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Introduction


Not much more than a year ago, in March 2018, in the British coastal resort of Brighton, I was on a secret mission ‒ one that I'd been planning for a while. I left my dark and dingy hotel room, took the lift downstairs to the conference suite and walked into the gala reception of the Royal Economic Society annual conference (a gathering of some five hundred economists) wearing nothing but shoes, gloves, a necklace ‒ and, of course, a smile.

I didn't choose to appear naked at such an event because it was unseasonably warm (it certainly wasn't), nor due to a lack of suitable outfits in my wardrobe (I have a sizeable collection at home), but because economics has a sex problem. If economists were going to stand up and listen, I knew it would require something more than a short conference speech of the kind I was scheduled to deliver the following day.

Whilst naked protest isn't the usual approach employed by an academic, I do not ‒ as you might have guessed ‒ subscribe to the view that words are the only suitable means of communication. It is, after all, more than five hundred years since Johannes Gutenberg invented the printing press. Just because the written and spoken word is the usual means of academic communication, it doesn't mean that we should restrict ourselves to them at all times. When I think about what has most powerfully affected my own thinking as an economist, on everything from poverty and prosperity to capitalism and the state, it is something else entirely: it is art. Whether it be painting, sculpture, theatre or film, art has power, a power that goes beyond words. As a great believer in the power of art, I thought that an artistic statement of the kind long used by feminist performance artists would be a creative addition for a meeting of economists.

My aim was simple: to punch feminism into the centre of economics or at least into the centre of the largest annual gathering of economists here in the United Kingdom. As a feminist and an economist, I'm regularly asked ‘What do feminism and economics have in common?’ The answer is simple: not nearly enough. Despite the many courageous efforts of feminists over the last century or more, feminism seems to have passed economics by. Unlike virtually every other academic discipline, mainstream economics just carries on as normal. As if the feminist revolution never happened. As if women didn't exist. And as if we were still living in a bygone age.

In almost every area of study, economics overlooks sex, gender and women's freedom, including the vital importance of women's freedom over their bodies. As I wandered around the event, chatting and sipping champagne, these issues were an elephant in the room that no single economist could ignore.

It was my body and my choice, and, to quote the famous feminist mantra, personal is political. Nothing ‒ not even the naked body ‒ should be too personal for economists to consider. It is in the most personal aspects of our lives, including those that revolve around women's bodies, that economic outcomes, such as poverty and inequality, are determined. It is in this sense that economics has a sex problem – at least until it takes women's bodies seriously.

In the nineteenth century, economists created an artificial barrier between the public and the private spheres of life. The public sphere ‒ life in the market and in politics ‒ was deemed important enough for economists to study. By contrast, what went on in private ‒ in the home, the family and community ‒ was deemed irrelevant; it was seen as too female and too soft. Even when economists ventured into the personal sphere ‒ as Nobel prizewinning economist Gary Becker famously did1 ‒ it seemed more like a vanity project, one that served to teach non-economists that economics could explain everything else in the world and that society could be reduced down to basic economics. It was certainly not an interdisciplinary project, one of bringing together great minds from different subjects in order to create a whole that was more than the sum of its parts. It was economics (wrongly in my opinion) trying to prove itself to be the ‘king’ of the social sciences.

The artificial wall between the public and the private spheres is long overdue a wrecking ball. After all, how can we understand poverty and inequality without opening the black box that is the home and the surrounding community? It is here, outside of the market, that we can find the roots of many of today's economic problems. The economy simply cannot be understood without also thinking about society, along with psychology, history and philosophy. Yet, disappointingly, whilst the vast majority of other social scientists agree with the statement that ‘in general, interdisciplinary knowledge is better than knowledge obtained by a single discipline’, 57 per cent of economists actively disagree with it.2 Perhaps they have something to fear.

Whilst seeing, as I did, hundreds of economists standing around at a conference sipping champagne might create an illusion that all is well, economics is in fact in one of the most tumultuous periods ever, rebuilding its reputation after the crash of 2008. And ten years on, out there in the real world, the economy stands in a precarious position, facing de-globalization, secular stagnation and the political and social unrest caused by inequality, austerity and deindustrialization. On a good day, I like to think that economics is moving forward ‒ that it is, at least in some areas, undergoing something of a revolution. But not all revolutions have positive results. If economics is to fully get to grips with the latest set of economic challenges, it needs to draw upon new ideas and new voices, embracing experiences that differ from the norm. That includes feminism. Economics needs to embrace the sex factor.

As I will argue in this book, women's freedom ‒ and that includes their bodily autonomy ‒ is central to answering many of the big questions economists face: Why is the West rich? Why is poverty so stubborn? What are the costs and benefits of free markets? How can economies develop capable and democratic states? And why has inequality increased? As we will see, the economists’ sex problem has even affected their ability to explain boom and bust.

Whilst some are already starting to draw connections between gender and economic outcomes, and a pioneering school of feminist economics has been taking root since the 1990s, centred on the International Association for Feminist Economics (IAFFE), economists still pay far too little attention to gender, as feminist economists themselves note. Although mainstream economics has attempted to incorporate gender in regard to labour markets and wages, though certainly not to the satisfaction of feminist thinkers,3 sex and gender are largely ignored in theories of economic growth, boom and bust, and inequality, whilst the standard assumptions, measures and methods employed by economists are (wrongly) assumed to be gender neutral.4

This failure may in part reflect the fact that women in economics are themselves quite rare, as was indeed apparent at the Royal Economic Society annual conference. There has only ever been one female economics Nobel prizewinner (Elinor Ostrom), and in the United Kingdom and the United States male students outnumber female students by between two and three to one. No wonder feminism has, unlike most other academic disciplines, largely passed economics by,5 or that there is mounting evidence of sexism within economics.6 But it would of course be wrong to assume that every female economist has her eyes open to gender and that every male economist is anti-feminist. As Julie Nelson notes, what needs challenging about economics goes much deeper than a lack of women: the very methodology of economics needs reform. This methodology holds on tight as, unlike most other disciplines, what defines economics is not so much its subject matter as its methodological approach to the world.7 It is an approach that embraces gender bias at its very roots in what is seen as ‘good practice and scientific detachment’.8 Economics has for too long revered independence and denigrated human connections. It has treated emotion as irrational and not worthy of incorporation into economic models. The very things that make human life differ from the robotic assumptions that economists like to make ‒ fertility, family and society ‒ have all been neglected. This doesn't mean replacing economists’ standard assumptions that we are all independent, self-interested and rational with an opposite set of assumptions: that we are dependent, altruistic and emotional. Instead, it means getting to grips with the everyday tensions that can arise between these two polar extremes, and how those tensions, and the way they are resolved, help explain economic outcomes.

I myself used to think that economics was gender neutral. It is only with time, and after years of thinking and research, that I've been able to identify for myself numerous areas of economics in which economists’ neglect of sex and gender has come at great cost: the cost of truly understanding and confronting the problems our economy faces. And this, therefore, forms the subject matter of this book.

In part I, I begin by outlining the standard narrative of how the West grew rich, condensing the latest thinking down to five key takeaway lessons – lessons that are relevant to rich and poor countries alike but which, as we will see, also contain significant holes. In the process, I will show how women have been airbrushed from history, and with it from our thinking about the causes of economic prosperity. Little wonder, therefore, that we still find it difficult to answer the question: ‘How did the West get rich?’ Whilst women are commonly seen as passive beneficiaries of the process of economic growth, I instead treat them as active agents. Drawing on history, I go on to argue that women made the West rich: that feminism began before, not after, the seeds of prosperity were sown. To understand why so many countries are poor, we need to delve into the home – into the ‘private’ world beyond politics and the marketplace.

Part II turns from prosperity to inequality. Having seen its importance for prosperity, chapter 3 considers whether we can rely on women's freedom to naturally improve over time ‒ or whether it can also, sadly, retreat. As we will see, much like income inequality, gender inequality moves in a wave-like fashion. It has, in fact, got worse (rather than better) for much of history, and ‘economic growth’ in the form of technological change cannot be guaranteed to move it in the right direction.

Chapter 4 argues that without greater progress in regard to gender equality, it will be impossible to address the recent rise in income inequality. Gender equality is necessary for both increasing the size of the economic pie and ensuring that it is more equitably distributed. I outline the all too often neglected links between income inequality and gender inequality and offer a new explanation for the rise in inequality in the West: a global sex problem resulting from women across the world having too little control over their bodies. The implication is clear: inequality in the West cannot be addressed until women's bodily freedom is placed on the right trajectory. At present, access to birth control cannot be guaranteed.9 Globally, almost one in two pregnancies are unintended10 and more than 200 million women who would like to avoid pregnancy lack access to modern birth control methods.11

My consideration of inequality concludes in the final chapter by highlighting a neglected form of inequality, one that is focused on inequalities between women: between those who monetize their bodies and those who monetize their brains. It is an inequality which not only divides feminists but which, as we'll see, some feminists are actively contributing towards through their policy recommendations in regard to sex work. Whilst it means confronting a major social taboo, no one who takes social justice seriously should be ignoring sex workers. The ultimate question is this: If we can make money from our brain, why shouldn't we also be able to make money from our bodies? Isn't it hypocritical and intellectually elitist to suggest otherwise? Sex work is the perfect example of how social attitudes, even when well intentioned, can seriously harm the most vulnerable women.

Part III of the book moves on to consider the most defining political debate that has hung over economics since the time of Adam Smith: markets versus state. I look at whether gender equality and the equitable prosperity it helps to deliver are best served by the market or by the state. In the first chapter, you can find both a feminist attack ‒ but also a feminist defence ‒ of the market. As we will see, wherever you find yourself on the political spectrum, feminist thinking has a lot to offer and in a way that can transform policy on the ground, improving the everyday lives of women and, at the same time, boosting the economy. As we will also see, whilst feminists may disagree on the optimal combination of market and state, they are united in the suggestion that we need to bring a third sphere to bear on the debate: that life exists outside of the market and beyond the purview of the state, and that this literal ‘economic no man's land’, for better or worse, holds the keys to understanding and improving economic outcomes. In the second of the part's two chapters, I turn to the state and highlight the way in which women's freedom helped to positively shape the western state, making it more democratic and more capable, ultimately enabling a more conducive (albeit not perfect) relationship between the market and the state and, with it, greater prosperity. Needless to say, further such gains still remain up for grabs, something we must remember in light of the recent growth slowdown in the West. If economies at home or abroad want to get the best of both worlds ‒ of both market and state ‒ women's freedom can take them a long way.

The final part of the book (part IV) asks: Why have economists neglected women (and their bodies) for so long? What is it about economics that leads economists to ignore sex and gender and, more generally, to dehumanize the economy? It goes to the root of the matter by looking at the common assumptions made by economists: that we are all rational, self-interested and calculating beings; that we are all, in other words, robots. Sex and gender do not exist. This part begins by considering how economics came to make those assumptions, and then goes on to see why these assumptions face increasing criticism for their lack of ‘humanity’, as popularized by behavioural economics. I argue that economists’ failure to incorporate real human characteristics has left them not only incapable of properly explaining everyday economic phenomena such as poverty and boom and bust but is itself indicative of a sex problem within economics – that a ghost of machismo hangs over the discipline that has made economics reluctant to change. The final chapter shows that behavioural economics both goes too far and not far enough. It argues that we need to incorporate three additional elements ‒ the body, family and society ‒ within the core of economic thinking. Doing so is not ‘soft’, as the ghost of machismo would have us believe. It is vital.

Throughout the book, I will be drawing on (a lot of) history. History is crucial to understanding the economy, albeit that is something not always appreciated by economists themselves. You will therefore find included in this book a brief history of prosperity, a history of gender inequality, a history of the state and a history of the individual. We will span vast periods of time ‒ from the Stone Age to the Industrial Revolution. You might want to fasten your seat belt!

Whilst I am proud to declare myself a feminist, I should note that nothing divides feminists more than capitalism, though sex work comes a close second. Both debates are tackled in the course of this book, and I will refrain from sitting on the fence. As someone who has seen the dark side of society ‒ its tendency to enforce conformity and to punish those who deviate from the norm ‒ I will not be suggesting, as Marxist feminists do, that we should be disposing of the market. Markets, as I will argue, have provided women with a release from society and have in fact been central to building women's freedom. That does not, however, mean that markets are perfect, as we will see. But it does mean that the state and society can sometimes deliver far worse outcomes. That is no more clearly the case than in regard to sex work: the way in which society stigmatizes sex workers; and the state chooses to enact laws that make life more difficult for women who choose to monetize their bodies, unlike those who monetize their brains. Women's bodies are the battleground we face today, a battleground that does not disappear by covering them up and ignoring them. And it's why I have absolutely no shame when it comes to protesting naked.

Join me in this book as I knit together my two great passions: economics and feminism, hopefully in a way that brings new light to bear on each.


Notes

1 Becker (1981); Grossbard (2006).
2 Fourcade, Ollion and Algan (2015).
3 Humphries (1995), p. xxvi‒xxvii; Ferber and Lowry (1976).
4 Harding (1986); Bordo (1986); Nelson (1992); McCloskey (2008).
5 Ferber and Teiman (1981); Nelson (1992): 122; Pujol (1998), p. 2.
6 Summarized in Tankersley and Scheiber (2018).
7 Humphries (1995), p. xiv.
8 Ibid.; Nelson (1992).
9 Wang (2016); UNFPA (2017); Rodgers (2018).
10 Bearak et al. (2018).
11 UNFPA (2017).



Part I 
Prosperity



Introduction

Perhaps the most fundamental question economists face is why are some countries rich and so many others still poor? Why is average yearly income in the United States (measured in international dollars) close to $59,532 a year but not so far away, in Guatemala, average yearly income is only $8,150, whilst in Pakistan and Sudan it is even lower, at $5,527 and $4,904 respectively? The differences are stark.1 What would take a year for someone to earn in Pakistan could be earned in not much more than a month in the United States. Whilst money certainly isn't enough to make us happy, the fact that so many people risk their lives attempting to cross the Mexican border or clambering on board boats owned by unscrupulous people traffickers destined for the European coastline is clear enough evidence that the gap in prosperity matters.

It seems that the greatest determinant of whether we live a long and comfortable life or a short disease-ridden one threatened by hunger, is little more than where we are born. As the economist Branko Milanovic shows, at least 66 per cent of the differences in people's income worldwide is explained by the country in which they live.2 It is often not our capabilities, work ethic or drive that has the greatest effect on our standard of living but where, by the luck of the draw, we first entered the world. Those of us born in countries like the United States and Britain have literally hit the jackpot.

Looking to history helps us understand how we got to where we are today, and, when doing so, one particular event has long stood out: the Industrial Revolution. The Industrial Revolution took place in Britain in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, spreading to continental Europe and the United States in the course of the nineteenth century. Ever since, western incomes have travelled along an upward trajectory, albeit with some bumps along the way. The result was a big divergence in economic fortunes between ‘the West and the rest’.

At the centre of Britain's Industrial Revolution was the area in which I grew up in cold and wet northern England: Manchester. Whilst Manchester is perhaps best known internationally for football (admittedly, my family were keen Manchester United fans and, as a result, I was dressed in red rather than baby pink as a child), it is in fact the Industrial Revolution for which it truly deserves fame. This was a time at which the city became known as ‘Cottonopolis’, and my grandparents and their grandparents before them all earned a living working in cotton mills in or on the outskirts of Manchester. When I was growing up in the 1980s, my grandmother bombarded me with stories of an age that was by then rapidly vanishing – and, of course, of the difficult lives of my female ancestors. Deindustrialization was setting in and Manchester had long passed its peak – industrialization and cotton manufacture had spread overseas, so that many of the cotton mills in which my family had worked had fallen silent. However, the evidence of earlier success was clearly visible in the landscape, which was scattered with imposing red-bricked mills, with chimneys that reached high into the sky, most of them in a dilapidated state of disrepair, with smashed windows and crumbling brickwork and the occasional sound of children ‘exploring’ the derelict stairwells. Some of these industrial mausoleums found a new use as warehouses and, by the time the 1990s were in full swing, as blocks of New York-style loft apartments (with prices well out of the reach of the former cotton workers). With the factory doors firmly closed, some of my aunts and uncles moved to work at the other end of the ‘cloth trade’, on the production floors or in the design studios of expanding British fashion labels or in small couture houses. Britain's early industrialization was clear in every aspect of my early life, as it is in the fashion conscious and stylishly dressed Britain of today.

Why Britain successfully industrialized, and, with it, how Europe and indeed the West became global economic leaders, were questions I could not help but ponder from a young age. However, when I took to the books to find the answers, I found accounts almost purely of men – of the famous male engineers, entrepreneurs, scientists and inventors whose statues, cast in bronze, basked in sunshine in the centres of our big cities (including my home town). It left me wondering: where were the women who, I knew from my own family stories, had, for example, filled the cotton mills and who were so clearly central to the development of the Industrial Revolution? And what about the generations of women before them who, unlike those in many poor countries today, seem to have had a much greater degree of freedom than popular narratives would have us believe? Why was all the focus on men's lives when what seemed to me to be the greatest difference between ‘the West and the rest’ was women's lives ‒ women's freedom?

The answer is, of course, that women's freedom is all too often seen as a by-product of growth, rather than as an underlying driver. We assume that history is made by men and that what's going on in women's lives is just a sideshow: that men create prosperity and women simply benefit from it. Not so in this book.

In the first of the two chapters that follow, I bring together the work of many different economic historians to present a summary of thinking about how the West grew rich. We will see what this research has to offer but also identify a number of holes ‒ holes that are a direct result of leaving women out of the picture. We will see that whilst big debates now rage about the causes of the Industrial Revolution, the different sides are united in one vital respect: their neglect of women. As things stand, we cannot explain ‘how the West grew rich’ – and it's in no small part because we are ignoring the elephant in the room. In the second chapter, I therefore delve into the lesser-told story of the Industrial Revolution – the story of how women made the West rich, and not just during the Industrial Revolution itself but by sowing the seeds of growth many centuries beforehand.

I should say from the start that this is not a story of a small handful of female scientists and entrepreneurs who defied expectations and broke the mould3; it is a story of the everyday woman. That includes women like my great-great-great-grandmothers. As we will see, through the decisions they were able to make about work, family and fertility, the average woman was just as instrumental to the creation of economic prosperity as were the more famous male figures known to us today. Understanding this secret story of how the West grew rich is crucial to understanding why so many countries remain poor today ‒ and what needs to change.


Notes

1 World Bank GDP per capita figures for 2017, available at https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.PP.CD
2 Milanovic (2015).
3 Wiesner-Hanks (2015), ch. 4.
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Censored: How the West (Supposedly) Got Ahead


In the words of the Nobel prizewinning economist Robert Lucas, ‘once you start thinking about growth, it's hard to think about anything else.’ The unassuming little number that represents the economy's rate of economic growth could not be more powerful. Whilst a growth rate of just 2‒3% a year might seem marginal, compounded over decades it has the power to transform economies and improve lives. With a starting income of just US$1,000, a growth rate of 1% a year would see that income rise to more than US$1,600 after fifty years. However, edge that growth rate up to 3%, and in fifty years’ time you would instead be four times richer. Increase it even further to 5% a year, and your income would be more than ten times the initial figure. If we can unlock the black box that holds the recipe of economic growth, we have the keys to bring about untold improvements to the lives of millions of people across the world today. The stakes are high.

Unsurprisingly, economic growth has mesmerized economists (and it certainly has always had my attention). Open any economics ‘growth theory’ textbook and you will find a whirlwind depiction of all of the time and energy that goes into modelling the process of growth, together with proofs of which factors do (or do not) matter. However, as I found out in my student days, much of this work is mathematical, with little connection to the world today – or to our longer-run history. Whilst technically it is impressive, it is lacking in context. Assumptions are made that can lead us to ignore important causes of growth, and some causes of growth are simply left out because they cannot be easily quantified. History can tell us so much more.

Hence, in this chapter, I want to consider the whole ocean of existing historical evidence in an effort to shed light on the process of economic growth. As we will see, the creation of prosperity is much more complex – but also much more interesting ‒ than any mathematical model could ever capture. However, big gaps in our knowledge remain, gaps that, as we will see, are the result of a gender blindness in the way economists approach the past.


A Potted History of Growth from the Stone Age to the Present

Economic history used to be simple. Until relatively recently, we used to look back at the past and make two grand and sweeping assumptions: that nothing much of interest happened until the British Industrial Revolution, and that the West has always been best.1 However, as historians have opened their eyes – as economic history has ‘gone global’ and as we have penetrated further back in time – we have learnt to become much more humble. We have been forced to admit that western dominance has in fact been the exception and not the rule. Only in the last two hundred years has the West firmly managed to climb the global ladder. Before this time, all the interesting action was taking place outside. And not just for a short while – for millennia.

The reality is that for thousands of years, all of the major technological advances took place outside Europe. Whether it's the first time we began to settle down in one place and farm the land, the invention of the first manufacturing technologies, the construction of the first urban settlements or the first time we put pen to paper (or, rather, stylus to clay tablet), it was civilizations outside of the West that dazzled. Whilst they were becoming ‘civilized’, many Europeans were still running around practically barefoot, chasing wild animals.

Three regions stand out: the part of the Middle East historically known as Mesopotamia, between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers (an area sometimes referred to as the fertile crescent); the Yellow River Valley in China; and the Indus Valley, which is in modern-day Pakistan and India. In each of these regions, farming became established between 10,000‒6,500 BC, with Africa's southern Eastern Sahara not far behind.2 It took up to another two thousand years for this ‘Neolithic’ revolution to reach the western outskirts of Europe.

With farming came manufacturing. Before humans first settled down, we were regularly on the move, following the migration patterns of animals. Possessing anything other than the most basic goods would have made life cumbersome. With the birth of farming, we ‘put down roots’, which meant we could become ever more acquisitive. We could, quite simply, own ‘stuff’. Hence it is in the areas where agriculture first developed – outside of Europe – where we also find the first manufacturing activity, including the production of textiles, pottery and metal ware. That included bronze.

The Bronze Age, which dates to around 3,500 BC, stimulated long-distance trade between the East and the West. Europe became the natural resource heap for merchants from the Middle East and beyond. Copper and tin mines – the two substances needed to produce bronze – sprung up in some of the furthest (and coldest) reaches of the continent, including Cornwall and Wales. Britain's (and indeed Europe's) first international economic transactions were, to say the least, primitive.

Where farming and manufacturing first developed, urban settlements also began to sprout. Jericho is one of the first such towns, dating to around 7,000 BC. Also located in the Middle East was what is often thought to be the first human civilization, Sumeria, with its historic city of Ur. A united Egypt had formed by 3,000 BC, and the Purple People of the Lebanese Coast operated trading routes between the two regions. Known to us today as the Phoenicians, they pioneered developments in shipping and commerce that later diffused to the ancient Greeks.

With urban developments and trade came a need for the written word ‒ and for arithmetic. Administration of towns would have been near impossible without it, as was trade beyond anything other than meagre levels. As with the earlier technological revolutions, this revolution also first took place in the Middle East, Pakistan and China. The revolution in writing in turn enabled the development of intellectual thought, whilst the development of mathematics enabled the design and construction of buildings and, ultimately, laid the foundations for modern science.

