicting interests and often dwelt on the experience of being
defined as “other.” From the outset intersectionality had strategic consequences
that were discouraging to groups struggling to unify and consolidate their own
campaigns for institutional change. Acknowledgement of difference itself can
seem divisive. Widespread derogation of “identity politics” on the left grew out
of the assumption that inequalities based on gender, race/ethnicity, citizenship,
and sexual orientation were more subjective and less substantial than inequalities
based on class. Yet all forms of collective inequality are constructed from
cultural as well as economic institutions: identities and interests hang together.
Class, however defined, has long served as an example for other dimensions
of inequality. After a long conversation with fellow musician Pete Seeger in
1989, Billy Bragg welcomed small but telling changes to the traditional version
of the socialist anthem, the Internationale, adding, “So come, brothers and
sisters,” “let racist ignorance be ended,” and “Stand up, all victims of

oppression.”33 Recognition of divisions has always been the first stage in the
development of political alliances, including the left-wing strategy of a popular
front. The next stage requires concerted efforts to overcome those divisions.

Anxieties and Solidarities

Strategic intersectional analysis does not lead to easy political prescriptions, but
it does help explain political realities. The policy packages developed by
conservative political parties often reflect alliances based on gender, race, and
citizenship as well as class. They typically promise rich rewards or, at the very
least, protection of the status quo, in return for acquiescence to the dictatorship
of the wealthy. In the past, the wealthy have often been able to deliver on this
promise. It is unlikely, for the reasons outlined above, that they will be able to
continue doing so.

The recent success of conservative parties reflects many contingent factors,
including backlash against the growing political and cultural influence of
women, racial/ethnic minorities, and immigrants. In the United States, in
particular, conservatives gained electoral ascendance partly because the
mainstream of the Democratic Party proved reluctant to acknowledge, much less
remedy, the declining living standards of non-college-educated workers and their
families. In this respect, criticism of identity politics has a ring of truth: moral
outrage was more easily directed at overt forms of discrimination and abuse than
at the vulnerabilities created by globalization and automation.

In 2016, Donald Trump convinced a significant portion of the US electorate
that single women, immigrants, workers of color, and citizens of other countries



posed a greater economic threat to them than plutocratic aggrandizement. He
also capitalized on widespread resentment of highly educated managers and
professionals clustered in metropolitan areas, whose air of personal achievement
grates heavily on those they have left behind. His was not the only victory of this
sort: conservative coalitions in many countries have deployed similar rhetoric.
Still, Trump’s language was particularly telling in its generalization of capitalist
logic. As he put it in one campaign speech that brought cheers from the crowd:
“I’ve been greedy. I’m a businessman ... Take, take, take. Now I’m going to be
greedy for the United States.”3*

Sexism, racism, and xenophobia are not mere attitudes; they are typically

built into policy packages with significant distributive consequences.>> Because
these consequences simply reinforce existing inequalities, they often seem more
credible than promises of future class-based redistribution. Conservatives often
argue that egalitarian principles, extended to the global economy, would harm
Americans. As conservative economist Gregory Mankiw puts it, “Imagine a
candidate for president who campaigned on a platform of imposing a one-third
tax on the average American’s income and transferring the entire proceeds of the
tax to poor nations around the world. Would you be inclined to support this

candidate?”3® He cleverly describes an arbitrary level of mandatory charity,
rather than a change in the larger structure of economic opportunities and
rewards that could leave everyone better off.

Still, his remark illustrates the distributional anxieties that are likely to sap
most coalitions of the left until they are able to devise a plausible plan for
achieving structural change based on redistribution of wealth and power from
the very rich rather than from the average taxpayer, average man, or average
white person. In the short run, the national interests of affluent countries seem to
clash with ideals of international solidarity, but in the long run, they converge.
Sustainable economic development requires global cooperation, and vice versa.

Once-denigrated theories of evolutionary dynamics based on multilevel
selection authenticate this paradox. Nature may be red in tooth and claw, but
over time cooperative species have outmatched others. Some desire to overcome
divisions is embedded in our history, whether in religious language (we are all
God’s children), a pledge of allegiance (“one nation, indivisible, with liberty and
justice for all”), or allegories of science fiction such as the film Independence
Day, in which the furious desire to defend Earth from alien invaders brings
nations together, overcomes racial animus, empowers women, and delivers
victory.

Internal threats are more difficult to discern than attacks from outer space,



making it more difficult to mobilize against them. Yet the notion that people
should pursue their own self-interest has never helped caregivers in general, or
women in particular, and it offers no hope of successfully confronting the
cumulative hazards of pandemics, ecological devastation, economic exploitation,
and social dysfunction. Economic institutions based entirely on the pursuit of
private profit offer little incentive to invest in public goods. Women generally
dedicate more effort to such investments than men do, so they have a particularly
large stake in advancing them.

Lessons

Sometimes structures of collective power interlock in ways that can block
incremental change, but sometimes they tip each other over like a line of
dominos. Modular systems are more transformable, at least, than blocks of solid
granite. Sociologist Erik Olin Wright offers many examples of what he calls

nonreformist reforms, steps toward real utopias.®” Proposals to move beyond the
traditional gender division of labor and provide more public support for family

care fit squarely into this agenda.®® As economist Julie Matthaei explains,
women also have much to gain from developing the cooperative enterprises of
the “solidarity economy.”3°

Democracy cannot be expanded without successful efforts to defend and
improve existing democratic institutions and mobilize effectively within them.
Nothing is more important than the development of resilient progressive
coalitions, and feminists must lean in to this task. The theoretical compass

developed in this book points toward “feminism for the 99%.”%° A powerful
example is offered by the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals,
which emphasize long-run investments in human capabilities, setting bold
targets for universal health and education and a social safety net for the global
economy.*!