The fact that, despite its many centuries of ‘underdevelopment’, the West managed not only to catch up with but overtake the rest of the world is nothing short of astonishing. Although historians have in the past emphasized the achievements of ancient Greece and Rome, we now know just how much they had to thank the earlier civilizations for their success. The roots of ancient Greece are to be found in small groups of traders who rose to challenge the Phoenicians. They adopted the writing and commercial techniques of not only the Purple People but also the Lydians and the Babylonians, including coinage, the joint stock company, banking, insurance and the alphabet. In many respects, Europe first began to make its mark not as an innovator but as an assimilator. By the time the Romans were marching across Europe and, as former master of my own Cambridge college Joseph Needham revealed decades ago, China was still well ahead. And, rather than being the poorest part of the world, Africa was instead pretty average, globally speaking, albeit with ‘significant heterogeneity’.3 Europe was firmly on the back ‒ not front ‒ foot.

As the Roman Empire fell into decline, Europe entered a period which has traditionally been known as the Dark Ages. Recent history has shed more light on this period of darkness, but it was nonetheless an unsettling time for the continent. Europe became highly fragmented and had to begin the process of rebuilding trade and political institutions from the bottom up, rather than relying on a strong top-down state. By medieval times, Italy had become Europe's seat of prosperity, and much of its wealth was built on the back of connections to the still much more prosperous East.

For other Europeans, Italy provided the only seemingly attainable model of growth. Looking on in envy, they reasoned that, if they were to compete with cities such as Venice, they needed to forge their own connections eastwards, breaking the Italian monopoly on long-distance trade. The royal courts of Spain and Portugal, and later England, sent out explorers and navigators to open the door to the East, hoping for a piece of the action. Vasco da Gama sailed under the southern cape of Africa and out into the Indian Ocean, establishing new trade routes for Portugal. Christopher Columbus took a different tack. Thinking outside of the box, he sailed westwards, hoping to find a back door to China. Without knowing it, he stumbled on the Americas.

What followed was one of the darkest periods of Europe's engagement with the world: the exploitation and elimination of indigenous peoples, and the slave trade – the buying and selling of individual human life as if it were little different to the tobacco, sugar and raw cotton that those very same lives were being bought and sold to produce. And not just on a small scale but on a massive scale: the total number of Africans shipped to the Americas stands at between 11 and 12.5 million.4

It was, of course, through the riches they acquired in the Americas that Europeans were able to get their hands on more and more of the sophisticated manufactured goods of the Far East, including silks and porcelains, along with exotic spices. Europeans now had something real to trade with the East, something for which the East had a great appetite: silver. From Europe's point of view, this was the first era of globalization. The growth of world trade in the first half of the sixteenth century (at 2.4% p.a.) was not far from that in the twentieth century (3.44% p.a.).5

Ultimately, though, it wasn't Spain or Portugal – the first big traders and of course colonialists – that went on to industrialize and provoke sustained economic growth. Neither was it Holland that played host to the first Industrial Revolution, a country that had carved out a place for itself not only in international trade but as the merchant serving the rest of Europe, connecting the Baltic Sea with the Mediterranean. ‘Why the West?’ cannot be answered by simply pointing to European trading and political activities abroad, however destructive and violent those activities were for the people involved.6 Otherwise, the Industrial Revolution would have occurred more widely – and earlier in time. No one, but no one, would have predicted that Britain, not Italy, Spain or Holland, would move centre stage.

By the time the British Industrial Revolution was operating at full steam in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the tables finally began to turn between East and West.7 Whilst the West progressed, the East regressed. Other ‘reversals of fortune’ came alongside: between the Mediterranean and north-western Europe, between Africa and the Americas, and between the northern and southern Americas. Whether by the same or by very different forces, the whole globe was being reshaped.

When seen in this longer-term and more global perspective, understanding why Europe was home to an industrial revolution that ushered in sustained economic growth – sustained for a sufficiently long enough period of time and at a sufficiently high enough level to bring about a rapid transformation of our standard of living in the last two hundred years ‒ becomes even more difficult to explain. And, in light of the re-emergence of the Far East and the recent slowdown in economic growth in the West, it is an ever more pressing question. Does the West really have what it takes to continue its advance? The answers to such questions will hang crucially on what we identify as being the causes of the rise of the West, causes that could either have been fortuitous and superficial or deep and long lasting. Not to mention benign or malign.


Five Lessons

Economic historians are still getting to grips with the past, and debates on the causes of economic growth continue, but there are five important takeaway lessons that I myself draw from existing research on the rise of the West. Although condensing down an immense literature to just five key findings is inevitably gung-ho, it nevertheless helps us to see the wood for the trees, to see where we are at. Each of the five lessons has something important to offer us – something that helps us answer the question of ‘how the West got rich’. However, taken together, these lessons also reveal something else: the sidelining of women throughout our thinking about how we got to where we are today. Women's freedom is the elephant in the room. It is, quite simply, and as we will see in the chapter that follows, impossible to properly understand ‘why the West?’ – and why Britain first ‒ without zooming in on women's freedom.


History Lesson 1: markets are necessary but not sufficient for economic prosperity

Since Adam Smith published his Wealth of Nations in 1776, economists have been obsessed with markets, so much so that at the time of writing his face appears on the reverse side of the British £20 note. The market-based approach has attracted extensive criticism, particularly in light of the global financial crisis.8 At its root, the market view of growth is one that places faith in us as individuals. It is bottom-up as opposed to top-down: rather than seeing growth as something created by the actions of the state, it places emphasis on our own individual efforts. It favours giving individuals freedom to engage with one another, to start new businesses, to search out new technologies and to create new products. It values the diversity offered by millions of different people, each with their own thoughts and ideas, seeing all of these numerous individual efforts as the cause of human progress. It also points to the way in which markets provide opportunities for people to escape alternative systems, such as serfdom, enslavement and patriarchal family forms that lock women inside the home.

But whether or not one buys into markets, history suggests that they are simply not enough by themselves. Looking at evidence from as far back as ancient Babylonia and through to medieval, early-modern and modern Europe, my own research, along with that of other economic historians, has built a picture of the evolution of markets across the long span of human history.9 If the market-based view of growth is correct, the picture revealed should be straightforward: that markets were poorly developed until the eve of the rise of the West. Instead, we find that markets were certainly not a ‘modern’ invention, and neither were they a purely ‘western’ one.10 Active markets in history can be found in the Middle East and Asia, and in parts of Africa.11 The extent of trade and market activity over the last two centuries has been on a different scale to that beforehand, but it has been as much a product of economic growth as it was a driver – the result of using new technologies, from the steam engine to the computer, which made the world smaller and flatter.

In sum, although markets are a common ingredient of successful economies, the fact that they have existed for much longer than has modern-day prosperity strongly suggests that they are not enough to create sustained economic growth.12 Something else was needed to light the fire. Key to identifying precisely ‘what’ may be looking not at who used markets but who did not: who, in other words, was excluded. Some chose to exclude themselves, viewing markets as beneath them, which, as Deirdre McCloskey argues, is not conducive to the creation of prosperity.13 Others were involuntarily excluded. And that, of course, often included a mere half of the population: women. As we will see in the next chapter, the benefits of including women in market activity are substantial ‒ and go above and beyond the benefits of market involvement for men. One of the things that most stands out about the part of Europe in which the Industrial Revolution began was that women faced relatively fewer restrictions on their engagement with the market compared with not only other parts of Europe but also much of the rest of the world.14


History Lesson 2: institutions matter

Markets do not exist in a vacuum; to bring out their best, they require supportive institutions. The economist Douglas North won a Nobel prize for bringing ‘institutions’ to the party, particularly institutions that uphold property rights, such as democracy and a competent legal framework.15 After all, without secure rights of ownership we have little incentive to work hard, to be entrepreneurial and to invest in the future: if the monarch or the mafia continually threaten to strip you of your wealth, it reduces your drive to create. And if institutions result in perverse incentives, such as incentives to prey on the efforts of others rather than to be creative, or act to exclude them, then our interactions with one another are unlikely to be productive from the point of view of the economy. That's why legal and political institutions matter for the creation of economic prosperity. Markets can only direct us along the right path – the path to prosperity ‒ if they are underpinned by the right kind of institutions.

But whilst institutions no doubt matter (after all, who wants bad ones), economists’ treatment of them can sometimes seem rather selective and superficial, selective because we seem to have ‘mined’ history for examples that best support our idea of what a ‘good’ institution is. In the case of political institutions, the British Glorious Revolution of 1688 has, for example, received a wealth of attention.16 Occurring a good century before the relatively better-known French Revolution, the Glorious Revolution shifted power away from an unelected monarch to an elected parliament, and the timing seems to work well for making the argument that democratic institutions gave birth to the British Industrial Revolution in the following century. However, it would be untrue to suppose that there was no democracy in Britain beforehand; medieval parliaments had, for example, been very active until the Tudors and Stuarts began to stamp on them.17 The Glorious Revolution was, in part, about parliament reasserting control.

In addition to rather selectively looking for favourable institutional turns in the history of the now prosperous economies, looking for historically ‘bad’ institutions in any modern-day poor country has similarly become a common pastime. Unsurprisingly, as the Bible tells us, ‘keep on seeking, and you will find’. Bad institutions are top billing when it comes to research on, for example, the relative decline of the Middle East (with Islamic law being a key target), Africa (both before and after colonization) and China (after the Mongol invasion).18 However, in such historical excursions, examples of where ‘good’ institutions existed and yet economic growth has not been sustained ‒ or where ‘bad’ institutions existed and yet prosperity still managed to take hold ‒ can easily be ignored or excused. The Dutch Republic was, for example, relatively democratic, and yet its economy did not play host to the first industrial revolution. And, though institutions are commonly seen as a factor that has held back Africa,19 it is important to note that parts of Africa were in fact home to what economists consider ‘good institutions’; the idea that Africa was filled with despots is, to say the least, an exaggeration, one propagated by European explorers, colonialists and missionaries.20 Furthermore, China, an economy that has witnessed a more recent growth miracle, does not exactly fit the bill in terms of having the types of institutions that western economists see as favourable to growth. There is, inevitably, an extent to which good institutions may instead follow growth. Indeed, it may be possible to grow through one or two good policies – such as support for widespread education and skills ‒ with improvements in institutions following later on, as a by-product of growth.21

Not only can economists’ consideration of institutions sometimes be selective, it can also be superficial. ‘Institutions’ has become a catch-all term that captures more or less anything and everything that affects the incentives we face in our daily lives: incentives to (so long as institutions are ‘right’) behave in a way that, whether directly or indirectly, results in the best possible outcome for the economy. As Sheilagh Ogilvie and A. W. Carus have pointed out, this catch-all focus has resulted in economists being quite ‘vague’ and doing little more than stating the obvious.22 They note the tendency to see ‘institutions’ in a black-and-white fashion, ignoring their complexity, the way in which they can have both negative and positive effects and how they interact with one another. There can also be a presumption that ‘whatever is, is right’; that if an institution exists it must be because it was some ‘optimal solution’ to the problems that society faced. Economists, after all, like to think in terms of optimality.

Since institutions can have many faces, the very same institution could be argued to be either favourable or unfavourable – depending on whether one is looking at a rich or a poor country.

Last but by no means least, although ‘formal’ institutions have received considerable attention, ‘informal’ ones have received far less. They have long been lumped into the catch-all term ‘culture’ and left for sociologists to explore on the assumption that good or bad culture is merely the product of a good or bad economy. Indeed, whilst esteemed sociologists have long pointed to the way in which culture affects the economy, economists have often lambasted such arguments as being woolly, soft and superficial.23 Where culture has received more serious consideration, it has been by forcing it into the economic straitjacket: its repackaging in the form of what economists have come to call ‘social capital’.

Recently, however, economists have begun to take culture more seriously, particularly given that research now suggests that formal institutions are insufficient to explain economic outcomes (rather like markets).24 This includes evidence of the way in which the same ethnic groups have been found to perform relatively well in whatever country they are located in (and so whatever institutions they are subjected to),25 and that the same formal institutions can produce different effects in different places.26 Culture seems to matter.

Culture can be defined in a number of different ways (indeed, one study cites 164 different definitions27), but we can think about it as ‘information capable of affecting individuals’ behaviour that they acquire from other members of their species through teaching, imitation, and other forms of social transmission.’28 It can include attitudes to risk, to family, to strangers and to rule breaking, such as whether accepting bribes is deemed acceptable. Crucially, and as Deirdre McCloskey argues, culture can also include attitudes to markets, entrepreneurship and production: whether trade, work and rolling up your sleeves to produce are deemed acceptable ‒ something we too often take for granted today but wasn't always the case in years gone by.29 Culture is also, to say the least, key to bringing women into our story. Culture is, of course, extremely difficult to measure, which may help explain why economists, who tend to favour quantitative techniques, have neglected it. However, economic historians are currently working on novel ways to measure culture, including by finding ways of comparing and quantifying aspects of folklore – the beliefs, stories and customs passed down from one generation to the next.30 In the next chapter, we will span the world to document historic attitudes and practices relating to women.

Culture can affect prosperity independently of formal institutions, but it can also affect the evolution and success of those formal institutions.31 As we will argue in part III, family systems that are more supportive of women's freedom can go a long way to explaining the emergence of ‘good’ institutions. Where families involve extended kinship structures, who provide for themselves and who closely monitor their members’ actions, they can be inimical to the emergence of generalized trust and cooperation between non-family members. This both restricts the development of a deep and broad market and the emergence of a supportive state, whilst favouring nepotistic practices.32 Although it is rarely noted, these family systems are also exactly the ones that are most inimical to women's freedom – that constrain women's ability to live independent lives, that rely on them to provide caring activity, and that connect family honour with female modesty, sometimes with violent implications.33 They also, as we will see, start to crumble as women find opportunities outside in the marketplace.

Bringing women into the story also allows us to understand why transplanting democracy doesn't always deliver the expected benefits. As we will see, patriarchal cultures are much more supportive of autocracy than they are of democracy. By contrast, cultures in which women are viewed as equal – and where, in parallel, ‘fathers’ have less power over the young ‒ socialize all young people to speak up rather than shut up, to challenge people in authority and to hold them to account.

Women's freedom is at the roots of the type of cultural practices that deliver and sustain institutions that support prosperity. As the famous feminist saying goes, personal is political. Economists have, sadly, been too reluctant to integrate the private sphere of life with the public sphere.34


History Lesson 3: freedom is needed outside (as well as inside) the marketplace

Although when it comes to economic growth it is common to give much of the credit to the market, the fundamental driver of economic advance ‒ continued scientific and technological progress ‒ requires freedoms that go well beyond it.

According to Joel Mokyr, it is not the market alone that explains the increased scientific and technological activity in Europe, something that spurred the Industrial Revolution and sustained economic growth; it was the Enlightenment.35 The Enlightenment, which began in the late seventeenth century but gathered steam in the eighteenth century, involved a whole new way of looking at the world: one that was scientific. It involved a shift away from seeing the world as driven by fate, magic and heavenly forces to instead seeing events around us as the result of scientific law – law that was for us to explore, to understand and to harness in the process of taking charge of ‘nature’ in an effort to better human lives. Rather than feeling that individual human life was out of our hands – that our fate was something over which we had little individual control ‒ it introduced the modern-day notion that we have the power to bring about improvement by taking charge of nature. Not only did we have that power, but there was a sense that improvement was something that we should value. Progress, to paraphrase Mokyr, became both possible and desirable.

Rather than investing time and money in fasting, praying and purchasing religious relics, Europeans began investing those scarce resources in other ways: in innovation, investment and working longer and more intensively.36 Deference to authority was replaced with values that are crucial to fostering scientific improvement: openness and tolerance to new ideas; valuing merit over status; and free speech.

Of course, one of the major risks of arguing that the Enlightenment caused the rise of the West is that it implies that other parts of the world were ‘unenlightened’. Rather than taking such a route, Mokyr's more recent work points not to a lack of intellectual capacity outside of Europe but to the way in which powerful political actors in China and the Middle East responded by suppressing it.37 The implication is that, for the good of scientific advance, no one state should be large enough to turn off the lights of growth; that Europe's historic division into multiple states, between which intellectuals could move to escape repression, was crucial to sustaining scientific advance.38

Interestingly, in some ways the Enlightenment involved the exact opposite of ‘capitalist’ or ‘market’ values. It created a more cooperative and collaborative research spirit, one in which ideas were openly and freely distributed. And, unlike those involved in the marketplace, what drives scientists is, in general, something other than money: curiosity, intellectual discovery, peer recognition and the desire to reduce human suffering.

Now when economists think about freedom, their focus has traditionally been on the market: freedom for merchants and entrepreneurs. Following Mokyr, they now also emphasize the importance of freedom for intellectuals (basically, for people like themselves). However, we still need to think about freedom much more broadly, as Deirdre McCloskey39 has suggested in her Bourgeois Trilogy of books: the freedom to make the most of our lives no matter where we are born, to whom we are born or into what gender we are born.

To be free to make the most of our lives, we need to be free to stand up and stand out. In general, any society that enforces conformity limits the individual experimentation required for progress. In Africa, the slave trade became a tool to enforce conformity, with those seen as ‘troublemakers’ being the first to be sold into the hands of slave traders.40Accusations of witchcraft could easily hang over any individual who stood out – including those who succeeded. If you did well, such as by trying a new seed that resulted in a bumper harvest, you risked being accused of being a witch.41 That's quite a disincentive to individual effort and experimentation. According to Jean-Philippe Platteau, witchcraft accusations are still a problem in many rural parts of Africa today – if anything, increasingly so as economic opportunities create disparities between households. Of course, witchcraft accusations were also common in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe, when more than 100,000 people were tried, 40‒60,000 of whom were executed, and 80 per cent of whom were women.42 Interestingly, however, relatively fewer trials took place in England, which was to become the home of the Industrial Revolution.43 Cultures that are tolerant of individual difference are also those supportive of growth.

Not only is the Enlightenment story one which tends to focus on freedoms for intellectual elites as opposed to freedoms more generally, it is also a largely male story. Of course, as time went on, Mary Wollstonecraft and others argued that women were equally as capable of ‘reason’ but, with the very notion of freedom having developed at a time when women were second-class citizens and when birth-control technology was, compared to today, largely non-existent, the central importance of women's bodily freedom was left off the freedom agenda. Women's freedoms came to be seen as a duplicate of men's, ignoring the fact that there is one vital difference between the two: that a woman can never be free unless she has control over her fertility.

Indeed, at the very same time that the Enlightenment was beginning to take hold in Europe, restrictions on women's fertility and sexuality, including penalties for abortion, non-marital births and sex work, were deepening in many parts of Europe.44 As Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks points out, European authorities at this time executed more women for infanticide than any other crime (apart, that is, for witchcraft); restricted the hiring of unmarried mothers; built asylums to house and imprison not only sex workers but also women who had had sex before marriage (‘fornicators’), and even those simply deemed pretty enough that they risked falling into prostitution or fornication. It was not unknown for authorities to instruct midwives to examine the breasts of all local young single women in their neighborhood in the event that a baby was found abandoned, and one eighteenth-century German doctor went as far as to suggest that all unmarried women should bathe publicly once a month to ‘prove’ that they were virgins – that through such bathing any traces of non-marital births could be detected and punished. Indeed, as Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks goes on to note, ‘[i]mprisoning women for sexual crimes marks the first time that prison was used as punishment in Europe rather than simply as a place to hold people until their trial or before deportation.’45 Women's freedom to take charge of their own bodies (not only of their brains) seemed to escape the ‘freedom’ agenda, which continues to leave women's bodily autonomy at risk today, including through lack of access to birth control (the ‘global gag rule’), abortion and sex worker rights (under attack from the Nordic model).

As we will see in the final part of this book, the Enlightenment seriously affected the way in which economics itself developed: it pushed it in a direction that sidelined women. As Anne McClintock points out, metaphors of sexual dominance of men over women were central to the Enlightenment movement: nature was represented as female, as something that sat waiting to be dominated and tamed by male reason; so too with the exploration of foreign lands, European contact being commonly represented as a strong, white, armoured European chancing upon an ‘easy’ naked women basking sensually in the tropical sunshine, waiting not only for his seed but also to be ‘civilized’ by his application of reason.46

The Enlightenment explanation for the rise of the West might be increasingly popular, but it is also one which, through the groups it excluded, helps us identify what was limiting growth as much as what was driving it. The rise of the West might have been even stronger and faster had women's freedom been included rather than excluded. It's not surprising, therefore, that industrialization began first in the part of Europe where, relatively speaking, women had greater freedoms (and those freedoms had suffered less of a retreat).


History Lesson 4: high wages (not low wages) are good for growth

Since Karl Marx's time, it has been popular to argue that growth is built on the back of low-wage labourers, exploited by capitalists who extract ‘surplus value’ to fund investment and expansion. Marx had argued that the Industrial Revolution was a result of British peasants being dispossessed of their land rights in the ‘enclosure movement’, during which commonly owned land was privatized, which created a ‘working class’ ripe to be exploited by factory owners. Recently, there has also been a revival of interest in the way in which cheap slave labour contributed to the British Industrial Revolution and the rise of Europe.47

However, an economy might only grow so far by relying on cheap labour. That's the lesson of Robert C. Allen's research, which suggests that industrialization and sustained economic growth began not in a part of the world where workers were super-cheap, but in a part of the globe where they were relatively expensive.48 Allen argues that the Britain that gave birth to the Industrial Revolution was, in fact, a high-wage economy, and that these relatively high wages meant that businesses had to search for and develop machines that could mechanize production, saving on labour costs. According to Allen, high wages incentivized the movement of scientific ideas out of the ‘ivory towers’ (the intellectual domain considered by Mokyr) into the ‘real’ world: onto the factory floor, where productivity consequently rose and economic growth could, as a result, be generated. By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the centre of industrialization shifted towards the United States, where wages were even higher than in Britain. The result was an even more machine-intensive growth path, one of mass production, and a virtuous circle between rising wages and rising productivity.

However, whilst Allen considers the consequences of high wages for growth, what we also need is a complete explanation for the origin of high wages. Although Allen has himself explained high wages as being the consequence of increasing demand for labour, it is essential to also think about the supply of labour. And that requires us to bring reproduction, and with it women's freedom, into the story.

Although the argument that high wages are good for growth challenges models of development based on cheap labour, Allen's work has recently been the subject of intense debate. Three main objections have been raised. The first suggests that Allen overestimated British wages.49 The second revises upwards estimated wages in some other parts of Europe.50 The third, originating in the work of Jane Humphries, argues that high wages were not available to women and children51 nor, we might add, poorly paid immigrant labour, including that from Ireland. The high-wage story of the Industrial Revolution is, much like the Enlightenment story, a largely male story (and a white male one at that).

However, proving that cheap labour existed in Britain is one thing. Proving that it helped rather than hindered the Industrial Revolution is very different. Correlation does not mean causation. The Industrial Revolution might have been even faster had wages been higher. Cheap labour could have slowed things down, reducing the need to innovate, as we will see later on in this book.52 If that's the case, then cheap labour is doubly tragic: it certainly doesn't help the workers themselves, and neither does it help the economy. It is a lose‒lose. We can debate the extent to which wages were high in Britain, and the extent to which they were likely hangs on what is going on in women's lives, but it is trickier to deny the notion that low wages can be bad for long-term growth. As we will see, women's freedoms were better in Britain than in most other parts of the world; had they been closer to where they are today, growth could have been even more spectacular.


History Lesson 5: understanding why growth stops

It is not enough to understand why growth gets going in the first place; we also have to understand why it comes to a stop.53As we saw at the start of this chapter, there were a number of noticeable expansionary episodes in the many millennia before the Industrial Revolution. Dynamism was clearly capable of taking hold – and in quite a few different periods of history.54 History also reveals a series of unexpected ‘reversals of fortune’: between the Mediterranean and north-western Europe (after 1350)55; between West Africa and the Americas (after 1500) 56; within the Americas between the south and the north57; between Asia and Europe (some time before 1800)58; and between Latin America and Asia in the mid-twentieth century.59 Despite numerous sparks, no other civilization succeeded in maintaining economic growth for long enough or at a sufficiently high level to transform the standard of living to the extent that happened in the West.

History provides us with at least three reasons for why economic expansion can fizzle out: population growth; environmental ruin; and politics. All have implications for whether we can expect the western growth spurt to continue. And if we open our eyes to gender, all serve to highlight the vital role of women's freedom.


1 Population

On the eve of the Industrial Revolution, ironically just as Britain was beginning its miraculous rise, the economist Thomas Malthus was feeling pessimistic. Malthus took a famously dismal view of the economy's ability to sustain growth. He argued that population had a propensity to expand in a rapid ‘geometric’ fashion, outstripping the earth's ability to provide food and raw materials, which increased at a slower ‒ ‘arithmetic’ – rate. Wherever the economy started to expand, such as due to a new technology, Malthus believed it was ultimately doomed. As incomes began to improve, the death rate would, he argued, naturally decline. That together with high fertility (he was, after all writing at a time before modern-day contraceptives) meant population growth would increase. Under the pressure of population, food and raw material prices would rise, reducing the ‘real’ value of people's income, and making production more costly. As a result, the economy would soon end up back at the old standard of living, just with a bigger population than before.60 Technological superiority did not show up in people's income but in population density. Malthus was so convinced by his model that he had very little patience with attempts by government – or revolutionaries – to help the poor. He believed that the redistribution of income, as was the aim of the French Revolutionaries of the time, would simply lead to larger numbers of people, rather than serving to improve the lot of each one.

Now, of course, the key feature of the last two hundred years has been the coincidence of both rising populations and rising incomes, indicating an escape from the Malthusian trap. The way economists have typically explained this escape is to point to sustained technological change (endogenously driven by an increasingly skilled workforce),61 followed by falling fertility, itself argued to be a result of technological change, incentivizing parents to shift away from having lots of poorly educated children to having just a few that they could better afford to invest in.62 Quality replaced quantity. The divergence between ‘the West and the rest’ is subsequently explained by their resultant interactions in the trading domain. As the West industrialized, ‘the rest’ began to specialize in exporting primary products, which meant less of a demand for skilled workers and so a lack of transition from ‘quantity to quality’ in regard to childbearing decisions. Whilst the West therefore experienced the benefits of growth in terms of rising incomes per capita, the rest of the world experienced it in terms of an expanding population, which held down their standard of living.63

In these modern-day Malthusian-style models (known to economists as unified growth theory), fertility is modelled as a straightforward economic calculation. The problem is that it cannot – and should not ‒ be thought of independently of women's freedom to take charge of their bodies. Economists explain changes in fertility across long spans of time as if they were purely a result of choice: of women initially choosing to have lots of children and then, as we reach the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and at least in the West, choosing to have fewer children – in response to growth.64 Birth control is taken for granted – as if it has existed in a reliable enough form for centuries.65 Women are assumed to have been making a free choice, when for most of history pregnancy was not always a choice. It was often an inevitability. The shift to a world in which women do have control over their bodies deserves recognition for its contribution to lifting prosperity – and the lack of that bodily autonomy is equally vital to explaining why many poorer countries are still desperately poor. Given economists’ failure to acknowledge the importance of women's bodily autonomy, it is hardly surprising that, despite increased attention given to how to help the global poor, international funding for birth control for the world's poorest women has been on a declining trend.66 Indeed, more than 200 million women across the globe who would like to avoid pregnancy still lack access to birth control.67


2 Environment

Population growth wasn't the only obstacle to continued economic expansion in the past. So too was the environment. Some environmental episodes appear to be entirely external to the process of growth – a matter of bad luck ‒ but others are a direct consequence. Jared Diamond's magisterial economic history of the world points to the relationship between changing geography and the economy, including the shifting fortunes of the Middle East. Bruce Campbell has recently made connections between the performance of the medieval economy and environmental conditions.68 Moving forward in time, the Little Ice Age has been blamed for the long seventeenth-century crisis in Europe, a period in which there were serious upheavals politically, socially and economically. As current environmental conditions deteriorate, we need to take seriously the possibility of a negative feedback process through which environmental damage makes growth ever more difficult to sustain. As the Stern Review concluded: ‘The evidence shows that ignoring climate change will eventually damage economic growth … Tackling climate change is the pro-growth strategy for the longer term … The earlier effective action is taken, the less costly it will be.’69

Needless to say, there are clear links between Malthus's population concerns and today's environmental ones. Whilst many economists feel confident that Malthus is dead and buried, the environmental toll of the human race suggests that such thinking is at best hopeful and at worst arrogant.70 For those who are concerned, clean technology has been the focal point. However, evidence suggests that women's freedom over their bodies can be just as, or even more, cost effective. Project Drawdown – a coalition of scientists, scholars and others interested in the planet ‒ ranks 80 separate solutions to global warming.71 Family planning and the education of girls are ranked in the top ten, ahead of solar farms and wind turbines. Women's bodily autonomy is vital to making growth sustainable.

Gender also feeds into another, albeit indirect and more subtle, cause of environmental decay: how we choose to measure the economy and how that in turn affects what governments choose to prioritize. Where activities that result in the degradation of the natural environment actually benefit measured gross domestic product (GDP), the damage involved can easily be overlooked and even encouraged. When only the physical production of goods and services is included in how we measure the economy, activities that contribute to our well-being, and that have a much lower cost for the planet, can easily be ignored, along with the potential trade-offs between the two, trade-offs which, when not properly considered, can result not only in the depletion of the natural environment but also in the depletion of daily human energy and the va-va-voom needed to both look after (‘provide’) and create (‘reproduce’) human life.72 According to Bina Agarwal, ‘[t]here are important connections between the domination and oppression of women and the domination and exploitation of nature.’73 Both the environment along with reproductive and caring labour share common features: they are taken for granted, are historically ignored by national accounting and are undervalued. And, as a result, both are inevitably at risk of depletion, reducing our ability to sustain life on earth.74 Where the environment and non-market work are captured in how we measure the economy, politicians and policy makers are much more likely to stand up and pay attention to any warning signs. Feminist economists therefore recommend that our traditional focus on economic growth be replaced with a broader measure of the economy that incorporates both well-being and sustainability, and they have developed concepts accordingly such as ‘social provisioning’ and ‘social reproduction’.75

A number of alternatives to GDP are now available which take into account both the environment and non-market activities that generate well-being, such as household labour. They include the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare, which builds on the early work of economists William Nordhaus and James Tobin, along with the Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI).76 In fact, alternatives to GDP seem to be ever expanding, with different countries, economic organizations and think tanks developing their own measures, often in competition with one another. There are also a number of different ways of valuing caring activities and a significant debate about the best means to do so.77 The problem is, therefore, that despite growing recognition of the importance of well-being and sustainability, as set out in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), there is, as yet, no common agreement on an alternative measure to GDP, which means that it remains the most popular headline measure for any economy.

Gender matters not only for understanding the causes of environmental damage, but also for the consequences. As Agarwal notes, ‘it is women of poor, rural households who are most adversely affected and who have participated actively in ecology movements.’78 As Senay Habtezion notes, women ‘are highly dependent on local natural resources for their livelihood. Women charged with securing water, food and fuel for cooking and heating face the greatest challenges’, and yet they are often locked out of policy making, and ‘socio-cultural norms can limit women from acquiring the information and skills necessary to escape or avoid hazards (e.g. swimming and climbing trees to escape rising water levels). Similarly, dress codes imposed on women can restrict their mobility in times of disaster, as can their responsibility for small children who cannot swim or run.’79

Making growth sustainable is not possible in a world where women lack basic freedoms.


3 Politics

In addition to population and the environment, a further explanation for ‘growth stops’ is political. In particular, it is argued that the reversal of fortunes between the northern and southern Americas, and the stagnation of Africa after 1650,80 was a result of the adverse effects on institutions of European political interferences.81 In regard to the Americas, economists have argued that Europeans set up extractive institutions – ones that resulted in a high degree of persistent inequality – in parts of the continent which were initially relatively prosperous: where there were obvious resources to extract (including silver), and where there were ‘scale economies’ in setting up slave-based production. Elsewhere, where there was less obvious low-hanging fruit on offer, and conditions were somewhat more favourable for human inhabitation, poor Europeans migrated and brought their democratic institutions with them,82 albeit these were not so democratic for the Plains Indians, who, being some of the tallest people in the world, seem to have had a reasonably high standard of living – until Europeans entered the scene.83 In regard to Africa, it is of course common to argue that ‘underdevelopment’ is a result of the slave trade and colonization. Recent research suggests that Africa has not always been poor (relatively speaking), only becoming so after the Europeans entered the story. Connections have been made between the slave trade, a lack of state development, ethnic conflict and general distrust amongst the population, all of which resulted in political institutions that were unfavourable to growth. Colonization has similarly been argued to have adversely affected political institutions, both through its authoritarian nature and through the way it encouraged ‘self-serving manoeuvering’ amongst African elites, with wealth and prestige in the colonial era being earned through political manoeuvering with occupiers, rather than through promoting wider prosperity.84 In other words, colonialism ‘divorced political ambition from public service’.85 Indeed, before colonial rule, almost one in two African societies had rulers who were kept in check by councils, and almost 90 per cent of centralized states had a judiciary. These figures fell to a quarter and 40 per cent respectively in the twentieth century.86

However, in addition to external political forces, often attracted like a bee to a honeypot, internal forces can also stand in the way of continued prosperity.87 After all, economic stagnation and growth reversals also beset parts of the world in which Europeans were not interfering from the outside. Understanding how a region can seemingly bite off its nose to spite its face hangs on the idea that economic prosperity creates ‘losers’ as well as ‘winners’. Economic advance involves a process of creative destruction: the replacement of older machines with newer versions and archaic products with more innovative ones. Along the way, some sectors of the economy shrink whilst others expand, and some businesses boom whilst others go bust. It is a process that is almost inescapable – unless, that is, we want to stand in the way of progress. However, there are necessarily those who have an incentive to block change: those with a vested interest in older techniques and those who possess obsolete skills. In addition, there are those who fear losing political power when others succeed.88

Mancur Olson, author of The Rise and Decline of Nations, famously argued that the resultant ‘vested interests’ build up over time and, by gaining political influence, bring about policy changes that make the economy increasingly sluggish. According to Olson, the problem is that these vested interest groups are much better at representing themselves to government than are those who gain from the economy's dynamism: the millions of consumers, current and future, who benefit from cheaper and more innovative products; and the younger generations equipping themselves with newer and more relevant skills.89

According to Joel Mokyr, an economy is best insulated from such pressures where government takes a hands-off approach, making it less liable to ‘capture’.90 The shift towards laissez-faire, as trumpeted by Adam Smith, was, Mokyr argues, one of the reasons why Britain was able to successfully sustain economic growth from the late eighteenth century onwards. That compares with medieval Italy, at the time the home of cloth production, which, in response to rising competition from north-western Europe, chose to enact various regulations which limited the use of new techniques and new dyes. The justification was that it would preserve the quality of Italian cloth; the upshot was that Italy could not compete.

The benefits of the laissez-faire approach are evident to any historian. However, such an approach also had its downsides. As the British economy rapidly industrialized in the nineteenth century, cities became overcrowded insanitary hives of disease, taking a toll on people's health – and, with it, on the economy's ability to keep growing. The market alone was not enough to solve this problem. Markets can and do fail and in a way that can put sand in the wheels of continued economic growth. Economic prosperity therefore demands a state that is neither non-interventionist nor interventionist but that can judge which interventions are reasonable and which are not; a state that can think and question for itself, rather than being captured by outside groups. The state also needs to be able to adapt to the changing needs of the economy. After all, the kinds of policies that work well at one point in time might not work well in another. The education system, welfare system and national health policy need to keep up with the economy to prevent success turning into failure.91 Democracy is, of course, crucial in terms of providing the right incentives to bring this about, and, as we will see later, democracy and women's freedom are intimately linked.


Conclusion

In this chapter, I have drawn five lessons from current thinking about how the West grew rich. Along the way, I have touched on some of the key factors that economists and historians typically identify when attempting to explain what ignites economic growth: markets, institutions, science and wages. However, we have seen that many of these factors can also be found in parts of the world that did not experience the type of transformation that began in Britain more than two hundred years ago. Something is missing from this story of prosperity creation, something much more distinctive of the West than markets, institutions, science or wages. It is a missing link that explains not only what turned on the ignition but what has enabled the West to sustain growth – and has allowed a handful of other countries to follow suit. It is the elephant in the room. It is women's freedom.

Whilst women's freedom was by no means perfect in Europe, relative to the rest of the world it gave the West an advantage that was difficult to beat. If the West wants to stay ahead, that's worth remembering today.
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2 
Uncensored: The Secret Recipe of Economic Success


In 1995, in Beijing, some fifty years after its initial formation, the United Nations made a declaration that was unanimously adopted by 189 countries. It stated that they were ‘convinced’ that the ‘[e]radication of poverty based on sustained economic growth, social development, environmental protection and social justice requires the involvement of women in economic and social development, equal opportunities and the full and equal participation of women and men as agents and beneficiaries of people-centred sustainable development’. In 2012, the World Bank dedicated its annual development report to the same topic, noting that gender equality is not only ‘a core development objective in its own right’ but that ‘greater gender equality is also smart economics’.1 The idea that gender equality is ‘good for growth’ is now central to the international development agenda.

However, within the ivory towers that house ‘expert’ economic growth theorists, gender hardly features. And when economic historians debate between themselves how precisely the West grew rich, they have a tendency to focus on people like Isaac Newton, James Watt, Isambard Kingdom Brunel and Richard Arkwright, all of whom are men. It's as if we could have got to where we are today without any women at all. Women's freedom only seems to enter the story as a by-product of economic prosperity.2

Where gender is taken seriously by economists, there is in fact little in the way of agreement. There are those who argue that gender equality aids growth, but there are also those who argue the very opposite: that economic growth has been built on the exploitation of women.3 The empirical evidence has not always helped to resolve the debate.4 Even World Bank researchers have sometimes expressed difficulty with finding evidence of a link between gender equality and growth.5

In this chapter, I will consider the whole wealth of evidence from history. After defining freedom, I will then take a short global tour, highlighting the difference between women's freedom in the West and ‘the rest’ on the eve of the Industrial Revolution. From investment and education to entrepreneurship and democracy, I will then identify the various channels through which women's (relative) freedom in the West supported growth, no more so than in Britain.

Women are too often seen as passive beneficiaries of economic growth, as the people who should be forever thankful to the many male inventors and industrialists of the past for creating the riches that enabled women's rights to flourish. We imagine that, by targeting economic growth, everything else will follow. As we will see, it's time to look at things the other way around. It's time to see women as active creators, not passive beneficiaries. Indeed, as we will see in chapter 3, whilst women's freedom creates growth, growth doesn't always pay women back in return. Freedom comes first, not last.


Que Sera, Sera

I admit it. I am a control freak. If there is one thing I cannot bear, it is not having control. In her famous song, Doris Day recalls asking her mother ‘What will I be?’ Seemingly superficial but also profound, the answer has gone down in history: que sera, sera, whatever will be, will be. The notion that our future is predetermined, a mere product of fate, is not something that particularly appeals to me. We all know that being happy is not just about having enough money to live a comfortable life; it is also about feeling in control of your life. After all, there were plenty of people living in times gone by who managed to find happiness in conditions which, by today's standards, would seem pretty shabby, without, for example, the convenience of an indoor toilet. Amongst the historic aristocratic elites who were, by contrast, relatively well endowed, there were plenty of women who, admired for their exquisite silk gowns and with tea and cake on tap, felt like little more than caged birds. Historic novels contain a constant theme of the wealthy but caged woman, living an affluent life but one over which she has no control and one in which the slightest social transgression could lead her husband to commit her to a mental asylum. These women wanted for nothing except, that is, for that one vital ingredient: control over their own lives.

However, when economists measure the success of an economy, they look at what the average person can afford to buy; if this is increasing over time, they are judged to be experiencing improvement. That was, at least, until Amartya Sen radically proposed that development was not about money; it was about freedom.6 According to Sen, economic development is a process in which people gain the ability to take charge of their lives. Control is an often overlooked difference between a modern western economy and many poorer countries in the world today and, of course, a key difference between today's Europe and that of the feudal Dark Ages, when we ‘serfs’ were under the control of local lords. Sen argues that poverty is often characterized not only by a lack of money but also by coercive relationships, a lack of free choice and political rights, and exclusion from economic opportunities and protections.

Sen's thoughts on freedom cut through a major debate amongst philosophers. Isaiah Berlin famously distinguished between negative and positive freedoms. Negative freedom concerns freedom from the interference of others. Positive freedom concerns freedom to go out and do things; it requires not only non-interference but also the capabilities needed to do something with one's life.7 Sen's notion of freedom ‒ and his related ‘capability approach’ (developed in conjunction with Martha Nussbaum8) ‒ relates closely to two other concepts: agency and empowerment. The World Bank defines agency as ‘the capacity to make decisions about one's own life and act on them to achieve a desired outcome, free of violence, retribution, or fear’. Empowerment is a broader concept, defined by the World Bank as ‘the expansion of assets and capabilities of poor people to participate in, negotiate with, influence, control, and hold accountable institutions that affect their lives’. Empowerment can be thought of as encapsulating agency, plus a little bit more: ‘as control over resources, as self-determination, and as the ability to generate change’.9 In other words, empowerment equals resources, agency and success in bringing about change.10

Now when economists more generally discuss freedom, they tend to focus on the market. When academics employ the term, they instead focus on things like free speech and free inquiry. However, freedom for merchants, entrepreneurs and the intellectual elite wasn't the only thing that mattered in the story of how the West grew rich. Neither, as Sen knew, should we confine ourselves to thinking about freedom in the context of the public sphere, in the market, in the political forum or in intellectual debates. Freedom for women was just as important, and that requires us to begin with life in the privacy of the home.


Women's Freedom Across the Globe: An (All Too Brief) Historic Tour

In their recent book, Jan Luiten van Zanden, Auke Rijpma and Jan Kok11 argue that female agency is central to understanding how the West grew rich. To see if that's truly the case, we need to consider the degree to which women were free in the West compared with other parts of the globe, especially given that those western freedoms were far from where they are today. Gender inequality indices tend to measure things like labour market participation, wage gaps and the proportion of women in parliament, but economic historians Sarah Carmichael, Alexandra de Pleijt and Jan Luiten van Zanden have designed an index which both goes back much further in time and measures the deeper roots of gender inequality: practices within families.12 They have christened it the ‘female friendliness’ index, a measure of how ‘female friendly’ family practices are. This helps to capture the extent to which the different family norms that exist in different parts of the world help to support (or not) female agency. Using their index, they make a connection between the decline of many of the world's oldest civilizations in the East and the rise of the West. Their findings suggest:

that the ‘reversal of fortune’ which happened in EurAsia between 1500 and 2000 was not only related to colonial institutions …, or to the long-term effects of hierarchical institutions emanating from the process of ancient state formation following the Neolithic Revolution …, but that there is also a gender-dimension to this story: growth occurred after 1500 in particular in those parts of EurAsia that had relatively female friendly institutions.13



The subjugation of women is, they argue, at the heart of why many of the world's first civilizations – in the Middle East and Asia ‒ were unable to sustain economic growth and eventually went into relative decline.

Whilst for millennia Europe had been on the back foot in the global economic race, in the centuries before the Industrial Revolution it developed a secret weapon: women's freedom. The position of women in society was one of the things that most distinguished Europe, especially in the north-west, from other parts of the world. Life for women was, to say the least, far from perfect. However, women had significantly greater freedoms in this part of the world than they did elsewhere and indeed compared with many poor countries today.14 To see the extent of these greater freedoms, we need to begin with family life, for as Monica Das Gupta notes ‘[k]inship systems profoundly influence our values and social constructs in ways of which we are usually not conscious.’15 Whilst for Engels, the famous compatriot of Karl Marx, the oppression of women (like the oppression of the working class) is rooted in private property, historically invested in men,16 Claude Lévi-Strauss has long argued that the oppression of women is rooted in kinship systems – in society, particularly in the way individuals form families or clans.17

Although there was (and still is) significant heterogeneity in family systems across the world, there were also some regional commonalities that allow us to compare the daily lives of everyday women in different parts of the world, adding flesh to the bones of the female friendliness index.18 As we take our tour, there are certain things to watch out for: property, marital consent and attitudes to sexual relations. Engels's work would suggest that we keep our eyes open to rights over property. Lévi-Strauss's work suggests that women may themselves be treated as property, signs of which would include women being given as gifts, tribute or as exchanges between families, in the form of an arranged marriage, rather than having full rights over themselves. Finally, we should be alert to the ways in which family life values women. If it's simply for her body and fertility, it's likely that a woman's sexual honour will be closely guarded and she will therefore have very little freedom.

Let's begin by comparing Europe with Asia, at the start of the family life cycle, which is with marriage. Whilst the consent of the bride became a necessity for marriage in Europe during the Middle Ages,19 elsewhere individual consent took a back-seat role: ‘In both India and China, child or infant marriages were common’ and ‘parental consent (at least for the woman) was a prerequisite until the 1950s, if not still.’20 Once married, northern European women tended to reside in their own homes, independently of their parents and parents-in-law, but in Asia they were more commonly found living in the homes of their parents-in-law, where they had limited agency. Indeed, ‘the traditional position of the daughter-in-law in China and India is uniformly described as pitiful.’21 As Das Gupta notes:

Women are at the bottom of two hierarchies: the gender hierarchy as well as the age hierarchy. A young bride enters her husband's family as a marginal person with little autonomy. Layers of people are above her in the decision-making hierarchy: not only the men of the household, but also the women who are senior to her. By contrast in the North European stem family, women are subservient to their husbands, but not to anyone else in the household. The relative absence of an age hierarchy means that the woman has considerable autonomy in the running of the household.22



Polygamy – the practice of multiple wives – was much more common in Asia than in Europe, as was purdah, the seclusion of women. The inheritance practices of European families certainly favoured men, but European widows could inherit their husband's property, and, in the event that a parent died without a son, a daughter was able to inherit. By contrast, ‘[i]n China, South Korea, and Northwest India, the logic of patrilineality is very rigid.’ Rather than allowing a daughter to inherit, a father would adopt a son or ‘take another wife or concubine’ in order to produce one.23 According to Bina Agarwal, the historic concentration of property ‒ in the form of land ‒ in male hands is a key driver of the gender gap.24 A less egalitarian gender distribution of property has been shown to be bad for economic prosperity, restricting women's access to collateral to start new businesses, and lowering wages.25

In the Middle East, the position of women was ‘relatively strong’ compared with India and China. In particular, women were able to own property and were entitled to a (half) share of inheritance, and marriage did not involve a complete transfer into a different kinship group, meaning that ‘a woman could always count on the protection of her father and brothers’. However, there was a downside: male members of her family carefully guarded her sexual honour, which was seen as key to overall family honour. Transgressions could be severely punished.26 Although in property terms, Middle Eastern women were in a stronger position than many women in Asia, and also compared with many married women in Europe (though less so single women and widows), in other aspects of life they ‘possessed very little autonomy’,27 not only in terms of more severe sanctions for sexual transgressions but also in terms of arranged marriages (often to older men) and the very strict separation of men and women. The employment rates of women in the Middle East have, as a result, historically been some of the lowest in the world. Women's engagement with the market was almost always discouraged as it risked sexual transgression and was a sign of severe poverty – a sign of desperation. In Europe, by contrast, particularly in the north-west, not only was marriage more consensual, but women were commonly active in the market.28 Whilst they were often excluded from producing or selling certain types of goods, particularly where guilds were strong, there were still opportunities for employment and engagement with the marketplace, albeit not always the best ones.29 Laurence Fontaine points to the way in which, where the law was flexible enough, women's legal autonomy was enhanced as market opportunities presented themselves, and especially where local authorities wanted to avoid the alternative: the welfare costs of looking after the poor.30 Indeed, as Martha Howell argues, the nuclear family – dominant in the north-west of Europe ‒ often necessitated a wife's involvement in the family business compared with more extended family systems.31

In Africa, the central entities of society consisted not of a nuclear family but of lineages, comprising around 100‒200 people with a common ancestor, and clans, a collection of lineages.32 Lineages could be patrilineal (common in northern sub-Saharan Africa), matrilineal (common in West Africa and equatorial Africa) or bilateral (in southern Africa). In matrilineal societies, women arguably had a greater degree of agency, including through property, divorce and the ability to hold some positions of leadership.33 Economic autonomy appears to have been greater than in both Asia and the Middle East. Women farmed the land and were often involved in trade, particularly in West Africa.34 However, the other side of this coin is that wives were almost entirely responsible for providing for their own children, with relatively little support from husbands. This was an unenviable task, given that women tended to marry young, resulting in big families.35 Since, unlike in Europe, marriage was always ‘an exchange between lineages’ rather than requiring individual consent, women were involuntarily condemned to this unenviable hard labour.