Socialist institutions are often derogated as a slippery slope to authoritarian
rule. Historically, however, regimes labeled capitalist have proved just as
susceptible to the overthrow of democracy as those labeled socialist. It is hard to
imagine a greater threat to democracy than the current concentration of global
wealth capable of evading national regulation. There is no greater threat to
sustainable economic development than institutional arrangements that reward
private profit at the expense of natural, social, and human assets.

Intersectional political economy utilizes some concepts that emerged from
the neoclassical tradition, such as coordination problems, game theory,
externalities, and bargaining. At the same time, it affirms Marxian emphasis on



the complex, often self-destructive dynamics of hierarchical systems, explaining
the need for new political alliances. We need a democratic counterweight to
what Thomas Hobbes dubbed “the war of all against all” and Langston Hughes
described as “the same old stupid plan / Of dog eat dog, of mighty crush the
weak.”*?

Divided but Not Conquered

An early despot first uttered the phrase “divide et impera” (divide and conquer),
and it has long been the watchword of territorial conquest. It sometimes
represents an explicit strategy but may also take a more subtle form. A third
party can simply stand back and allow preexisting divisions and disagreements
among its opponents to fester. The Latin term for such exploitation of divisions
is “Tertius gaudens” (“the third party rejoices”). In hierarchical systems, this
rejoicing group is likely to hold a powerful position because its members are
relatively homogeneous, easily allied, and adept at enforcing allegiance through
the strategic distribution of rewards.

Yet social division does not always block collective commitment. Feminist
movements, always prone to division, have also been dividers, sometimes
embracing racist or imperialist rhetoric or succumbing to corporate cooptation.
Nonetheless, demands for gender equality have often proved subversive of the
larger status quo. In their political protests, many feminists have promoted
individual rights, democratic governance, and commitments to the future. In
their economic protests, they have asserted that workers do not always get what
they deserve, challenging the metric of the market.

While the centuries-long campaign against patriarchal institutions is far from
over, its successes testify to potential for international crossclass, cross-race, and
cross-gender coalitions that learned how to improvise and adapt to unexpected

circumstances.*> These coalitions often wavered, but sometimes persisted.
Occasional waves of political success crashed into longer lasting troughs of
regress and retrenchment. Periods of relative unity were riven by factional splits.
Feminism was initially derided as immoral, then as unnatural; later, it was
labeled impractical and utopian. Today its critics complain that it has been too
successful.

Diversity can be a source of strength as well as weakness. James Madison,
one of the authors of the US Constitution, argued that only a well-orchestrated
balance of powers could avert tyranny.** However difficult it may be to build
alliances of the disempowered, a better understanding of social division can
strengthen the process. The feminist embrace of intersectional analysis offers



encouragement, and recent trends set the stage for new political alignments. The
financial wealth of the world is now concentrated in a very few hands, increasing
the potential gains from greater democratic claims upon it. Similarly positioned
groups facing the same hegemon are more likely to form a coalition than those
fighting a variety of unrelated battles.

Sometimes, necessity is the mother of coalition. Sometimes, the
metaphorical payoff matrix reveals a single best payoff for all players: cooperate
or die. But such situations are rare. For the most part, coalitions grow out of
explicit efforts to create a shared commitment that overlays but does not displace
other forms of collective identity. People’s propensity to engage in collective
struggle is affected both by the history of their grievances and their prospects for

success.*> Broad solidarities do not simply fall from the sky or grow from the
ground—they are created, nurtured, and developed through personal efforts,
small-scale experiments, collective organizing efforts, and coherent public
policies.

Partial Victories

What conservatives share is the “felt experience of having power, seeing it

threatened, and trying to win it back.”#® Patriarchal institutions may not continue
their decline. A backlash against neoliberal globalization, fueled by nationalism
and white supremacy, could reinforce and reinstate them. New kinds of hybrid
systems could emerge, including neofeudal domination by corporate moguls
with loyalties to no one but themselves. Giant insects from outer space could
conquer us or we could destroy the planet on our own. Or we might sow the
seeds of more cooperative social institutions hardy enough to survive predatory
attacks. At least we know more than we once did about our capabilities for
change. Let us learn something from both our failures and our successes.

Many people, not just a small minority, benefit from exploitative social
institutions. Powerful competitive pressures have generated outcomes that might
have been similar even if winners and losers had traded places. We can dismiss
the complacent claim that we live in the best of all possible worlds but reject the
accusation that only a small group of villains deserve the blame. We can seek to
modify structures of collective power and unfair advantage without denouncing
all those who have unwittingly benefited from them.

Our successes stand. Many women and men have benefited from the process
of economic development, the expansion of democracy, the efflorescence of



human knowledge, and the weakening of patriarchal institutions. The rise,
decline, and indefinite future of patriarchal systems show that political rights
must be accompanied not only by economic rights but also by obligations to care
for one another and for generations to come. As the poet Carolyn Forché
observes, “the history of our time does not allow for any of the bromides of

progress, nor for the promise of successful closure.”®” Still, it invites the
recognition of partial victories and the determined grasp of new possibilities.
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