Unlike in Europe, women had less control over whether and who they married, and polygamy was common. Since labour was scarce relative to land,36African women were commonly seen as a productive resource from which men could extract, to borrow the Marxist phrase, ‘surplus value’.37 To quote Claire Robertson, ‘[l]abor acquistion and control formed the basis of most wealth in under-populated precolonial Africa. Female-generated agricultural surplus helped men to acquire more wives and children, hence wealth and political power.’38 As Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch points out:

The King of the Ganda, in central Africa, is said to have possessed several hundred and even thousands of wives; Mutesa, in the nineteenth century, had three or four hundred. Any lineage aspiring to political office did well to give several of its daughters to the king. The man who wanted a favour or pardon for an offence would offer one or two daughters.39



Women's involvement in production and their intricate knowledge of the land could have been channelled into productivity improvements. Their need to produce in order to support their families – together with the scarcity of labour ‒ certainly would have provided an acute incentive. In some ways, therefore, Africa wasn't far off usurping Europe. The problem, however, was that, unlike the men responsible for production in Europe, African women lacked the requisite capital, power and formal skills needed to bring about productivity-boosting change. To quote Claire Robertson once more, there was ‘a tendency for resources to flow toward men and away from women’.40 Furthermore, witchcraft trials and accusations, which died out in Europe after the seventeenth century, persevered in many parts of Africa,41 meaning that it was dangerous for a woman to stand out by trying something new (such as an improved seed variety) or by challenging existing (male) authority. Indeed, submission to men was taught and socialized from a young age, which could include painful initiations. Whereas it would be wrong to paint a picture of African women as victims,42 it would also be wrong to suggest that they had more choices or control over their lives than was in practice the case.

One factor that we haven't so far mentioned is bride price and dowries. Research suggests that around 66 per cent of human societies have family structures that involve the groom paying for a bride, including sub-Saharan Africa, whilst 4 per cent feature dowries, including South Asia.43 Bride price has been associated with land-based agricultural societies, and dowries with more market-based societies, but where women lack access to markets and, upon marriage, pass into the household of their parents-in-law (taking their dowry with them). Maristella Botticini and Aloysius Siow argue that if dowries are seen as inheritance for daughters, then they may incentivize economic activity amongst men as, once their sisters are married, the sons of a family have more of a reason to work hard as they will receive all remaining family wealth. In Europe, dowries were more common than bride price but declined over time, suggesting that women were gaining opportunities outside of the home and that the family structure was evolving.44 This contrasts markedly with modern-day India, where dowries have been on the increase, indicative of quite different underlying conditions facing women.45

If we were to condense our global comparisons into a single quantitative measure that can help us to see the difference between women's experiences in Europe and those elsewhere, it would have to be the average age of women at first marriage. In general, where women marry later in life, as we will see in the next section, it is indicative of less coercion and greater agency. It is a stand-out feature of northern Europe – the home to the Industrial Revolution – that women did not marry until their mid-twenties.46 This compares with the Middle East, where ‘[w]omen married soon after reaching puberty’47; China, where women generally married between the ages of 14 and 18; and Africa and India, where child marriage is still common today.48

None of these regional comparisons should be used to suggest that women's lives were easy in Europe. That could not have been further from the truth. Women had far fewer legal and political rights than men, and marriage law treated women as dependents until the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Fewer men than women could read and write,49 and they rarely received formal training in the form of an apprenticeship or access to top schools.50 Indeed, women were commonly paid half that of men, even for the same task,51 and often lost control of property upon marriage, along with the ability to enter into contracts.52 However, relative to most other parts of the world, and having seen the whole range of experiences elsewhere, it should be clear that there were advantages to being a European woman, particularly so in the north-western region.53 As Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks notes, ‘[v]isitors from southern and eastern Europe frequently commented on what they regarded as the “freedom” of women in northern European cities.’54 In terms of marriage, men and women in northern Europe both tended to marry in their mid-twenties, with grooms typically being no more than two or three years older, whilst in much of southern and eastern Europe it was common for women to marry in their teens and to men who were in their twenties, thirties or even older, a sign of significantly lower autonomy.55

It cannot be ignored that, as we mentioned previously, there was a negative turn against women's freedoms throughout Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,56 which may of course be interpreted as a backlash against how far women had come. This negative turn involved the rolling out of rather rigid Roman law, cancelling out many of the legal gains that women had made at the local level, increasing surveillance of unmarried women, along with higher abortion penalties and a significantly higher incidence of witch trials. Britain did not escape this backlash but fared relatively better. Unlike the rest of Europe, the practice of common law meant that Roman law did not make headway, whilst the shift to Protestantism resulted in more liberal attitudes towards sex and women's bodies. There were also notably fewer witch trials in Britain (along with the Netherlands and Scandinavia). Although far from perfect – and the heavily gendered aspects of Britain's international relations were an abomination that showed how much further there was still to go (in gender and race terms)57 – the relative degree of gender equality for British women compared with those in other parts of the world at the time, and compared with most other parts of Europe, seems to stand out. Once we open our eyes to the experiences of women, there is an obvious candidate for why the West not only caught up with but overtook the rest of the world in the global economic race. And why Britain was first.


Being ‘Me’: The Birth of Individual Freedom for European Women

In the modern world, we value ‒ even celebrate ‒ individuality. We each have our own little quirks and our own likes and dislikes. I personally could not survive without tea and cake, even if it does mean that I live up to a rather British stereotype. This modern sense of ‘individuality’ is, however, a rather recent phenomenon. In the past, family came first and the individual came second. The family unit provided for us in ways which have become far less common today. With the family therefore came a safety net, a guaranteed minimum standard of living. However, this required that families worked as a team rather than as a set of individuals. Rights came with responsibilities. The inevitable result was restriction – albeit not malicious – on personal freedom. Higher income earners were compelled to help support poorer family members; but the greatest restriction of all came in terms of marriage. The notion of ‘family first’ was nowhere more apparent than in the practice of arranged marriage.

In the world of arranged marriages, the choice of mate is designed to be ‘right’ from the point of view of the wider family unit. Marriage is about uniting two families in a way that can be mutually beneficial. The search for a partner falls under the control of the parent and begins well before children reach maturity. The result is that girls tend to get married earlier in the traditional family unit than if they were themselves responsible for finding a partner. Indeed, there is an added incentive to arrange an early marriage ‒ the longer one waits, the greater the chance that the child will be in a sufficiently strong position to object and the greater the question mark over a woman's ‘sexual virtue’ and so ‘value’.

This traditional family system was, as we have seen, present in many parts of the world throughout history. In China, until very recently, marriage involved a contract between two families – not between two individuals. It was very much a family, and not a personal, matter. In India and in the Middle East, arranged marriage is still common, and girls are regularly punished if they object. In pre-Colombian Latin America, ‘[v]illage headmen held the privilege of distributing the most beautiful virgins among the notables.’58 However, arranged marriage was also once a common feature in Europe, and in ancient Greece men in their thirties and forties regularly married women half their age.

Whilst arranged marriage served the purpose of the family, it inevitably limited the freedom of young women, something noted in the modern world in the work of Alberto Alesina and Paolo Giuliano.59 A woman's inability to choose her own partner affected the power balance within marriage. Where marriage takes place through mutual choice, the two individuals are placed on a more level playing field. This can be very different in the case of arranged marriage. Furthermore, with arranged marriage often comes a difference in age between man and wife, which can further add to inequality within the home.

In the West today, marriage is purely a matter of individual choice for the two parties involved. Each party has the personal freedom to enter into a marriage of their own choosing and is protected by law from being forced into a marriage to which they do not consent. But where did this modern idea of marriage come from?

The Catholic Church adopted the principle of ‘mutual consent’ in the ninth century. By the twelfth century, the Church was clear that the consent of both the man and woman – and not the consummation of the marriage through sexual intercourse – was of central importance in establishing whether a marriage was valid. After all, in the words of one notable contemporary, ‘where there is to be union of bodies there ought to be union of spirits’.60 Marriage was now the personal choice of the bride and groom. Indeed, if a bride was coerced into marriage, she could have the marriage declared null and void and since, from the Church's point of view, such coercion was a sin, her parents could be refused the sacrament.

However, freedom on paper is one thing. Freedom in practice is another. Whereas a European woman's consent was in theory required for marriage, her ability to exercise personal freedom was often limited; that limit was financial. Unless a woman could support herself financially (such as through work), she had limited bargaining power with her parents when it came to a marriage proposal. If her parents wanted her to accept a proposal, it was difficult for her to object. The risk of doing so was starvation (or a life in prostitution). When it comes to women truly gaining enough freedom to decide whether and who to marry, job opportunities and the wages they offer are, therefore, vitally important. The market provides women with opportunities outside of the family. It thereby allows them to stand up to social norms that restrict their freedom. To do so, however, the market must be ‘free’ ‒ free from the kinds of restrictions that have been adopted throughout history to limit the entry of newcomers through regulations and guilds.61

In Britain's case, the early emergence of markets provided women with economic opportunities that, though far from perfect, bought them economic freedom, enabling them to escape from being under the thumbs of their fathers. In medieval Britain, around a half of the population already worked for wages, and it was perfectly normal for women to work.62 Evidence from the marriage records of the sixteenth through to the eighteenth centuries reveals that the average woman did not marry until she was around 25 years of age, and at least 10 per cent of women never married. That compares rather strikingly with many other parts of Europe at the time, such as Italy, where women regularly married in their late teens (often to older men), and, of course, to modern-day poor countries.63

In the late medieval period through to the sixteenth centuries, the Italians, Spanish and Portuguese were busy looking outwards, developing magnificent port cities with endless connections overseas, but with relatively remote and underdeveloped internal territories. Britain was doing the opposite: building a deep and well-integrated internal market, in part supported by natural geographical advantages and in part through the emergence of a reasonably centralized state that limited what would otherwise have been significant barriers between regions.64 As a result, England was initially little noticed on the international stage, but these deep internal markets provided better foundations for economic advance in the longer term, particularly through the opportunities provided for women.


Women and the Wealth of Nations: The Four Channels

The relative freedom which markets offered women supported prosperity creation in at least four different ways. As we will see, it affected population dynamics and, with it, wages, but also human capital, investment, entrepreneurship and institutions, including the propensity to democracy and the capabilities versus incompetencies of the state.


1 Population dynamics, fertility and wages

In the previous chapter, we saw that sustained economic growth is often best supported by high ‒ not low ‒ wages. Where wages are low, businesses may have little incentive to raise productivity by investing in new technologies and mechanizing production as they can instead exploit cheap labour. The extent to which wages were higher in Britain than elsewhere (and for which groups) is still being debated. It is nevertheless crucial to note the way in which women's freedom can help to support a high-wage economy, particularly in a world before reliable birth control.

According to Malthus, the ‘passion between the sexes’ risks overwhelming the economy's natural resources, pushing the wage down to subsistence level. He suggested two possible outcomes for the economy: a low-wage or a high-wage equilibrium. The low-wage equilibrium is the result of a system in which fertility is high and unresponsive to the economy. That is typical of family systems in which young women are ‘married off’ at a young age and have little or no ability to take charge of their own bodies. In the resultant high-pressure population regime, population can easily overwhelm resources, leading to starvation and undernourishment. The result is that high fertility is met with high mortality.

In the alternative high-wage equilibrium, fertility is instead responsive to economic conditions. In a nuclear family system as opposed to a more traditional one, people can only marry and reproduce if they are able to financially support their offspring. That in turn helps to ease the pressure of population growth, meaning that fewer people have to ‒ literally ‒ starve to death in order to keep population in line with the economy's ability to support it. Rather than mortality doing all of the work to ensure equilibrium between the population and resources, fertility adjustment is able to help check population growth. The result is a much less harsh population regime, one in which population is kept under control through fertility, not just through mortality. This lower-pressure regime enables the economy to support a higher wage and so a higher standard of living.

Key to this high-wage equilibrium is the way families operated. John Hajnal famously distinguished between two types of household formation systems, what we tend to refer to as the traditional and the nuclear. Whilst traditional family systems have, he argues, been dominant across the world and throughout history, they were replaced with more consensual nuclear ones in north-western Europe in the two centuries before the Industrial Revolution.65 Rather than being married off at a young age, women living in this part of the world became free to decide for themselves whether, who and when to marry. And, having the taste of freedom, they had no intention of moving in with either set of parents upon marriage. This meant that, after finding partners of their own choosing, young couples had to save up and make sure they were in a financially stable enough position before they could get married and start a family. The result was that the age of marriage tended to be high and, all importantly, responsive to economic conditions. When the economy was going through a rough period, people had to delay marriage until the situation became more stable. After all, it would be risky to start a family if unemployment was on the cards. When times improved, such as during the Industrial Revolution itself, people could afford to marry sooner. This responsiveness of marriage to the economy helped to keep fertility ‒ the number of babies being born ‒ in line with the ability of the economy to support them.66 Furthermore, within Europe, we could find a high degree of monogamy, which is a stand-out feature, given that 85% of human societies have featured polygyny.67 By itself, a shift from polygyny to monogamy has been shown to increase the age of marriage and lower fertility by 40%, increase savings by 70% and raise GDP per person by 170%.68

Markets that provided opportunities for women gave them a release valve, a release valve that enabled them to stand up to early marriage and take some control over their own lives,69 something that changed the way families functioned and, with it, population dynamics and ultimately the mechanization and technological base of the economy.


2 Investment and skills

Women's freedom and the associated development of more consensual nuclear families also affected saving and skills, both of which are vital for rising prosperity.

Unlike in traditional families, in nuclear families the children one day have to make their own way in the world.70 That required preparing them for life outside, particularly by investing in their skills. Marrying later in life – in their mid-twenties as opposed to teens ‒ also meant that young people had the time needed to invest in or acquire their skills, such as through apprenticeships. Furthermore, by marrying later and so having smaller families, parents could now better afford to educate their own children, increasing the skill base of the economy. Evidence certainly suggests that bigger families are more likely to live in poverty, even today, and that children with more siblings ‒ particularly more younger siblings ‒ can suffer a penalty.71 Jane Humphries finds, for example, that children in larger families during the Industrial Revolution were, out of necessity, sent out to work as child labourers at a younger age, cutting their schooling short.72 Jacob Weisdorf and Marc Klemp find that one less child per family boosted literacy by 7.3 per cent and those entering skilled jobs by 7.9 per cent.73 All of this suggests that the smaller families that came along with family systems in which women were relatively freer helped to boost the skill base of the economy.

Smaller families also made it easier for parents to save for the future. And, as nuclear families meant that you could no longer rely on your children looking after you in old age, it became absolutely necessary to do so. This increased incentive to save helped to provide a greater pot of investment for the economy.74 It encouraged the development of private capital markets, including pensions and life annuities.75 These in turn provided a ready demand for government bonds as a safe place for financial institutions to invest the contributions they collected, thereby supporting the ability of the state to borrow and invest. As we will see later in the book, Britain's fiscal system led the way in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.


3 Capitalist spirit

According to Max Weber, a ‘Protestant work ethic’ is responsible for the rise of the West: the Reformation, in other words, gave birth to capitalism. Protestantism supposedly encouraged a culture of entrepreneurism, hard work and higher savings in a country like Britain.76 However, this ‘capitalist spirit’ deserves to instead be seen as a product of women's freedom. And to see why, we need to compare traditional and nuclear families.

In traditional families, where parents are in charge of the marriage decision and where newly married couples are absorbed into the household of the groom's parents, young women (and sometimes also young men) have relatively little control over their private lives. It is the wealth of your family that will determine your ability to marry and whom you marry. In the nuclear family system, by contrast, young couples instead choose their own partner and set up their own independent households after marriage. This was particularly the case in England, where very little support was provided by parents upon marriage.77 This meant that young couples simply could not afford to get married until they had the independent financial means to do so. Your ability to have an independent home life depended entirely on your own efforts – on whether you yourself were doing well enough at work and how much of your income you had managed to save. Unless you earned enough to support a family, you could not afford one. In a world before reliable birth control, marriage meant children – children that no one other than you and your partner would pay to feed and clothe. In other words, if you wanted to have sex with your partner, you needed to be in a strong enough financial position to support the consequences that would likely result from it. Tough love ruled, creating an acute incentive for individual effort and aspiration. No private life ‒ and no sex ‒ without your own hard labour.78

The capitalist spirit ‒ working hard, skilling up, being entrepreneurial and saving for the future – was in part a response to the kind of family system which supported as opposed to suppressed women's freedom.79


4 Democracy and the state

Economists have noted that stronger kinship ties mean that families tend to look after themselves. With nuclear families, by contrast, people need to interact and work with non-family members. This helps to develop the type of cooperation and generalized trust levels that are needed for the emergence of the state.80 But nuclear families only tend to emerge in situations in which women are (relatively) free: where they are free to make their own independent decisions about marriage. The state and women's freedom are, therefore, intimately linked.

Furthermore, if our state is to be democratic as opposed to authoritarian, women's freedom is even more important. According to Emmanuel Todd, democratic norms are rooted in the family.81 It is within the family that we each have our first taste of life – that we are each ‘socialized’. Where families are patriarchal – where women have little voice and where an ‘elder’ dominates – we learn to respect authority and to keep our mouths shut. Status trumps merit. Where families are more consensual – where men and women are equal and where young people are allowed a voice – we become socialized into democratic norms from an early age. We get used to having a say, to forming an opinion through discussion and debate and to holding others to account. We speak up rather than shut up.82 Authoritarian and undemocratic political institutions are, in other words, rooted in authoritarian family forms. Rather conveniently, patriarchy, by giving everyday men some power within the home, placates those who might otherwise rise up and challenge undemocratic rule.

It is not too surprising, therefore, to find democratic institutions successfully taking root sooner in north-western Europe, where the family system offered women a greater degree of agency and equality. It also suggests that ‘bad’ institutions – of the kind that limit economic prosperity ‒ cannot be tackled without at the same time questioning inequalities of power within the home. Autocracy and patriarchy stand or fall together ‒ another reason why feminists are right to argue that ‘personal is political’.

Not only are democratic states and women's freedom intimately connected, so are women's freedom and the kind of state capabilities commonly taken for granted in the West today. Research has connected votes for women with the expansion of the state into the provision of public goods, health care and education, all of which helped to support increased economic prosperity in the twentieth century.83 It was also in the parts of Europe where women first began to earn their freedom that a welfare system began to emerge.84

In traditional societies, ‘welfare’ is provided within the family.85 Higher-income earners help support those on lower incomes whilst women spend their time taking care of the young and elderly ‒ and even being pawns in the marriage market to enable their family to access more resources. Individual freedom and family needs can, as a result, conflict. Where markets enable people to ‘escape’ such practices ‒ giving them a way out ‒ it leaves a welfare gap that needs to be filled. Through the emergence of a welfare state, the state and the market can therefore work in tandem to both support women's agency and economic prosperity.

Rather than being seen as a burden to market activity, the early English welfare system, known as the Old Poor Law, has been seen in such a light.86 As Thijs Lambrecht notes when comparing the English welfare system with those in place elsewhere in Europe, in England ‘the care of the elderly in particular became a community responsibility’.87 By doing so, it supported women's ability to work and engage in the marketplace.88 According to Lambrecht, we can see the state's endorsement of patriarchal family practices in other countries – practices that place greater caring requirements on women – as a strategic means to minimize their expenditure.89 ‘Conservative’ states and patriarchy are natural bedfellows, exploiting the ‘free labour’ of women within the family, which, counterproductively, restricts the ability of the economy to grow. Needless to say that, as Adrienne Roberts90 argues, the English welfare system was far from perfect and had rather mixed effects, with the laws of settlement having received particular criticism. Clearly, there is still room for improvement today.


Conclusion

In 1869, John Stuart Mill argued that the subordination of women was ‘one of the chief hindrances to human improvement’. He was right. Few economists (other than feminist ones91) took note. Evidence from the long span of history is, however, unequivocal: women's freedom is vital for economic prosperity. It boosts wages, skills, saving and entrepreneurial spirit, and it delivers a democratic and capable state.

Table 2.1 Female average age at first marriage before 1790



	
	Average age at first marriage


	England
	25.2


	Belgium
	24.9


	Netherlands
	26.5


	Scandinavia
	26.1


	Germany
	26.6


	France
	25.3


Source:
 Clark, Farewell to Alms (2007), Table 4.2, p. 76
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Part II 
Inequality



Introduction

In the last two chapters, I argued that women's freedom was vital to the rise of the West, and that, therefore, increasing women's freedom will similarly be key to building prosperity in today's poorest economies, as well as pushing prosperity further in the West. In this next part of the book, I'd like to begin by asking: can we rely on women's freedom (and with it prosperity) to naturally increase over time? Sadly, as we will see, we cannot. We will take a historical tour from the Stone Age to the modern day to see how women's freedom can retreat as well as improve. Somewhat paradoxically, whilst women help growth, growth doesn't always return the favour, as we will see happened with Britain's Industrial Revolution. The lesson is that women need to be forever on guard.

Having considered the historic path of gender equality, we will then go on to consider why gender inequality is relevant to another much talked-about form of inequality: income inequality. Typically, economists consider income inequality as entirely independent of gender inequality. But, as we will see, income inequality cannot be addressed without keeping our eyes open to gender.

The recent rise in income inequality began not long before I was born, and born into a family that was most definitely situated on a lower rung of the ladder. Where I grew up in northern England, people survived by living on the dregs left behind by the rest of society. Everything had a value; nothing was thrown away. As a treat, my grandparents would take me to the local market to buy a magazine. However, these were not the kinds of magazines that you could purchase from a local newsagent; they were well-thumbed out-of-date magazines, presumably bought second-hand from the local doctors’ surgeries. From a nearby stall, you could also buy bags of misshapen and broken biscuits – local people didn't waste money on the neatly packaged versions available in supermarkets. As my grandparents explained, ‘t’is all same once in t’belly.’ However, even these market offerings were sometimes too expensive. Instead, my grandfather and I would walk along the canal to an old red-brick cotton mill, then owned by a local biscuit manufacturer, to queue at the back gate where you could purchase the bags of biscuits at the cheapest possible price.

As a young child, this way of life was perfectly normal. However, as I grew up, I realized that somewhere someone else must have been buying the neatly packaged and pre-sorted biscuits and fresh off-the-press magazines. Otherwise, how would we be able to get our hands on all of the leftovers? It was only once I left the north, aged eighteen, to study at the University of Cambridge that I came into contact for the first time with the ‘someone else’, the people who actually shopped in places like Marks & Spencer every single week.

Whilst I began my march up the social (or, more accurately, academic) ladder, most other people I knew were, unfortunately, left behind, including many of those closest to me. Mine was an unusual story; it was the exception and not the norm. At the opposite end of the spectrum were friends and family who left school pregnant and never took their GCSEs. I have no delusion about life: it can be very tough, even in our supposedly rich western economy.

However, despite the issue of ‘class’ attracting growing attention, gender is the missing element. This was something I realized for myself at the age of fourteen, when my parents separated, leaving my mum to care for and financially support myself and my two younger sisters. It was at this point that things became particularly tough, when we missed meals and turned to charity shops. Gender is the elephant in the room; it is difficult, if not impossible, to fully address the issue of income inequality without also facing up to gender inequality.

In the final of these three chapters, we will consider an aspect of inequality that has so far gone under the radar: inequality between women who monetize their bodies and those who monetize their brains. It's an inequality that affects some of the poorest women in our society, and one that is being tackled in precisely the wrong way. As we will see, underlying this inequality are strong social taboos, ones that the Enlightenment together with the nineteenth-century cult of domesticity contributed towards. Society needs to fundamentally transform the way it thinks about both sex and women's bodies if this important but overlooked aspect of inequality is to be addressed. The benefits on offer go well beyond improving the lives of sex workers: the same taboos that serve to sideline sex workers are also those that keep women ‘in their place’ more generally in society. That includes the notion that women's bodies are the root of sin.

In sum, if we want not only a richer economy but also one that is more equal than at present, enhancing rather than decreasing women's freedom is the place to begin.




3 
When Did Sexism Begin?


In the first part of the book, I argued that women's freedom is vital to the creation of economic prosperity. Today, the global gender gap, a catch-all measure of gender inequality, contained in the World Economic Forum's Gender Gap Report, stands at 32%, meaning that 32% of the gap between men and women in the dimensions of health, education, the labour market and political representation remains to be closed.1 However, we tend to think that the course of human history will move us onwards and upwards, that all we have to do is wait. In the United States, for example, and as Claudia Goldin has documented, the wage gap declined from just over 50% in the late nineteenth century to just over 40% by 1930. It then stagnated and began to fall further in the 1980s to not much more than 15% today (Figure 3.1).2 But, as we will see in this chapter, patriarchy and the associated gender gap has in fact been on the ascendancy as often as it has been on the decline. Rather than being on the side of women, history has often been against them, and economic growth has not always been their friend.3 Why gender equality has moved backwards as well as forwards over time is the subject of this chapter, and it has an important lesson for the present day: gender equality should never be taken for granted.
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Figure 3.1 Gender wage gap in the UK, the USA, Japan, and Germany, 1970‒2016

Source: OECD (https://data.oecd.org/earnwage/gender-wage-gap.htm#indicator-chart)



The Origins of Sexism: the Three Ps

We tend to assume that for most of history women have been oppressed and that it is only in the last century that advances have been made. We are more used to asking ‘When will sexism come to an end?’ than ‘When (and why) did it begin?’ However, according to the anthropologist Melvin Konner, author of Women After All, our hunter-gatherer ancestors experienced much greater gender equality than we might at first imagine.4 Nature, he argues, grants women, not men, the advantage: women are destined to be dominant in the natural state of the world.

So, you might wonder, when did it all start to go wrong for women? The answer is, perhaps paradoxically, with a great technological and institutional leap. Ten thousand years ago, between 10,000 and 6,500 BC, something big happened: the Neolithic revolution. ‘Mankind’ began to settle down and farm the land. In the words of Konner, this was the time when ‘men killed men and seized women or enslaved both’. However, he wasn't the first to draw attention to the significance of this period of history for its inequalities which still persist to this day. The idea has a long pedigree. Although he might not be instantly recognizable as a feminist, Friedrich Engels, the famous supporter and compatriot of Karl Marx, wrote a whole book on the matter, one which he titled The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State.5

Engels was born into a relatively privileged family in Germany, but when he began to show left-leaning tendencies, his father sent him off to work in Manchester, England, in the hope that it would shake him of such feelings. As it turned out, and much to the dislike of his family, Engels's Manchester excursions achieved the very opposite. Living amongst the working people of the mills and factories made him even more, not less, sympathetic to the cause of working people. Whilst Marx was busily blaming capitalism for the divide that seemed to have opened up between rich and poor, Engels turned instead to the divide between men and women.

Engels argued that the hunter-gatherer state was one of primitive communism, one in which everyone was equal and people worked cooperatively to achieve common goals. Men and women might have carried out different tasks to aid subsistence with, for example, men doing the hunting and women collecting other types of foodstuff, but they made equal contributions to the tribe's survival nevertheless, and were recognized for doing such. However, the egalitarian nature of society started to change as the hunter-gatherer existence gave way to farming.

What was key for Engels was that farming brought ownership.6 Here, Engels's particular focus was on livestock, such as cattle. In the way that Marx saw private property as being at the root of wealth inequality, Engels saw private property as being at the root of gender inequality. He argued that only men could stray from the home to herd and look after livestock, whereas women needed to be close to the homestead for the purpose of looking after small children – after all, in those days, before modern birth control, many women were regularly pregnant or lactating. Engels reasoned that the rights of ownership came to be vested in men. In his own words, women ‘became the slave of his [man's] lust and a mere instrument for the production of children’.

Engels's explanation of the roots of gender inequality still lives on today, albeit in a slightly different form and with a less Marxist twist. Although Engels's own focus was on private property, more recent research suggests that it was the more general transition from a hunter-gatherer system that opened up the possibility of gender inequality. However, sexism did not arrive equally everywhere. The degree of inequality that emerged was highly dependent on local conditions, both geographic and technological, which in turn affected the types of agricultural technologies that were adopted.

If there is one particular technology which appears to have had significantly adverse effects on women, it is the plough, a machine which worked to the advantage of muscle power. The plough – which required significant human strength – was, according to economic historians, the enemy of womankind. Countries with a longer history of using the plough still fare worse today when it comes to gender equality indices. Examining over 1,200 ethnic groups, Alberto Alesina, Paulo Giuliano and Nathan Nunn have found that regions which made greater use of the plough in the past are those where gender differences are greatest today. History casts a long shadow.7

Barbara Smuts has an alternative to the technologically driven explanation of the battle between the sexes, but which similarly relates to the Neolithic revolution.8 Smuts argues that patriarchy was an evolutionary response to the fact that the mother of a child can always be known but the father cannot. This uncertainty created an evolutionary advantage for men who sought to monitor and restrict the freedom of their female partners. In other words, with sex came a desire for control, a desire that enabled men to make sure that their own genes – and not someone else's – were safely passed on. This control only became feasible as society shifted away from hunter-gatherer communities to settled agriculture, at which point subsistence was no longer dependent on women's freedom to move about to collect foodstuff.

Whether it's through the birth of private property, the plough or paternity (what I would sum up as the three ‘Ps’), the first big technological revolution for mankind did not exactly work out well for women.


From Agriculture to Manufacturing

Whilst settled agriculture closed a door, it also opened a window: it enabled the development of manufactured goods. When life was nomadic, people were continually on the move, which meant that belongings needed to be kept to a bare minimum. Once we settled down in one place, this constraint was lifted, ushering in a whole series of technological developments which led to the production of textiles, pottery and metal ware. These included the handloom and the spinning wheel. If muscle power was what first gave men an advantage in the field, technological developments in the realm of manufacturing began to erode this advantage. However, where a patriarchal culture had already become deeply rooted, it would take centuries until this change in technology was capable of bringing women on board.9 And one of the key ways in which patriarchal culture was consolidated for so long was through the development of the state.

As agriculture advanced, and as towns developed, so too did the state. The fact that settled agriculture meant that people stayed in one place enabled the development of fixed states.10 Towns and cities also needed governance and, naturally, it was not always of a modern-day democratic nature. Patriarchal family structures provided a model of governance for the first political institutions; a state that was similarly autocratic and domineering. These political institutions in turn affected the way family members saw one another, the extent to which it was the ‘norm’ to see others as equal or to bow to those in power. Political structures and the family fed back on one another. It was therefore in the parts of the world that first ‘advanced’ technologically speaking ‒ undergoing the Neolithic revolution early on ‒ that patriarchal family structures began to take hold.11 Outside of the three main centres of civilization ‒ the Middle East, the Indus Valley and China ‒ a more equal family structure, one which embedded a reasonable degree of equality for male and female members and had its roots in simpler times, prevailed. This included Western Europe.


Equality Consolidated

The early backwardness of Europe was, it turns out, to the advantage of women. The Black Death in the middle of the fourteenth century consolidated these early ‒ more gender equal ‒ foundations. The population of Europe declined dramatically, by between one third and one quarter, making it one of the most significant shocks in history. The result was a shortage of workers, in response to which male wages rose and employers were left on the lookout for alternative sources of labour. The power balance between landowners and labourers moved in favour of the latter, reducing inequality within the economy. This period of labour shortage meant new opportunities for young people, changing the bargaining power between parents and the younger generation. This had a particularly large effect on young women: teenage girls now had the ability to financially support themselves. This economic freedom dramatically changed women's lives and with it the structure of families. The nuclear family was born.12

With their new-found economic freedom, young women could choose whether, who and when to marry (free from parental interference). As we saw earlier, they entered into the workforce and waited to marry until they found someone of their own choosing. Since neither party could be forced into marriage and, instead, chose their partners of their own accord, it was a marriage of equals. However, people now had to wait to marry. The other side of the coin to choosing one's own partner in life was setting up your own independent marital home upon marriage. Couples therefore had to save up and wait before getting married, meaning that the average young couple did not marry until their mid-twenties. Smaller families were the inevitable result, which, as we saw earlier, helped to boost the economy in a number of different ways.

The Black Death also consolidated women's empowerment in another surprising way: by turning us into meat eaters.13 The labour shortages resulted in higher wages, which enabled us to purchase more meat. In response, farmers began to shift away from crops and towards animal husbandry. The plough lost its dominance. In the United Kingdom, the share of economic value in farming created by raising animals as opposed to growing crops rose from 47 per cent in 1270 to 70 per cent by 1450. New job opportunities opened up in the agricultural sector for female labourers.

Of course, the changes to women's power did not come without resistance. Men responded by trying to restrict women's freedom, such as limiting where they could work, what professions they could join, their rights to borrow and spend ‒ and even what they could or could not wear.14 Changes in the structure of the family had the potential to empower women but the extent to which they were capable of doing so also depended on institutional structures that existed outside the home.15 Where, for example, women's entry into formal and skilled employment was restricted by the existence of guilds and the power of the law, as was the case in Germany and France though less so in Britain and the Netherlands, women's progress from the home into the public sphere was limited ‒ until, that is, institutions outside of the home began to take their lead from the increasingly equitable family structures.


From Farm to Factory

Women already accounted for a surprising third of the labour force in Britain in the first half of the nineteenth century.16 However, as with the first giant technological leap of mankind, this period of revolutionary technological advance began to hurt rather than help women. Whilst the cotton mills of Manchester provided new income-earning opportunities for women, 58 per cent of cotton industry workers being female,17 the ‘factory girl’ was certainly not representative of women more generally in the economy. Rapidly expanding heavy industries like coal mining and iron and steel relied largely (though not solely) on male labour. This was a marriage of muscle and capital, one that is perhaps best summed up by the murals of Thomas Hart Benton that graced the walls of the New School of Social Research in New York. Farming became increasingly mechanized, and women and children up and down Britain were made unemployed. Cottage industry ‒ manufacturing conducted within the homes of villagers ‒ was out-competed by dark satanic mills, reducing the opportunities for women in the countryside to supplement their income from farming.

Women's work became concentrated in areas such as domestic service and clothing.18 Not only were the opportunities for women to earn declining, unpaid work demands within the home were on the rise. Perhaps in part due to changes in the labour market, women began to marry sooner. The average age of first marriage for women fell from 25 to 23. With it, fertility rose.19 This was a baby boom, old style: more pregnancies, more breastfeeding and more drudgery.

Before the Industrial Revolution, it was normal for women to work.20 However, over the course of the Industrial Revolution, female employment fell and labour market disparities between men and women increased.21 By the end of the Industrial Revolution, only one in five women was officially recorded as being part of the workforce.22

As the labour movement gathered strength, working-class men pushed for regulations which restricted the employment of women and children. Areas of labour which were predominantly female, notably domestic service, the largest single category of employment in Victorian Britain and late nineteenth-century United States, failed to attract the interest of trade unionists in the fight for better pay and working conditions.

It was against this backdrop that the ‘male breadwinner model’ was born. Men were now cast in the role of providers and women of caregivers.23 Often considered a historical relic, this model of family life only really came into existence in the nineteenth century, soon becoming the ‘ideal’ template for society. It certainly remained common for young unmarried women to work but it was increasingly uncommon for married women to do so. This ‘cult of domesticity’ not only brought inequalities along gender lines but also along racial‒ethnic lines. As Teresa Amott and Julie Matthaei have noted, white middle-class women relied on lowly paid female servants, a high proportion of whom were women of colour or recent immigrants, to take on the drudgery, reserving themselves for the ‘higher level’ aspects of domestic life.24 In 1900, more women worked in domestic service than any other sector, and that included more than 40 per cent of African-American women and European immigrant (such as Irish) labour.25

Whilst women's freedom was central to laying the foundation of the Industrial Revolution, it didn't pay women back for the favour. For men, the Enlightenment and industrialization involved a struggle between man and nature, one in which men came out on top. However, for less privileged groups it was clear that other struggles were taking place, ones created not by nature but by human society.26 Feminists did not take their struggle lying down. Wollstonecraft had made the argument for equal rights in the eighteenth century. A new group of feminists began to push even further, pointing to the drudgery of the domestic sphere. In their 1825 Appeal of One Half of the Human Race, Women, Against the Pretensions of the Other Half, Men, Anna Wheeler and William Thompson wrote that ‘[a]s women's bondage has chained down man to the ignorance and vices of despotism, so will their liberation reward him with knowledge, with freedom and with happiness.’27 By the late nineteenth century, the US feminist movement was gathering force and, in a neat parallel with the Black Death, was helped by the scarcity of male labour during the civil war.28 It was, however, a divided movement, blind to the way in which gender and race intersected in the struggles of the day,29 and with major disagreements between those calling for equal rights and those calling for a ‘maternal’ welfare system ‒ disagreements that persist to this day.30


The Twentieth Century

After retreating in the nineteenth century, women's involvement in the labour market began to expand again in the twentieth century. Claudia Goldin suggests that women's labour force participation has followed a U-shaped trend, initially falling as the economy develops and then recovering thereafter.31 Looking over the longer span of history, as we have done, suggests that this U-shaped process has been repeated, with long cycles of successive Us, as opposed to a single U.

Since it remained common in the nineteenth century for unmarried women to work, the change that came in the twentieth century was significantly less dramatic for this part of the labour force, with the associated labour-force participation rates in the United States rising from around 40‒45% in the early decades of the twentieth century to an average of about 60‒65% for more recent decades. The greatest change was visible for married women, whose labour force participation expanded in an ‘extraordinarily rapid and all-embracing’ way, from 6% in the United States in 1900 to 73% by 2000.32

The increasing prevalence of women in the workforce is often attributed to the feminist movement. However, feminism did not come from nowhere. It developed fastest where economic opportunities for women held firm in the nineteenth century, including my home city of Manchester, famous for the cotton industry and also for the Pankhurst family.33 Feminism subsequently spread at the very same time that a new economic wave began to create opportunities for women. Labour shortages during the two world wars, and the ‘Golden Age’ that followed the second of those, created another period of labour scarcity, giving women and people of colour more bargaining power to push for change.34 And, as the economy advanced and as manufacturing shifted overseas, the West began to move into a new area of activity: services.35 From office work to retail and hospitality, a whole host of new employment opportunities opened up, ones which, unlike heavy industry, did not work to the advantage of men. Economic opportunity, in other words, provided a reason for women to push for change in the political and social sphere. It also, however, created reasons for men to put up barriers, including, for example, marriage bars, especially when there was fierce competition for jobs.36 Whilst men monopolized the better-paid service-sector jobs, women dominated in dead-end clerical jobs and in the types of jobs that had been created in response to a decline in domestic service, such as child and elderly care and food and retail. A similar split could also be found along racial/ethnic lines. The service sector is a story of two halves ‒ and one that continues to the present day.


The Future

Technological development in history has been at the root of rising prosperity, but it has also sometimes brought rising inequality, and not only in terms of income (as at present) but also in terms of gender. However, technology is not necessarily destined to increase inequality between men and women. Having once worked to the advantage of men, we have been passing through a phase in which new technology has been more gender neutral. In the words of Claudia Goldin, technology has led to the ‘replacement of brawn by brain power’.37

In the way that technology eventually replaced muscle power, it is now beginning to replace brain power, something which threatens the livelihoods of both sexes. It is emotional and human skills – skills that are more difficult for a computer to replace – that are set to become the most valuable feature of human beings. The sectors of the economy that are now expanding the fastest are those in which female labour is dominant.38 These sectors have also tended to be those offering the least financial reward, but these very same skills may, due to their increased value, at last receive some of the highest rewards. Furthermore, cyberfeminists argue that the digital age of technology is shaking the boundary between machines and humans, and, with it, the very idea of gender.39 The tables are turning as they did once before, and now, rather than men having the advantage, it is women who will likely be the beneficiaries.

But, if modern technology creates the potential for change, that potential has to be won for it to be achieved. Society does not instantly adapt to changes in technology; where a patriarchal culture holds firm, technologies that are gender neutral can still be dominated by male workers. In fact, not only is feminism needed to push for legal and other changes that allow women to take advantage of opportunities opened up by new technologies, but the way technology develops may in turn reflect the position of women in society. Economists used to assume technology is ‘exogenous’, a force that follows its own path and its own direction, meaning that the resultant effects on gender equality (and income equality) are difficult to resist. However, history has revealed that technology is open to influence ‒ that the direction in which it travels depends on the different resources available.40 We now need to recognize that this direction can similarly be influenced by gender gaps. Whilst technology shapes gender equality and even gender identity itself, gender equality can in return also shape the direction of technology and how that technology is used.41 In the words of Judy Wajcman, ‘technology as such is neither inherently patriarchal nor unambiguously liberating … the politics of technology is integral to the renegotiation of gender power relations.’42


Conclusion

Women's struggle in the twentieth century, from the time of the suffragettes onwards, was not just about breaking new ground; it involved regaining lost ground. Industrialization had pushed many women out of the workplace: the male breadwinner model was born. The sidelining of women was crystallized by two accompanying forces: the development of a powerful trade union movement, which represented male interests; and state interventions which, as we will see in chapter 7, rendered women dependent upon spouses. It was also, as we will see in the final part of the book, something which economists encouraged.43

When women are told that they've never had it so good, they are presented with a vision of history in which they are expected to be forever grateful, a vision of history which is supposed to pacify us, leave us unconcerned by what the future holds and, more importantly, off guard. What history really tells us is that we need to be on guard: we can move backwards as well as forwards.
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4 
Income Inequality: What Does Sex Have to Do with It?


Over the last decade, not only have we faced the biggest global economic crisis since the Great Depression of 1929 – something which, just years before, economists had predicted would never happen again – we have also seen increasing inequality, the stagnation of wages and a slowdown in economic growth. And, as so frequently happens in cases of economic turmoil, political turmoil has followed. The politics of the West are being rewritten.

In this chapter, and after outlining the longer-term trends, we will consider the common explanations for the increase in income inequality. We will go on to note the exclusion of gender from the popular discourse, including in the work of Piketty. I will draw on existing research to identify some of the links between income inequality and gender inequality.1 I will then propose a new diagnosis for the situation we currently find ourselves in: one that places sex front and centre.


Poverty and Income Inequality: The Long Term Trends

Over the course of human history, and as two recent bestselling books have shown, income inequality has not followed a simple trend, whether upwards or downwards.2 Instead, it has followed a wave-like pattern, sometimes rising and at other times falling. Economic history, however, once taught economists to be optimistic. Economic development was assumed to be associated with an initial increase in inequality, but Simon Kuznets argued that this would be temporary; that, with time, inequality would disperse, leading the benefits of economic growth to be spread more widely and more equitably throughout the population.3 It was, in other words, supposed that inequality would follow the path of an upturned U: initially rising and then falling in the course of economic advance. For a while at least, this seemed to ring true. From the 1930s onwards, inequality in the West followed a declining trend. That was until the latter part of the century, when the optimism turned to pessimism. In the 1970s, inequality in many western countries reversed course, reaching levels not seen for decades by the early twenty-first century.4

However, when looking at global income inequality ‒ instead of that within the West ‒ the recent trend is precisely the opposite. Global inequality rocketed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as western countries grew and diverged from the rest of the world, peaking in the 1980s. However, in more recent years it has begun to fall.5 This is, of course, a natural result of other parts of the world starting to ‘catch up’ with the relatively richer West, including the giants that are China and India. Calculating global earnings inequality from 1970 to the present day, Olle Hammar and Daniel Waldenström find that the global Gini coefficient has fallen from a value of around 0.7 in 1970 to less than 0.6 today, and that it was driven not by declining inequality within countries but by falling inequality between countries.6 As Max Roser notes, in the 1970s the global income distribution was bimodal: it had two rather than one peaks. Countries were in two completely different camps, converging either to a high- or a low-income equilibrium. More recently, these twin peaks have disappeared, and the global income distribution has shifted rightwards, meaning that the bulk of the world's population is now positioned at a higher level of income than before.7

Global poverty data also shows reason for optimism. For most of human history – for thousands of years in fact – life was pretty miserable. It was nasty, brutish and short, and you'd have been lucky to live to the ripe old age of forty. The economy was incapable of supporting a rising population. Death rates were high, meaning, as a parent, you would have witnessed the death of multiple children. That would have been the norm. And then, about two hundred years ago, something big happened. The world population began to increase without bound and, despite this rising population, people began to get richer and richer. Global poverty rates have fallen spectacularly alongside (Figure 4.1). Not only is poverty falling in percentage terms, the number of people actually living in extreme poverty is falling. According to the World Bank's estimates, it has more than halved, from around 2.2 billion in 1970 to 705 million by 2015.8
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Figure 4.1 Global poverty as percentage of population, 1820‒2013 

Source: Bourguignon and Morrisson (2002), pp. 731‒2 to 1970; World Bank from 1981 (https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.DDAY)


However, after the good news comes the bad news. Whilst the aggregate picture looks reasonably positive, not everyone has been a beneficiary of this global trend. First, a large part of the decline in global poverty over the last thirty years is due to one region alone: East Asia, including, of course, China. Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia remain regions of high poverty. In fact, in these regions the number of people living in extreme poverty has barely budged. That compares strikingly with East Asia and the Pacific, where the number of people living in extreme poverty has fallen from around 900 million in 1987 to 71 million in 2013.9

Second, although across the world income inequality has declined, in the West it has been on the rise. The top 1% of earners in the United States now takes a fifth of the nation's total earnings. The top 10% of earners takes half the pie. In Europe, the situation is a little better, although not much. In Britain, the top 10% receives 40% of the cake, whilst in France and Germany it is a third. Such figures are also reflected in another measure of inequality: the multiple of earnings of directors compared with the average worker. In the 1990s, the executive pay packet was around sixty times that of the average worker. Now it is closer to two hundred. Alongside, the real incomes of working-class men have stagnated or even fallen. Whereas in 1969, three-quarters of men aged 25 could expect to earn a wage that would independently support a family of four, by 2004 it took until men reached the age of 30 for them to earn enough to do so.10

Branko Milanovic's famous ‘elephant chart’ helps to show what has been going on. It presents the real income gains of different income groups, from the poorest in the world to the richest in the world since 1988, and looks (unsurprisingly) like the cross section of an elephant.11 It shows positive gains for the bottom 75% of the population, along with the top 10%, but for the people in between it's a different story. These are the people feeling the pressure, commonly referred to as the western working class (in global terms, the upper-middle class). Whilst the world is becoming a better place, it is clear that pockets of severe poverty and inequalities still remain.


Rising Inequality in the West: The Standard Diagnosis

Economists have offered two key explanations for the rise in income inequality in the western world, both of which can in theory also explain why, simultaneously, inequality and poverty have been falling elsewhere in the world. They are the two ‘Ts’: trade and technology.12 In regard to trade, globalization is seen as the all-powerful force at work, reshaping our economies and integrating the far corners of the world into a single marketplace. The world becoming smaller and flatter has allowed each nation to specialize in exporting the goods and services that it can produce relatively more cheaply than others. In particular, each economy has tended to specialize in producing the types of things most suited to its resources, whether that's skilled or unskilled labour. In the richer countries, we find an abundance of skilled labour and so, with trade, the West has specialized in skilled labour-intensive types of goods and services, importing unskilled labour-intensive goods from poorer countries where unskilled labour is abundant and so cheap. Rather than producing such goods for themselves, richer countries now import such goods from countries such as China and Bangladesh. This has increased the demand for unskilled workers in the export sectors of those poorer countries, increasing the wages of unskilled workers there. In the West, by contrast, imports have replaced home production of labour-intensive goods and services, having the very opposite effect.13 Unlike elsewhere, it is skilled workers who have gained, as they are now able to sell their skills to buyers in poorer countries, where there is relatively little supply. Unskilled workers in the West have, by contrast, lost out. They are now competing with unskilled workers overseas, and this has arguably affected both wage growth and jobs.14 One estimate suggests that increased imports from China have cost America 1.4 million manufacturing jobs.15 With unskilled wages in poorer countries having risen from rock-bottom levels at the same time as those in richer countries have fallen from relatively higher levels, the two have begun to converge. That means that global inequality has fallen, whilst in the West it has risen. In other words, poorer groups in the West have lost out not only to skilled workers in their own home countries but also to unskilled workers elsewhere.16

However, despite the recent backlash against globalization, most economists argue that the second ‘T’ ‒ technology ‒ is much more responsible for the uptick in inequality.17 Whilst computerization has helped professional and skilled workers at the top, making them more productive and so increasing their wages, lower-paid workers, such as those in retail, hospitality, cleaning and care, have been largely unchanged by the advent of computers. Low productivity growth in such sectors has, as a result, meant that wages have also been held down, leading to a rising gap between the wages of skilled and ‘unskilled’ workers. There was a time when technological change once benefited unskilled workers, as was the case in the Industrial Revolution, when machines out-competed skilled weavers and spinners.18 But, as Claudia Goldin and Lawrence Katz note, from the late nineteenth century technology began to complement as opposed to replace skilled labour. They argue that expanding educational opportunities were, therefore, key to the way in which the American economy was able to achieve both rapid growth and declining inequality in the course of the twentieth century. However, from the 1980s onwards, the supply of skills has not kept pace with demand for them, leading to a growing gap between the wages of skilled and unskilled workers. This slowdown in educational expansion is, they argue, in part a result of the increasing cost of university education together with the obstacles presented by poverty amongst single-parent families and racial minorities.19 To quote, ‘[t]he slowdown in the growth of educational attainment … is the single most important factor increasing educational wage differentials since 1980 and is a major contributor to increases in family income inequality.’20 The latest technological developments mean that computers are now fast replacing semi-skilled and middle-management jobs – those in the middle of the income distribution. From driverless cars to online sales and legal advice, computing technology is encroaching into more and more lines of work – and not in a way that helps to raise the productivity of workers but that physically makes them redundant. According to Carl Frey and Michael Osborne, one in two of our jobs will be under threat by computers in the next twenty years.21

It seems that the future could be hourglass in shape. Whilst the jobs of skilled workers at the top will be relatively safe, opportunities in the middle are fast disappearing. The implication is that those in the middle must move in one of two directions: upwards, if they can acquire the requisite skills or, failing that, downwards. Unfortunately, evidence gathered so far suggests that it is more likely to be the latter: researchers at the University of Oxford have found that more people in Britain are moving down as opposed to up the social ladder.22 And low-wage sectors, where productivity growth is minimal, are on the increase. This has implications not only for inequality but also for the growth of the economy.

Although most economists have been busy debating the relative contributions of technology and trade to rising inequality, the economist Tony Atkinson took a rather different stance, placing the blame on social and political factors, including the shift towards laissez-faire government in the 1980s.23 Following in his footsteps, Joseph Stiglitz has argued that rising inequality is not inevitable; it is a political choice.24 Others have pointed to the interactions between politics and economics, arguing that globalization has made people and capital much more mobile, reducing the ability of governments to tax and regulate the economy, thereby pushing policy in a more free-market direction. Nevertheless, the economist Peter Lindert has crunched the numbers and argues that ‘the rise in income inequality since the 1970s owes nothing to any retreat from progressive social spending.’25 Although his conclusion is the subject of debate, there is one takeaway point. Rather than politics taking all of the blame for rising inequality, underlying market forces ‒ whether they be technology or trade ‒ cannot be ignored.

So where does Piketty enter our story? So far, we have said quite a lot about income inequality but much less about wealth inequality. In his Capital in the Twenty-First Century, Piketty argues that increasing income inequality feeds through to wealth inequality, not only because people on higher incomes can afford to save and invest but also through the act of inheritance, creating an increasingly uneven playing field for the next generation.26 He notes that if the return on wealth (r) is greater than the economic growth rate of the economy (g), meaning that the value of wealth increases at a faster rate than average wages, the wealthy will move further and further apart from everyone else in money terms. It's for this reason that he recommends a global tax on wealth. However, the problem is not simply that r is rising; it is also that g ‒ the growth rate of the economy ‒ is falling. If economic growth was keeping up with the returns on investments made by the wealthy, as was the case in the twentieth century, then average wages would increase at a faster rate. We would all be sharing in the growing pie. To reduce inequality, we need to grow the economy. As we will see later in this chapter, both rising income inequality and a fall in the growth rate of the economy ‒ one that has helped to pushed g below r ‒ have a common cause. And it is one that has so far gone under the radar, and one that any standard redistributionist package alone cannot solve. It is a global sex problem, one rooted in women's lack of bodily autonomy.


Gender Inequality Meets Income Inequality

Whilst gender and race feature in sociological debates about inequality, they are all too often missing from the economics of inequality. As Kathleen Geier writes of Piketty's book, ‘[t]hough Capital has many virtues, attention to gender, alas, is not one of them.’27 Zillah Eisenstein notes the hypocrisy of many male economists, politicians and religious leaders who take a stand on wealth and income inequality: ‘[e]ach of these men denounces excessive inequality, but without recognising the way that structural racism and patriarchy intimately define economic injustice.’28 Even the way that inequality and social mobility are measured circumvents a proper consideration of gender. Social mobility is commonly tracked by comparing the occupations of fathers and sons, which sidelines differences between men and women. For example, 35 per cent of men born into the poorest quintile of the population will remain there in adulthood. The equivalent figure for women, by comparison, is 47 per cent.29 And, when it comes to measuring income inequality, the standard approach compares household income. However, given evidence that the division of the household pie between men and women is not always equal, inequality measures can underplay the true picture of inequality.30

[image: c4-fig-0002.jpg]
Figure 4.2 Percentage of individuals with inherited wealth on the Forbes 400, 1982‒2003

Source: Edlund and Kopczuk (2009), Table 4, p. 164


When we turn to the bare-bone facts, we find that women are both under-represented amongst the rich and overrepresented amongst the poor. Starting at the top, the female share of global billionaires in 2014 was 10.5%. Amongst the self-made, it was a mere 2.6%.31 As Forbes 400 data reveal, the wealth of females is based much more on inheritance than is that of men (Figure 4.2), suggesting fewer women ‘make the grade’. Moving to the bottom of the distribution, and given that poverty calculations are difficult to break down by gender, the United Nations has famously albeit controversially claimed that 70% of the world's poor are female.32 Single mothers are also significantly more likely to live in poverty than single fathers.33 As a recent media campaign noted, ‘poverty is sexist’.34

Globally, women earn only 57 per cent of what men earn each year, a figure which is higher than the gender wage gap as it also takes into account women who do not earn.35 Research suggests that occupations dominated by women tend to pay relatively less, even for the same skill level.36 Alice Kessler-Harris and others have argued that women's low pay is not just a result of market forces, but of our ‘gendered imagination’ which assumes that ‘female’ jobs are undeserving of the same pay as jobs associated with men. That particularly includes jobs associated with care which, as the population ages and as more women have entered the labour force, have been on the increase.37

Tackling inequality will require greater efforts to close the gender gap. That, however, will not happen until we deal with unpaid ‒ as well as paid ‒ care.38 According to the International Labour Organization, unpaid caring responsibilities are the key barrier to women ‘getting into, remaining and progressing in the labour force’. Where women have an unfair burden of responsibilities within the home, it feeds through to create inequalities in the marketplace, both directly, by affecting women's ability to engage in paid work, and indirectly, through the way in which society undervalues the types of jobs associated with being female. Globally, women perform more than three-quarters of unpaid care, equivalent to two billion people working full-time without pay.39 And it is not sufficient to excuse it by saying it's women's free choice to prioritize family caring activities over paid work. Not only do women feel the weight of their family's expectations, but evidence suggests that globally, 44 per cent of pregnancies are unintended.40 That means that a lot of care work is taking place that women have not voluntarily signed up to.

Before we leave our all too brief summary of existing research on gender and income inequality,41 we also need to confront a paradox highlighted by Stephanie Coontz: that gender inequality and income inequality have in fact been moving in opposite directions over the last fifty years. As the gender gap has fallen, income inequality has increased. On the one hand, women's greater participation in the labour market has helped to boost family incomes. Research suggests that ‘[w]ithout changes in women's earnings during that fifty-year span, inequality would have grown 52.6 percent faster’.42 On the other hand, there is an increasing propensity for higher-earning men to ‘marry their like’, magnifying the income differences between the top and bottom of the ladder. Calculations suggest that, if couples in the United States formed randomly (such as by picking partners out of a hat), the Gini coefficient (a measure of inequality ranging from 0 to 1) would have a value of 0.34 instead of 0.43.43 Sociologists also point to a growing gap in terms of other aspects of family life. At the top, couples increasingly wait to marry and have children once their careers are well established. However, at the bottom, women tend to have children relatively early in life and increasingly have to take full responsibility for raising them as single parents.44 Unfortunately, many of these children are unplanned, leaving women in a far more precarious financial situation than need be the case, and one that interrupts their educational and working life. In the United States, for example, 60 per cent of births to young unmarried women are unplanned, which is not good when the before-tax poverty rate for single mothers is close to 50 per cent ‒ hardly surprising, given not only the gender pay gap but also the burden of unpaid care.45 Despite it, women's access to birth control and abortion is increasingly under threat.46 Whilst double (high) income households are the norm at the top, an increasing number of single-parent households can be found at the bottom, most of which are female headed, struggling to juggle work and care, and fare far worse than their male-headed equivalents.47 The resultant poverty can have implications for generations to come.48

Addressing inequality will require something more than a standard left-leaning redistributionist package, based on an understanding of class alone; it requires a greater focus on gender equality, one of not only equal pay for equal work but basic female bodily autonomy, along with training and educational opportunities throughout the life cycle, something which neither policy nor the current labour market, based on a male breadwinner model, are set up to provide. The ‘predistribution’ agenda, one that we will come across in chapter 6, can help more generally to ensure that market outcomes are not biased against women, thereby helping equalize outcomes for female- and male-headed households. However, we also need a much greater focus on the distribution of caring responsibilities in the economy,49 the inequality of which has its roots, as we have seen, in the nineteenth century ‘cult of domesticity’.50 At the end of the day, equality in the market cannot be achieved until there is equality within the home; but equality within the home will not be achieved until there is equality in the market. The two types of inequalities are mutually reinforcing. However, making sure that women have more (rather than less) bodily autonomy would, at the very least, be a good place to start.


The Global Sex Problem

Rising income inequality in the West is not only linked to women's (lack of) bodily autonomy there but also to the lack of bodily autonomy of women across the globe.51

Mention sex, and any good economist should instantly think of Malthus. As a bunch, economists have historically been famous for their ‘dismal science’, and Malthus was one of the original doomsters. He was an eternal pessimist. Despite being a religious man, he thought that helping the poor (such as through redistribution and benefits) would be futile. His reasoning was that the ‘passion between the sexes’ meant that population would overpower resources in the economy, keeping the standard of living trapped at a low level for the general population. So, looking back to Malthus, sex and inequality are intertwined.

Malthus's ‘model’ of the economy has been largely discredited by modern-day economists but his thinking about population is still highly relevant. One of the key developments in the last 35 years has been a major expansion in effective labour supply driven by the greater integration of the world economy.52 The result has been decreased bargaining power for workers in the West (contributing to rising inequality) and businesses substituting capital with the now cheaper labour (resulting in lower investment rates, a fall in interest rates and slower productivity growth).

If today's world might look troubling on this count, history shows just how bad things can become. As population recovered from the Black Death and throughout the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, wages were on a persistent downward trend in most of Europe.53At the same time, many European economies began to stagnate. However, all was not bleak. As Bob Allen shows, there was one exception to the rule: north-western Europe. In Britain and the Netherlands, wages resisted the downward trend and economic expansion took hold. It was this high-wage part of Europe ‒ not the parts with lower wages ‒ that went on to industrialize and lead the globe. Wages and productivity entered a virtuous circle: high wages encouraged the kinds of technological changes that made workers more productive, which pushed wages up further, encouraging more such productivity-improving investment.

As we saw earlier in the book, the position of women in the economy is central to understanding why the north-western part of Europe was able to sustain a higher wage economy. From early on in history, women in this part of Europe began to gain economic independence; they went out to work and delayed marriage – and so reproductive activity – until they were in their mid-twenties. This lower-population pressure regime helped to prevent wages from being pushed down to subsistence levels. The economy entered its virtuous circle in which high wages and productivity growth positively fed back on each other. That was until the 1970s, when the wages of the working classes in rich countries began to stagnate, and economic growth started to slow down.

As we have gone global, the West has lost its insulation from developments elsewhere in the world. The virtuous equilibrium established since the Industrial Revolution has collided with an altogether different kind of equilibrium. Outside of the West, large parts of the world are in the opposite of a virtuous circle. They are in a vicious one, one in which wages are low and there is little incentive to invest and invent because labour is cheap. Behind this equilibrium is a situation in which women have little control over their own fertility. With little in the way of financial independence, girls have no power to stand up to their parents and delay marriage. Once married, they then have little power to take charge of their baby-making capacity. The result is a life of poverty. As mortality rates fell in the course of the twentieth century, in part the result of concerted efforts to eradicate global diseases, these high-fertility rates meant that the global population ballooned. In 1920, global population growth was no more than 0.6% a year, no higher than it had been in 1760. By 1962, it had reached 2.1%. Global population growth has since slowed to around 1.2%, but all of those babies born in the peak have contributed to global labour supply right up to the present day, and the population is still growing more than twice as fast as it has done historically. Whilst in 1962 the global population was not much more than 3 billion, today it is more than 7 billion and is projected to rise to more than 11 billion by 2100.

Through globalization, whether directly, such as via immigration, or indirectly through trade, the rapidly expanding global labour supply has become increasingly accessible to western businesses. With it, western wage growth has suffered,54 putting an end – at least for now – to the high-wage growth and high-productivity growth equilibrium in the West. Productivity growth, economic growth, investment rates and wage growth have all suffered as a result, and inequality has widened. Individual western governments have turned to minimum or ‘living’ wages as a means to support the standard of living, but they do not have the power to tackle what is really a global problem: a world awash with people.

Rather than restricting immigration or raising trade barriers, we need to resolve the problem at source. If women have agency – if they have control over their bodies – they will, at the ground level, make fertility choices that will help keep their own families away from poverty and so will prevent population growth from undermining wages throughout the wider economy. For a woman to have control over her body, economic empowerment is vital: providing women with opportunities to become educated, to join the workforce and to be represented in political decisions, including about, for example, birth control. Rather than being a pawn to be ‘married off’ at a young age, destined to produce child after child, women who have an ability to support themselves financially are able to take control of their lives. They have the financial freedom that allows them to stand up to early marriage and can go out into the world and build an independent life, determining for themselves whether, whom and when to marry. Women's wombs then become their own. By acting in their own self-interest, women will, without knowing it, aid the wider (global) economy.

The room for improvement is significant. In comparison with the Britain of old, and according to UNICEF, the proportion of women aged 20‒24 who were married by the age of eighteen stands at 41% in West and Central Africa, 38% in sub-Saharan Africa and 30% in South Asia.55 Asia is home to a half of all child brides; one-third of all child brides live in India.56 Globally, one in five girls marry before they are eighteen.57 Once married (and indeed before), many of the world's poorest women lack access to reliable birth control, as the United Nations Family Planning Agency has documented, something that is becoming more of a problem in light of the global gag rule.58 It's hardly surprising, therefore, that 44% of global pregnancies are unintended.59

An important exception in the modern developing world, and one that helps to prove the point, is China. In 1980, China was home to more poor people than anywhere else in the world. However, since 1981, 680 million people have been lifted out of poverty, and the proportion of those living in extreme poverty has fallen from 84% to under 10%.60 This has been the single most important development in lowering global poverty and global income inequality over this period. According to standard accounts, globalization and market liberalization are responsible. However, women's fertility must surely play a role. By taking steps to restrain population through its ‘one-child policy’, the Chinese state managed to overcome a population problem that has blighted the standard of living throughout history. Along the way, it freed women to work outside the home, increasing their economic independence and challenging traditional gender roles. Such a policy has, however, come at a high price in terms of restricting choice and ‘missing women’. Government attempts to directly control population have a murky history, including forced sterilizations of some of the world's most marginalized and poorest women. Such policies are abhorrent and could never be recommended by any freedom-loving economist. European history provides a much better path, one in which rising opportunities for women ‒ starting in the labour market ‒ transform the family system and allow women themselves to take control of their bodies.

Economists have expressed deep concern about the way in which a slowdown in population growth may harm the economy,61 and the newspaper headlines like to deliver messages like ‘the choice to be childless is bad for America’.62 This ignores the fact that population growth has too often reflected women's lack of freedom, pregnancies that they would have rather avoided. It also fails to acknowledge the fact that population growth has been built on women's hard labour, both reproductively and in terms of unpaid care. Although a slowdown in population growth clearly creates a challenge in terms of an ageing population, in the much longer term equitable and environmentally sustainable growth can only be delivered if we give women freedom to take charge of their own fertility. Whilst fertility rates have been falling in recent years, we still have a long way to go until women's bodily autonomy becomes a reality for all women, and, given recent policy moves, we need to be very careful that we don't move in the wrong (as opposed to right) direction.63


Conclusion

The words of the Nobel prizewinning economist Robert Lucas neatly sum up what economists once thought of inequality: that ‘of the tendencies that are harmful to sound economics, the most seductive and … poisonous is to focus on questions of distribution.’64 They argued that lowering inequality would mean taxing the very people who produce the economy's growth, blunting their incentives to work hard and produce. Rather than worrying about inequality, economists argued that governments should instead place much more focus on economic growth ‒ that a rising tide would lift all boats, and that if the pie was getting bigger, we wouldn't need to worry as much about how it was distributed. However, in the West, we have now witnessed both rising inequality and a slowdown in economic growth. In the United States, economic growth was 2.23% per year between 1950 and 1980, falling to 1.67% per year from 1980 to 2010, and across the world growth averaged 3% during the 1960s and 1970s, compared with half this rate, only 1.4% per year, between 1980 and 2009.

Economists are now starting to highlight the ways in which rising inequality might be costing the economy.65 Economic history also suggests a link between the two, with periods of simultaneous economic expansion and declining inequality gaining scholarly attention. The Black Death of 1348‒51, which wiped out around a third of the European population, has been a particular focus. By making peasants scarce, it also made them more valuable (at least in the case of male workers66), reducing inequality. The resultant higher wages for men and greater labour market opportunities for women have been argued to have fed through to affect the economy in numerous ways, culminating in the Industrial Revolution. They brought about a radical change in society, resulting in greater freedom for women, smaller and better educated families, higher savings and better political institutions. All of these changes added up to a sizeable stimulus to the economy. Greater equality and high – not low – wages helped ignite the fires of economic growth in history. This is not to deny that cheap labour existed, as was the case with female relative to male labour, but to suggest that labour scarcity created the possibility for both economic growth and falling inequality. In the twentieth century, we also find falling inequality and rising growth occurring alongside one another. By this point, the state had begun intervening to ensure higher levels of education (as documented by Claudia Goldin for the United States67), along with better funding for science, and health care for all. However, as Teresa Amott and Julie Matthaei also argue, the buoyant times and tight labour markets of the post-Second World War era created a scarcity of labour that gave underprivileged groups the bargaining power to push for an end to discriminatory practices. This is, of course, the period which is well known for both the civil rights and the feminist movements.68 By contrast, periods in which the economy was doing less well, such as during the 1920s and 1930s, and since 2008, when labour was in excess supply, led groups of privileged workers to put up barriers against others on the basis of gender and race in the former and against immigrant workers in the latter and through to the present. Throughout the twentieth century, the welfare state was only a part of this much wider story and, as we will see later in the book, increased gender and racial disparities in clear, if often under-discussed, ways, trading class inequality for gender and racial inequalities.69

Based on history, it is certainly possible to see how events or policies that lower inequality could have beneficial consequences for the economy. However, as we have seen in this chapter, rising inequality and the slowdown in economic growth in the West also reflect a common underlying cause: the lack of freedom of women not only in the West but also in many poorer parts of the world. Until that lack of freedom is addressed, there is a natural limit to what more standard left-leaning inequality-reducing policies can achieve. As Zillah Eisenstein has astutely pointed out:

Pope Francis has gained enormous popularity by focusing on the excesses of capitalism, the horrors of poverty etc. while fully endorsing patriarchal choices for girls and women in terms of their reproductive lives and health. The very person promising to limit inequality cocoons them into misogyny. It is a well-known and documented fact that the world the pope condones, one without contraception or abortion, is a world with more poverty.70



Inequality can only be tackled if we stop focusing on class alone71 and if we also think beyond a single economy, widening our outlook to the globe. Resolving inequality requires more than ‘workers of the world unite’: it requires women of the world being entitled to their own bodily autonomy, along with a fairer distribution of the caring labour that results. Nancy Fraser has suggested that we need to move beyond the post-male breadwinner phase of ‘universal breadwinners’ to a new phase of ‘universal caregivers’, one that expects everyone to be involved in both work and care.72 Without them, there would be no economic future. Importantly, not only will getting this right deliver more equitable growth, it will also help us to achieve more sustainable growth, growth that is not undermined by the continual environmental damage that occurs from the population expanding at a rate with which the planet cannot cope.
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5 
Sex Sells: The Body Versus the Brain


Nothing divides feminists more than capitalism. Except, that is, for the monetization of women's bodies, whether for modelling, for milk (as wet nurses), for surrogacy ‒ or for sex. And the two are not entirely unrelated: if there is one thing that can help explain why so many women have an underlying discomfort with the market, it is the marketization of women's bodies. With sex work labelled the oldest trade, markets and sex seem inseparable. In this chapter, I therefore want to highlight a neglected form of inequality: inequality between women who monetize their brains and those who monetize their bodies. It is an inequality that has so far gone under the radar, one that isn't even measured. And, whilst we're more used to focusing on inequalities between men and women, this inequality, in what we might call the body versus the brain, drives inequalities between women themselves. As I will argue, present policy in many western countries ‒ one of attempting to end demand for sex work ‒ is tackling it in precisely the wrong way.1


The Sinful Eve

For centuries, in fact ever since Eve supposedly tempted Adam, women's bodies have represented sin. In the middle of the fourteenth century, in the Italian town of Siena, an antique statue of Venus was torn down and destroyed by order of the authorities, the town's misfortune having been attributed to its supposed sinful nature. Before long, fragments of the statue were being secretly buried in enemy towns in the hope of bringing similar bad luck to Siena's rivals. Even today, when women uncover too much of their bodies ‒ or attempt to make money from them ‒ it is often seen as inappropriate and shameful. They are commonly labelled ‘trashy’. Despite its ubiquitous presence in western art from the time of Botticelli's Birth of Venus, the female body remains a taboo, both its naked presence ‒ in revealing clothes or for protest ‒ and its monetization.

Society's discomfort with women's bodies is something I have experienced personally. When giving a public lecture at the launch of a new research forum in London in 2017 on the topic of society in the 1960s, I chose to address the audience in a cutting-edge piece of feminist fashion by designer Jenna Young. It was a sheer black bodysuit that was designed to raise questions about women's bodies. I thought it would be an interesting test of how far society had come in terms of women having the freedom to do whatever they want with their own bodies, thereby fitting neatly with the theme of my lecture. Soon afterwards, I noticed that the accompanying lecture given at the same event by a well-respected male colleague, who wore his usual suit, had been made available online. Mine had not. I was subsequently told that two female attendees had complained that what I did was inappropriate: that I was objectifying myself. They claimed to be feminists. Unlike his, my message never escaped the room.

It is a disapproval I've also faced on other occasions when using my naked body as a vehicle to deliver a feminist message. That includes the nude portrait of myself that went on display at the Mall Galleries in London in 2014, which I'd commissioned from the artist Anthony Connolly. In this and other such art work I aim to question the traditional division in the art world between a male artist and a female nude, one where the male artist is in command, and one which has resulted in the portrayal of women's bodies from the point of view of men. I wanted to ‘take charge’ in order to challenge the standard depictions of women's bodies, showing the body not of a goddess but of an everyday woman, sending out the message that behind every image of a naked woman is a real thinking being ‒ and one who can talk back. In my view, there is nothing shameful about the female body; shame is a societal construction used to keep women ‘in line’, so much so that I was happy to put my name to the painting, which is what then resulted in a media storm.

Although paintings of anonymous nudes (whether historic or new) do not attract much in the way of criticism, those with names do. We are happy for women to be painted in the nude so long as we know nothing of them except for their body. I tested the idea by exhibiting another of my nudes ‒ a nude sculpture ‒ anonymously. Unlike the one with a label, it didn't raise eyebrows.

Despite the blatant inconsistency in the way we think about anonymous versus ‘real’ nudes, some argued that my painting was objectifying, to which I responded with a public defence.2 A few months later, in the Oxford University annual Encaenia address, summarizing the achievements of the University of Oxford and its various alumni, my ‘apparently’ empowering portrait got a mention. The choice of the word ‘apparently’ says it all, seeming to cast doubt on whether this artistic endeavour really was, as I had termed it, empowering. As if I – the woman in question – am not capable of judging for myself. As if what I think and feel comes second to what other people ‒ primarily heterosexual men ‒ might think and feel in response to my nude portrait. It reflects a society in which the ‘male’ way of seeing women's bodies takes precedence, a society in which, if men see women's bodies as sexual, then a woman who reveals her body cannot possibly be thought of as ‘empowered’.

In many countries, the daily life of women is entirely dictated by the way heterosexual men see women's bodies. It is this male way of viewing that overrides what a woman herself would like to do and how she herself witnesses the world. If she wants to cool down, that comes second to concerns about how a man might view her uncovered legs and arms. If she wants to show off her personality by dressing in an ‘outrageous’ way, that is, once again, overridden by how a man might interpret it. The woman has to be constrained ‘for her own good’. It is only the male way of looking, thinking and feeling that matters.

Worryingly, as I've seen in the response of female officials to my own naked protests, women can themselves be complicit in enforcing such outcomes. Women themselves may internalize the dominance of the ‘male gaze’: they can come to see other women purely through (heterosexual) male eyes; they imagine what heterosexual men might think or feel before determining their response to cases in which women dress too revealingly (or don't dress at all). In fact, at least to date, I have only ever been forced to cover up by female organizers and officials, never by male ones. As we know when it comes to practices surrounding women's bodies (such as foot binding and female genital mutilation [FGM]), women are all too often complicit in restricting the freedom of other women.

Freedom from the ‘male gaze’ does not, of course, mean that people cannot think or feel whatever they want. I am certainly not naive. Instead, it means that those thoughts and feelings should not have to dictate what a woman chooses to do. For women to have true freedom over their bodies, they should be allowed to use their bodies for their own purposes (whether that's monetary or non-monetary), irrespective of what others think about it. The feminist mantra must always be ‘my body, my choice’ in the broadest sense of the term.

When it comes to my art and protest, I often have to pose the question: why should I have to cover my body because of what certain men think? Surely I shouldn't be prevented from being free just because of what some heterosexual men may think ‒ or because of what other women think those men may think? As we will see, it is the very same arguments that I face in resistance to my ongoing artistic nudes and naked protests that are also employed by feminists against sex workers.

If women should be free to dress as they wish, model for artists and engage in naked protest, why shouldn't they also be free to sell sex, should they choose to do so? It would, of course, be hypocritical of me to think otherwise. At its roots, society's dislike of sex work (as with its dislike of revealing clothes and naked protest) stems from the sinfulness with which we see women's bodies ‒ and sex itself.


Feminism Meets Puritanism

Sex trafficking. Sweatshops. Surrogacy. It's not difficult to find stories of markets ‘exploiting’ poor and vulnerable women. Or of profit-seeking pimps, pornographers and even charity workers doing the same, along with couples from rich countries looking to rent the wombs of women in poorer parts of the world. Capitalism seems to see women's bodies in cash terms. It puts women's breasts, their vaginas and their wombs up for rent. For those who see capitalism as inherently exploitative, nothing would appear to be more indicative of it. Natasha Walter suggests that young women are being turned into ‘living dolls’, and, according to Kat Banyard, the modern-day state is conspiring with market forces. What we have is not a liberal and democratic state but, she argues, a pimp state.3 For many feminists, the monetization of women's bodies seems to provide the ultimate example of capitalist exploitation.

Not only are feminists in the West enraged by the marketization of women's bodies, so are extreme conservative social forces. Extremist groups see western capitalism as a threat to female modesty. Their rejection of western values ‒ and their desire to wage war with western civilization ‒ is, in my view, rooted in a belief that western capitalism ‘ruins’ women. Acutely incentivizing their behaviour is the desire to protect ‘their’ rights over ‘their’ women, women who will, in their view, become worthless if they are brought up in a world in which scantily clad women grace advertising billboards and magazines. Women's bodies are the ideological battleground we face today. The association of women's bodies with sin has a lot to answer for.

Feminists who embrace the market ‒ libertarian feminists ‒ believe that individual women should have the choice to use their bodies as they wish; that what they do with their bodies is nobody else's business. This fundamental difference of opinion in regard to women and their bodies is not going away any time soon.

Alison Phipps distinguishes between ‘sex radical’ and ‘sex negative’ feminists.4 ‘Sex negative’ feminists argue that the sale of sex is inherently violent, that it amounts to rape. They see sex as central to gender inequality and, to quote Phipps, ‘porn and prostitution as the pinnacle of women's objectification and the power of men over women's bodies’. Julie Bindel, author of The Pimping of Prostitution, writes that ‘prostitution is inherently abusive, and a cause and a consequence of women's inequality’ and that we should regard ‘prostitution as a form of violence in a neoliberal world in which human flesh has come to be viewed as a commodity, like a burger.’5 By contrast, ‘sex radical’ feminists see sexual freedom as an essential part of women's liberation and society as inherently repressive of women's sexuality. They emphasize the free choice of women, including of sex workers. They see sexuality as a means of empowerment and sexual freedom as a form of freedom of expression. Within this context, Annie Sprinkle defines sex workers as people who ‘challenge sexual mores, help people, are creative, “hot and hip”, free spirits, healers and not afraid of sex’.6 For ‘sex radical’ feminists, a sex worker certainly should not be assumed to be exploited and vulnerable.

‘Sex radical’ feminists have a point. For centuries, men have restricted and regulated what women can (or cannot) do with either their bodies or their brains. Over the last century, women have made great strides in terms of their ability to use their brains. However, the same cannot be said of their bodies, which remain taboo. Whilst making money from your brain is to be celebrated, making money from your body is, apparently, not. Perhaps in part because historically women were seen purely in bodily terms ‒ as being without a brain ‒ the monetization of their bodies in the modern day is perceived as anti-feminist. But in a world in which women have the opportunity to make use of their brains or their bodies (or some combination), why should the monetization of the body be seen as inferior to the monetization of the brain? Isn't it inconsistent to allow women to make money from their brains but not from their bodies? In my view, ‘sex negative’ feminists risk looking like a group of ‘clever’ women ganging up to pull the rug from under the feet of women who have physical assets that they would like to monetize; women who monetize their brains are, in other words, denying other women the ability to earn an equal living from their bodies.

The justification we are given is twofold: that women who monetize their bodies don't always know their own minds, and that what an individual woman chooses to do has significant (and negative) consequences for the rest of womankind.

In regard to the first justification, ‘sex negative’ feminists outright deny the possibility that any woman could freely choose to engage in sex work. They argue that free choice cannot be assumed, that women can be ‘socialized’ into wanting to objectify themselves. The reasoning goes that in a different ‒ more equal ‒ world, they would not ‘choose’ to reveal their bodies, parade around in high heels or sell sex, and so, for their own good, should be denied the opportunity to do so in this world. They should become accountants, politicians or lawyers instead. The Nordic Model Now! submission to the Liberal Democrat's consultation on sex work ‒ from a campaign group that is pushing to criminalize the buying of sex ‒ thereby argued that: ‘[S]ince prostitution itself causes harm, positioning “voluntary” or “consensual” prostitution as fundamentally different from forced prostitution is misguided … [it is] damaging for society to consider prostitution consensual sex.’

For libertarian feminists, such as Nadine Strossen, Wendy McElroy and Joan Kennedy Taylor, such thinking represents a complete denial of individual agency; it is a denial that any woman could possibly choose to monetize her body.7 It locks out the voices of consensual sex workers by devaluing their voices; devaluing by assuming that their voices are not truly their own.

Now, of course, not all women want to reveal or to monetize their bodies. But just because you might not want to engage in sex work does not mean that we should assume that no other women want to. No group should be assumed to speak for every woman. If I'm honest, I don't understand why anyone would want to experience the risks and pain of boxing or extreme sports. But to outlaw those things because I can't understand why other people might want to do them – or because I think they shouldn’t want to do them ‒ would be to behave in an authoritarian fashion. Once, I did not understand why anyone would want to pose or protest naked; now I do it myself. How can I, therefore, assume to know the mind of every other woman?

In the words of the sex worker and activist Laura Lee:

I don't ask you to like what I do … what I do ask for is to be allowed to do my job in safety and to be treated with dignity and respect … there is no greater feeling than meeting a disabled person who has never been with a woman and affording them their first orgasm. To bring such happiness and fulfillment into someone's life is something I treasure. Sex work is work, just like any other. And those of us in the industry deserve support and respect ‒ not to be reviled and stigmatized.8



And, in the words of Kirio Birks, a defender of Grid Girls:

[S]urely a woman has a right to be the object of somebody else's desire if she wants and surely it doesn't matter if she is being paid for it? … Rather than sending Grid Girls off into the wilds of unemployment, or providing one less place for would-be models, a far better solution would have been to make sure that they're unionised, properly paid, and protected. If they are, then they have empowered other women to take up work they might otherwise have avoided, in a safer way.9



By denying the agency of women who choose to monetize or reveal their bodies, we conflate two groups: those who really are involuntarily involved in sex work, who should of course be the focus of our concerns, and those who are not. Rather than recognizing the difference, and pointing to the possibility of different degrees of agency,10 those who claim to be working voluntarily are instead argued to be misguided, socially conditioned and suffering from false consciousness. But for other people to assume they know better than you – to assume that they can judge how free you are better than you yourself can judge ‒ is a dangerous road to go down. It risks replacing patriarchy with a female-led plutocracy. It leads us to a world in which the very concept of individual freedom becomes lost behind what a particular group or community thinks you should or shouldn't want.

None of this means ignoring the fact that many women have been forced into monetizing their bodies, either directly, by people trafficking and modern-day slavery, or indirectly, where a particular individual is left with no other option. Austerity, benefit cuts and benefit sanctions ‒ which have had particularly adverse effects on women ‒ have been linked to sex work. If any woman feels she has no choice, then it is of course tragic. However, the solution is not to ban sex work, which merely makes her options even more restricted, it is to tackle the underlying poverty. Similarly, if women are directly forced into sex work, then the element of force needs to be tackled, such as through criminal law and human slavery legislation. To attempt to stop all sex workers, including those who choose to freely engage in such work, because other women are being forced into the business simply does not make sense. Would we seek to stop all women from being cleaners on the basis that there are, sadly, numerous cases of domestic slavery, or to stop people from working in agriculture on the same basis? As with any other area of activity, sex work by choice and sex work by force cannot be treated in the same light. Unless we separate the two, our moralistic thinking about what women should (and shouldn't) be doing with their bodies biases our policy response. Tackling those who traffic women, and ensuring that all women have choices other than sex work, improving education and welfare policy, can be achieved alongside improving the lives of voluntary sex workers by recognizing and supporting their work. Or, at the very least, by not making their lives more vulnerable. If we continue down the route of trying to eliminate sex work, by criminalizing the purchase of sex, by preventing sex workers from having bank accounts or from being able to advertise online, then all we do is make the lives of sex workers more (not less) difficult.11 Why would anyone want to do that ‒ unless, that is, they really do think that sex is evil.


The Effect of Sex Workers on Society

The denial that sex work could ever be voluntary ‒ the idea that women do not know their own minds ‒ isn't the only problem that stands in the way of equal rights for women who monetize their bodies with those who monetize their brains. The second supposed justification for denying individual women the freedom to do what they want with their own bodies is the idea that their choice can have a serious adverse effect on other women: that it encourages heterosexual men to look at all women in a way that is objectifying. Individual freedoms ‒ of women ‒ must, apparently, be restricted in order to put the wider good ‒ of all other women ‒ first.

Josephine Butler is commonly seen as Britain's first anti-prostitution campaigner. She was born in 1828 and dedicated her life to helping sex workers. She argued that ‘[t]he degradation of these poor unhappy women is not degradation for them alone; it is a blow to the dignity of every virtuous woman too, it is dishonour done to me, it is the shaming of every woman in every country of the world.’12 Catherine MacKinnon has followed in her footsteps, arguing that pornography is used ‘to train women to sexual submission’.13 Andrea Dworkin similarly argues that ‘[p]rostitution in and of itself is an abuse of a woman's body’ and that prostitution reflects male supremacy:

Male dominance means that the society creates a pool of prostitutes by any means necessary so that men have what men need to stay on top, to feel big, literally, metaphorically, in every way … Every man in this society benefits from the fact that women are prostituted whether or not every man uses a woman in prostitution … prostitution comes from male dominance.14



The 2014 British All Party Parliamentary Group on Prostitution argued that ‘[p]rostitution is incompatible with attempts to tackle gender inequality.’ The submission received from the European Women's Lobby argued that ‘[t]he prostitution of women and girls constitutes a fundamental violation of women's human rights and a serious form of male violence against women’. The Nordic Model Now! group's submission to the Liberal Democrat Party's own consultation on prostitution argued that ‘the system of prostitution perpetuates the archaic practice of female sexual submission for male entertainment’; that it involves an exchange in which ‘he has all the power and she has to do what he says’, one that ‘feeds the punter's sense of entitlement and the sense that she has no rights’.15 Their submission was made jointly with eighteen other women's rights and feminist groups.

However, there are big holes in this increasingly popular argument. First, it runs dangerously close to suggesting that gender inequality is a result of women themselves selling their bodies; that, in other words, it is women's own fault, an accusation which ‘sex negative’ feminists only get around by arguing that all sex workers are involuntary. Sex workers are either treated as the enemy ‒ or as victims. Second, it is of course realistic to suggest that if a society is unequal in gender terms, more women will feel forced into selling their bodies because they have few other options. At present, too many women who are struggling to feed their children find themselves with little option but to enter sex work. But preventing women from selling their bodies does not tackle those underlying gender inequalities. All it does is make the lives of sex workers more difficult. For example, policies that restrict sex workers’ ability to screen clients and advertise on line push women onto the street; policies that criminalize the buying of sex push sex work into dangerous avenues, where buyers are less likely to be caught; policies that restrict women's ability to work together mean that they have no one keeping check; and the whole set of policies aimed at ‘ending demand’ for sex work reduces the price of sex, leaving sex workers poorer than before. A much better approach would be to tackle the barriers affecting women's entry into education, training and the professions, along with addressing the unequal distribution of caring responsibilities in the economy and making sure that those that do unpaid care are not treated by the state as a welfare burden when they are in fact providing the public good on which we will all in the future depend: the next generation. In all of these respects, feminist thinkers have a great deal to offer policy makers, and without interfering with women's freedom to do what they want with their own bodies.16 Seeing women who sell their bodies as the underlying cause of women's objectification or of gender inequality is to confuse cause and consequence.

By placing the supposed ‘social good’ (the interests of womankind taken as a group) ahead of the freedom of the individual to do what she likes with her own body, ‘sex negative’ feminism also creates a slippery slope. If the way women use their bodies affects all other women, then we could easily end up in a society where women are not permitted to wear ‘revealing’ clothes; where they are expected to wear floor-length skirts and to cover their hair so as to discourage men from looking at them in a certain way. That may seem far-fetched, but it wasn't that long ago that a woman showing her knees, or even her ankles, was seen as objectifying herself, including by other women. If we see people who choose to deviate from the ‘norm’ as the cause of the problem, we end up, as Friedman and Hayek knew too well, in an authoritarian state, a state that demands that women cover up ‘for their own good’.

Once we start placing the supposed ‘social good’ ahead of the freedom of an individual woman, we end up in a world in which not only would we be insisting women cover up, but where we deny women proper access to birth control on the basis that it would resolve the current demographic crisis (one that economists Coen Teulings and Jason Lu have argued is costing the economy17) or of restricting people's ability to move abroad so as to avoid the adverse consequences of a brain-drain at home. Such policies would also be doing nothing more than placing the interests of wider society ahead of individual freedoms ‒ and yet, unlike with sex work, we would reject them. That presents a blatant inconsistency. Either you believe that individuals should be free to choose or that their right to choose comes second to the ‘social good’. You cannot have it both ways.


The Effect of Society on Sex Workers

It is common to think about the effect of sex work on society, but it is much less common to think about the reverse: how society affects the lives of sex workers. As Francesca Bettio, Marina della Giusta and Maria Laura di Tommaso point out, whilst economists have studied stigma in sex work, they have neglected the way in which such stigma is socially constructed.18

For centuries, sex work has been demonized and stigmatized. As Kate Lister writes, ‘[i]n the nineteenth century, sex work was known as “the great social evil” and was a source of acute concern to Victorian moralists.’19 Alexandre Parent du Châtelet (1836), author of Prostitution in Paris, wrote that ‘[t]he profession of prostitution is an evil of all times and all countries, and appears to be innate in the social structure of mankind.’20 F. Arnold Clarkson described sex workers as follows:

In the first place, a great many of them would be classified as pathological liars who garnish the sad tale of their downfall with a romance which would do credit to Munchausen. Poverty has comparatively little to do with their initiation, for prostitution increases regularly with wealth, and no raising of wages can abolish it. Domestic servants, who have a fairly sheltered life, furnish the most recruits. The mental characteristics which are most common are indolence and the love of luxury, including fine clothes. Passion does not seem to play as large a part as is usually supposed … Once firmly established in this life, few of them seem anxious to change their occupation, and there has always been difficulty, in America at least, in finding girls for the philanthropic ‘Rescue Homes’.21



Society has created a myth that they are bad people so as to create a ‘them’ and ‘us’ ‒ a world in which women are divided into ‘good girls’ and ‘whores’. Lena Edlund and Evelyn Korn explicitly model women choosing between the two.22 Evidence suggests that even when it comes to our choice of clothing, never mind the monetization of the body, we tend to be more empathetic towards modest women.23 It is this artificial division of womankind into two groups that allows individuals to get away with subjecting sex workers to the worst kind of horrors. By calling for the criminalization of the buying of sex, sex negative feminists are adding to the stigma, implicitly imposing a view that there is something wrong, shameful or sinful about monetizing the body.24 After all, if sex work was not thought to be ‘wrong’, why would they want to end the demand for sex workers? As any economist knows, suppressing demand pushes down the wage, hurting the livelihoods of sex workers. As Marina della Giusta, Maria Laura di Tommaso, and Sarah Jewell show, increased stigma actively achieves that result.25

Sex work is, of course, known for high levels of physical and mental abuse, something which campaigners often use to make the case for the buying of sex to be criminalized. In the words of Rahila Gupta, ‘[e]very prostitute who has left the industry describes the horrendous violence she has faced from pimps and punters, an occupational hazard that characterizes this kind of work.’26 However, such harm cannot and should not be separated from society's stance towards women who use their bodies in a particular way. In the words of sex worker and blogger Marleen Laverte, ‘[f]irst and foremost, it is social prejudices about prostitution that render it difficult for us to protect ourselves. That is because they lower the threshold to use violence against us – among clients, among the police, among everyone.’27

The disapproval of society can, understandably, result in common feelings of shame and, with it, mental harm and social isolation for women who monetize their bodies, unlike those who monetize their brains. It encourages clients to treat sex workers as subhuman and can lead them to take out their own feelings of shame for purchasing sex work on the sex worker. Society's disrespect also influences the law, which in turn affects violence towards sex workers. Criminalizing the buying (or selling) of sex places women in a more vulnerable position: unable to practise in safe conditions, unable to call on the support of the authorities and police and unable to benefit from the same rights as other occupations.28 It leaves women at the behest of those in a position of power. According to Laura Lee, ‘[t]he result is we're forced to work alone, sitting targets for would-be attackers who know that we are vulnerable, on our own, and carrying money.’29 And in the words of Margaret Corvid:

Criminalisation doesn't end demand – it just makes clients more afraid, and destroys any trust between worker and client. It makes it difficult to screen our clients or to practise safer sex. In street-based sex work, clients and workers now avoid well-lit areas, and meet in isolated places or in the client's home. In indoor sex work, it's harder to screen clients by phone, or with deposits, and our clients can't really trust us. How can this possibly help us?30




Society's Three Hang-Ups

Full equality for women means not only making sure that no woman feels backed into a corner but treating women who voluntarily monetize their bodies in the same way as we treat those who monetize their brains. Rather than criminalizing market exchange, it is instead society-wide disapproval and disrespect for sex work that needs to be tackled. This requires tackling three deeper hang-ups that we have as a society.

First, setting brain over body: to assume that it's perfectly all right for people to effectively pimp their brains but not their bodies. If you're born with or work hard to hone numerical or literary skills, it's entirely acceptable to make money from them, to sell your talents to others and for those other people to buy them. But if you're born with a great body, exercise hard and are able to hone your erotic skills, that's somehow considered different. Economic thinking, which grew out of the Enlightenment, hasn't helped here. Economics developed in a period in which science moved centre stage. Arts and emotion were out. Logic and reason were in. The brain came to be seen as superior to the body, capable of bringing about never-before-imagined riches. Anyone at the time identified primarily by their bodies ‒ women and people of colour ‒ was rendered second-class.31

Ever since the Enlightenment, there has been a tendency to view ‘clever’ people as somehow superior to everyone else. Consistent with this, and within sex work itself, stigma is lower for parts of the industry that involve more brain than brawn.32 Implicit in this way of thinking – that it's OK to sell access to your brain but not to your body ‒ is a gender element: the association of the brain with men and the body with women (as well as with people of colour).33 Since the brain has traditionally been considered masculine and therefore seen as man's great asset, our patriarchal society past and present has been perfectly happy with the idea of pimping the brain. But, since the body has been traditionally more associated with women and since women have traditionally been seen as inferior to men, then by default it has been assumed that making money from the body is somehow less respectable. And, of course, it has been in the distinct interest of men to leave sex workers in a vulnerable position, unprotected by the law, thereby reducing the sexual power that women can have over men. ‘Sex negative’ feminists fall into this same trap, one which devalues women who earn income from their bodies ‒ in fact, not only devaluing it but aiming to eradicate it. ‘Sex positive’ feminist Catherine Hakim, by contrast, suggests that we adopt a concept she calls ‘erotic capital’ alongside the more common concept of ‘human capital’, one that recognizes the value created by bodily assets.34

The second hang-up is that, historically speaking, we have tended to locate a woman's value in her sexual virtue and to see sex as ‘dirty’. Throughout the world, women are tortured and killed by their families if their sexual virtue is brought into question. Here in England, we revere Elizabeth I as ‘the Virgin Queen’. We slut-shame. Christianity has not helped, historically seeing the naked female body as evil, sinful and shameful. The problem is not sex work; it is the way we value women on the basis of their sexual virtue. In the words of Andrea Dworkin:

to the extent that people believe sex is dirty, people believe that prostituted women are dirt … The prostituted women is, however, not static in this dirtiness. She's contagious … In general, the prostituted woman is seen as the generative source of everything that is bad and wrong and rotten with sex, with the man, with women.35



Third, there is a tendency to see a woman's body as the property of men, that her (assumed to be) male partner should be the only one with access to it and that, until a woman meets her partner, she should remain ‘pure’. A woman using her own body is, as a result, seen as a threat to male sexual control. Throughout history, sex workers have been depicted as a threat to men and as a threat to the sexual virtue of women. It's for that reason that in medieval times they had to mark themselves out by the way they dressed (such as by wearing striped hoods), so that no other woman could be mistaken for one, and why female nudes in art were most commonly depicted as unaware of the male viewer and in an unthreatening pose, such as looking away from the onlooker.

As a society, we need to face up to and tackle these three problematic ways of thinking about women and sex, rather than regulating what women can and cannot do with their bodies. As suggested by the anthropologist Joke Schrijvers, a particularly good way to evaluate the place of women in a culture is to ask to what extent women have control over their own sexuality and fertility.36


Conclusion

Trading sex has a long history ‒ and is not unique to humans.37 It's also big business. However, women who monetize their bodies remain a taboo. Although the feminist mantra ‘my body, my choice’ seems to be perfectly acceptable in some situations ‒ such as in regard to birth control ‒ it doesn't seem to apply to sex workers. As a society, we surely have further to travel in gender equality terms but, once we achieve that utopia, the question is this: will sex workers, glamour models and revealing clothes be welcome? I personally think that a utopia that restricts the way that women use ‒ or reveal ‒ their bodies is no utopia at all. My utopia is, instead, one in which not only is no woman forced into a career that is not of her own choosing but that making money from the brain and body are placed on an equal footing. The inequality that exists between the two is not natural and is not the fault of the market; it results from deep-rooted social taboos about women, sex and their bodies. Confronting these taboos, as I myself aim to do by using my own body in art and protest, could have a transformative effect on the lives of some of society's most vulnerable women ‒ women who are vulnerable because they are unprotected by the law of the land and by the basic market supports available to those working in virtually any other profession.38
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Part III 
State



Introduction

In this part of the book, I want to get to grips with the debate that has hung over economics since the time of Adam Smith: state versus market. It is a debate that raged throughout the last century, not only in lecture halls but in the form of the Cold War. As we will see, when it comes to capitalism, feminist thinkers are deeply divided.1 This does, however, have one big advantage: wherever one stands on the political spectrum, feminist thinking has a lot to offer.

Whilst we tend to assume that by the end of the twentieth century, with the fall of the Iron Curtain and the liberalization of China, capitalism had won, it's clear that the state has remained a powerful force in all western economies. The numbers speak for themselves. Little more than a century ago, governments administered no more than 10% of the typical economy's annual income. The typical government is now in charge of some 30‒55%2 of their economy's annual income (Figure III.1); it taxes the public to fund a whole host of activities, such as education, health, transport, utilities, energy, pensions, scientific research and welfare; and it employs around 15‒30% of the total workforce within Europe, or around one in seven workers in the United States.3
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Figure III.1 Government spending as percentage of GDP in the UK, Germany, and the USA, 1880‒2011 

Source: Ortiz-Ospina and Roser (2018); Mauro et al. (2015)


However, that does not mean that the ideological battles of the past are dead and buried. The events of the last decade – a global financial crisis that rivals that of 1929, together with increasing concern about inequality – have caused popular dissatisfaction with the status quo. Something has happened that has never been seen before: people have lost faith in both capitalism and the state. Politics is in the process of being remade.

We might like to think that the state versus market question is rather old hat ‒ that we have a much less polarized and more pragmatic view today than we did during the Cold War ‒ but economists on both the left and the right are digging in their heels. On the left, they increasingly point to the failures of markets, highlighting new points of focus for the state, whether in the form of ‘nudges’, regulation or tax and spend.4 On the right, by contrast, contemporary economic problems, including the global financial crisis and rising inequality, have been re-spun, not as a result of too much capitalism but of too little.5 On one side, the focus is on criticizing the market and trumpeting the virtues of the state. On the other, we find the exact opposite.6 Blinkers are back in fashion, to the distaste of anyone in the centre.

It's time to remove our blinkers, and, in the process of doing so, it's vital that we listen to what feminist thinking can offer. Feminist economists and thinkers have been pivotal in offering critiques of capitalism.7 Being on the edge of the economy, all too often in the vulnerable position of needing to feed their families with few financial resources and the burden of unpaid care, women have also often borne the brunt of its most exploitative elements. In the same way that Marxists argue that capitalism leads to the exploitation of the poor, Marxist feminists have argued that capitalism leads to the exploitation of women. According to this line of thinking, capitalism keeps women in their place; it is not in the interest of the system to promote equality when it can instead be taking advantage of women. For these thinkers, feminism is about more than the pursuit of equality of opportunity within the current system; it involves overthrowing the system. Capitalism and feminism are, we are told, inherently incompatible.

For libertarian feminists, by contrast, the idea of replacing capitalism with an opposite kind of system could not be more terrifying.8 On the face of it, alternative systems might look appealing. The bright red revolutionary posters of the Soviet Union depicting healthy and strong factory women certainly give that impression. They promise equality and freedom, putting what's good for society ahead of any single individual. In practice, however, alternatives to capitalism place greater power in the hands of the two bodies that history has shown to provide no guarantee of women's freedom: the state and society.

Given its rather diverse thoughts on capitalism, feminist thinking provides the perfect backdrop against which to reflect critically on both the state and the market. In what follows, we will begin with Marxist feminism, which provides a critique of the market, before moving on to highlight the often overlooked social benefits of the market. Along the way, we will, however, acknowledge that not every market is the same, meaning that the market can be made to work better, the two limiting factors being the degree of progressiveness of society and the capabilities of the state. In the second chapter, I will consider the role of the state in greater detail and, as with markets, will note that not every state is the same; some are much better than others. I will look at the formation of the modern-day state, explaining how countries such as Britain managed to build their relatively capable states, pointing to the essential role played by women's freedom. Along the way, two questions should be in the back of our minds: how have women affected the development of the state, and what has the state done for women in return? And, more generally, can the market and state work together to deliver more equitable and sustainable prosperity?
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6 
Marx Versus Markets


Marxism has had a strong influence on feminist thinking, leading many feminists to be highly sceptical of markets. In this chapter, I therefore want to take a fresh look at the market, considering not only its downside, as told with the help of Marxist feminism, but also its upside, an upside that differs substantially from those more commonly emphasized by economists and which, according to Stiglitz, looks increasingly slippery.1 We will see that rather than being the enemy of radicals, bohemians and non-conformists, the market can help to undermine the social norms and state-imposed restrictions that keep people ‒ including women ‒ where society would like to see them: ‘in their place’. But, as we will also see, not all markets perform this task in an equally effective way. That's because markets do not exist independently of the state or society. Wherever an economy lies on the political continuum, society ‒ not the state or the market ‒ is always the key obstacle where women's freedom is concerned.


Marx: The Secret Sexist

Karl Marx isn't known for his feminism. In fact, if you read Das Kapital, you get the distinct impression that he was a secret (or not so secret) sexist. In a section titled ‘Labour of Women and Children’, he notes that women's entry into the labour force hurt male wages and meant that wives were unable to undertake their ‘free labour’ duties within the home. Marx's friend, Friedrich Engels, did, however, take gender inequality seriously. His explanation for it was, however, simple: the birth of private property. Like other forms of inequality, gender inequality was reduced to class. Overthrowing capitalism was the panacea.

As feminism spread across the social sciences in the course of the 1970s, Marxists began to take it more seriously, with Heidi Hartmann pushing for a ‘progressive union’ between the two.2 In 1986, Maria Mies penned what was to become a classic work in the Marxist feminist literature. Entitled Patriarchy and Accumulation on a World Scale, she argued that capitalist production depends upon the exploitation of women, as both cheap labour within factories and the home. As she writes of the latter: ‘It is my thesis that this general production of life, or subsistence production ‒ mainly performed through the non-wage labour of women and other non-wage labourers as slaves, contract workers and peasants in the colonies ‒ constitutes the perennial basis upon which “capitalist productive labour” can be built up and exploited.’

In her Caliban and the Witch, Silvia Federici went further, suggesting that capitalism relied on violence ‒ against women, the poor and ethnic minorities ‒ in order to create a class of landless labourers who were entirely dependent on capitalists.3

This Marxist vein of feminist thinking continues to the present, though with more of an ecological and intersectional focus. Emma Dowling recently argued that:

Capitalism as a system organises production and reproduction in such a way as to enable the private appropriation of the social wealth that is produced, relying on sources of unpaid labour and, as is becoming acutely obvious in the face of climate change, extensive ecological resources to do so … What is at stake then is the question of how the material relations of power and wealth that underpin the control over the reproduction of livelihood are organised, maintained and reinforced.4



As the world has gone global, Marxist feminism has highlighted the way in which professional western women rely on the labour of poorer women elsewhere in the world, whether indirectly in the form of cheaply produced clothing and household goods or directly in the form of cleaners and nannies ‒ and even surrogate mothers.5

According to Nancy Fraser, liberal-leaning feminists have engaged in a ‘dangerous liaison’ with capitalism.6 They have been fooled into believing that they could pursue equality of opportunity within the current system, rather than seeking to challenge the system. Marxist feminism suggests that the strategy of ‘lean in’ will never be enough, that women need to ‘lean out’. ‘Leaning in’, a term coined by Sheryl Sandberg, involves ‘fixing women’ ‒ making them more in tune with the workings of the market. Rather than fixing women, Marxists argue that we need to fix the world.

The implication of Marxist feminism is that gender inequality is good for capitalist growth, and that capitalism is, therefore, bad for women. Feminists have, of course, regularly pointed out that globalization relies on cheap female ‘sweatshop’ labour, and the economist Stephanie Seguino has found evidence that a greater gender wage gap can boost economic growth by allowing the export-oriented manufacturing sector to take advantage of lower-paid women.7 Turning to history, Oxford economic historian Jane Humphries has argued that it was cheap female and child labour that fuelled the British Industrial Revolution.8

But, just because cheap female (and child) labour existed, it does not mean that it was ultimately helpful to the process of industrialization or economic growth; it could have instead reduced the pressure on businesses to automate, thereby limiting the pace of productivity advance and economic growth. Low wages also make it more difficult for families to invest in their children's skills or to save for the future, thereby hurting growth.

Evidence that cheap female and child labour was hurting as opposed to helping the Industrial Revolution can be found in the Factory Commission Report of 1833. At the time, there was a popular outcry about the working conditions facing women and children, and so one of the purposes of the report was to ascertain whether regulating female and child labour would hurt the expanding industrial sector. The Commissioners therefore sent inspectors to talk to factory owners, supervisors, workers, doctors and midwives in industrial towns. One of the questions asked of factory owners and managers was how they would respond to restrictions on the use of cheap labour, including of child labour. The answers were clear: they would have to adopt more automated machinery.9 In other words, the pockets of cheap labour that no doubt existed during the Industrial Revolution were not always helping the Industrial Revolution, they were limiting it. They were allowing businesses to get away with using cheap labour when they would have otherwise had to increase the rate at which they were developing and adopting new technology. Even though it makes life temporarily easier for businesses, cheap labour is not good for growth in the longer run. As Naila Kabeer writes: ‘Women's lower costs and lesser bargaining power in the market place have been the basis of export-oriented growth based on labour-intensive manufacturing … [but] there is … no trade-off between gender equality and economic growth once the focus moves from short-run gains to long-term, sustainable and pro-poor growth.’10

In sum, Marxist feminism, is correct to alert us to the way in which power imbalances can distort women's wages, and how their unpaid reproductive and caring labour is made invisible, leaving women in a much more vulnerable position than would otherwise be the case ‒ such as with lower wages. However, this does not mean that markets and gender equality cannot coexist. Gender equality is, as we saw in part I, good for growth ‒ and it's also better for the planet, leading to growth that is more sustainable.11 And, importantly, that gender equality, as we will see more below, is often supported by the market. Furthermore, and as we will see in the next chapter, we cannot always rely on the state to do the same. Markets are a necessary ingredient. The question this will leave us with is how can we make sure that markets produce more equitable and sustainable outcomes?


Why we Need Markets

Staring history in the face, it's easy to portray Karl Marx as the radical of his age. At a time when capitalism was in its early stages, he offered a seemingly devastating critique, suggesting not only that it oppressed the masses but that it would eat itself alive. According to Vladimir Lenin, only imperialism ‒ what he called the highest stage of capitalism ‒ could postpone its ultimate demise, a last ditch attempt to find additional buyers and, of course, additional labour to exploit. Although it might appear radical, such thinking was not, however, without precedent. For centuries, the Church had taught us that the pursuit of riches ‒ including profit ‒ was evil. It was immoral and corrupting. What was really radical in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was instead the work of free-market economists.

When economists like Adam Smith and David Ricardo were making their pro-market arguments, free markets were far from the ‘norm’. As the historian Laurence Fontaine has shown, whereas this pre-capitalist period is often presented in a romanticized way, whether in the work of authors such as E. P. Thompson and Karl Polanyi or in the numerous paintings which depict a happy peasant life in rural idylls, it was in fact no utopia.12 It was instead a time when politicians and the aristocracy (and there was, naturally, a lot of overlap between the two) had a stranglehold over all of our lives. According to Rubinstein, of all the British millionaires who died between 1809 and 1859, 179 were landed and only 10 were not.13As he writes, ‘an observer entering a room full of Britain's 200 wealthiest men in 1825 might be forgiven for thinking that the Industrial Revolution had not occurred.’14 Where government intervened it was often in the interests of privileged groups, including the landowning elite. When it came to business activity, the state wielded its power to grant licences to companies that were themselves, like the East India Company, the size of a small economy. The access of smaller traders and producers was regularly blocked by guilds or by government regulation. In the eighteenth century, even the production of beer was heavily regulated, requiring permission from a single local judge.15 Free markets were not supported by the wealthy or by ‘big business’; they were resisted by them. It was the working classes and the ‘new money’ ‒ the industrialists producing cotton and steel ‒ who could see the benefit in reduced government interference, a way out from under the thumbs of those in power. It placed power in the hands of individuals, allowing them to work for whoever they liked and to set up businesses producing whatever they liked. Markets had to be fought for. Concentrations of power in politics and society had to be confronted.

Although economists have focused on the efficiency properties of the market, the social consequences are just as important. Markets can give the individual the power to escape societally imposed constraints. It is, here, notable just how many pro-market economists have themselves faced the wrath of society. Adam Smith is known for being something of a social ‘outsider’. He certainly was not a natural ‘social animal’. David Ricardo became estranged from his Jewish family after marrying a Quaker, and, as a non-conformist Christian, John Stuart Mill would have been unable to join the esteemed scholarly ranks of Oxford and Cambridge. Milton Friedman was from a Jewish immigrant family, meaning he was well aware of the way in which society in Europe had demonized the Jewish minority population, with disastrous consequences. To such thinkers, it could not have been more apparent that society does not always support our individual freedom. The state was not, therefore, the only target of free market supporters. In the words of J. S. Mill:

Society can and does execute its own mandates: and if it issues wrong mandates instead of right, or any mandates at all in things with which it ought not to meddle, it practices a social tyranny more formidable than many kinds of political oppression, since, though not usually upheld by such extreme penalties, it leaves fewer means of escape, penetrating much more deeply into the details of life, and enslaving the soul itself. Protection, therefore, against the tyranny of the magistrate is not enough: there needs protection also against the tyranny of the prevailing opinion and feeling; against the tendency of society to impose, by other means than civil penalties, its own ideas and practices as rules of conduct on those who dissent from them; to fetter the development, and, if possible, prevent the formation, of any individuality not in harmony with its ways, and compel all characters to fashion themselves upon the model of its own.16



For those who see society as something other than a happy and harmonious place ‒ as something that can potentially constrain us and restrict our freedom ‒ the market provides an escape mechanism. That includes for women. It was a relatively small leap from Mill's idea that society could constrain our liberties to the idea that society was in fact constraining women's freedom. Mill became the first politician to demand votes for women and is often considered to be one of the first male supporters of feminism, publishing The Subjection of Women in 1869.

Looking to history offers some support for the notion that markets can help to set women free. Economic historians Jan Luiten van Zanden and Tine de Moor point to the way in which women's involvement in the labour market in medieval Europe led to substantial changes in family life that empowered women, including providing them with the ability to escape early marriage, ultimately laying the foundations for economic growth.17 Amy Froide, in her recent book Silent Partners, points to the way in which early financial markets in Britain before and during the Industrial Revolution provided opportunities for women that had been denied by incumbent societal practices and institutions.18 Those included the guilds that locked women out of skilled work and the professions. Using the sex ratio at birth as a measure of preference for sons, Melanie Xue finds greater gender equality today in parts of China more historically associated with cotton production, which offered jobs to women.19 As Swedberg notes, ‘[m]any improvements in the household have incidentally come about when some of its actors ‒ young people and women ‒ were given access to the alternative of the market.’20 As anonymous markets developed, though they were by no means perfect, they often opened doors for women, as well as for other people who had been sidelined by ‘mainstream’ society. Indeed, one of the most noticeable aspects of the period in the twentieth century which was associated with a return to free-market thinking was a social revolution. Rapid social change culminated in dramatic changes in the laws affecting homosexuals, ethnic minorities and women. Individuals were fighting for their freedom against a backdrop of a heavy-handed state – one that represented a majority of citizens who were conservative with a small ‘c’. In the words of Jason Hickel and Arsalan Khan:

The hallmark of the [social] revolution of the 1960s was the defence of individual liberty against the constraints of mass conformist society. Resistance to the draft; the defence of free speech; the right to divorce, abortion, contraceptives, and other sexual freedoms all references the desire to make choices for oneself, through one's own reason and according to one's own conscience.21



Following in the footsteps of Friedrich Hayek, Milton Friedman's Capitalism and Freedom captured the wave.22 Friedman argued that political and economic freedom are inextricably linked; that ‘a society which is socialist cannot also be democratic, in the sense of guaranteeing individual freedom.’ He was well aware of the fact that society was not always harmonious and that there was therefore the risk of an inherent conflict between society and the individual. Friedman argued that the market could ease the resultant tension, allowing us to engage in an anonymous fashion without having to agree with one another. The result was that we could all live side by side and meet our daily needs in a way that avoided enforced conformity. To quote Voltaire: ‘Go into the London Stock Exchange … and you will see representatives from all nations gathered … Here Jew, Mohammedan and Christian deal with each other as though they were all of the same faith.’23

Not only do markets allow us to try to escape the norms of society, enabling us to be ourselves, market competition adds a further release valve: it means that individuals have at least some chance of escaping individual cases of abuse. The market might be brutal but so can the state be too. And whilst in human nature ‘bad apples’ are inevitable, they are, in general, more likely to face the consequences of their actions in the marketplace than they are in any state-run economy. Without competition to expose them, the state can cover up wrongdoing, meaning that abuses continue. Indeed, it has an incentive to do so in order to hold on to its reputation for ‘social good’. In the marketplace, even though cover-ups can and do happen, competition pushes in the direction of rooting out wrongdoers. Either consumers get wind of it and stop buying a particular producer's goods, or workers move on to another producer. Although the mechanism for this to happen is not perfect ‒ consumers do not always find out the full facts and workers facing abuse are not always mobile ‒ at least it provides a possibility of punishment and escape that is missing when the state has a monopoly of power ‒ and, all importantly, a monopoly of force, which enables it to imprison or even kill those who speak out.24

Exploitation and violence levelled at women is regularly blamed on capitalism but society is, more often than not, the underlying cause. That includes Federici's classic example: the tens of thousands of women burnt at the stake in Europe during a 200-year period of witch trials in the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Witch burnings reflected the way in which society felt threatened by increasingly independent single women. And, as new research shows, they were also a response to increased competition between different Christian religious sects as a means to demonstrate their purity value to the masses.25 In the modern world, witch burnings and other forms of violence towards women ‒ including FGM ‒ are similarly the result of bad social practices. Although it's far from perfect, and needs to be backed up by a legal system that takes violence against women seriously, the market can help to provide a way out.


The Big ‘But’: Markets can (and Should) be Made to Work Better

Until recently, we tended to think that markets were modern. In 1944, for example, Karl Polanyi argued that a ‘great transformation’ to a modern market economy took place around the time of the Industrial Revolution. Over the last twenty years, economic historians have, however, identified a more prominent role for markets than that envisaged by Polanyi throughout many different periods of human history and in many different parts of the world. But, of course, this does not mean that one market is equivalent to another. As Ha-Joon Chang and Alex Marshall have noted, there is, in a sense, no such thing as a free market.26 Markets can take many different forms, depending on the foundations upon which they are built: laws, institutions (both formal and informal) and the regulations we choose to put in place, including what can or cannot be bought or sold. Although markets may appear entirely ‘natural’, well-functioning markets ‒ those that deliver equitable and sustainable prosperity ‒ are the product of careful design and periodic updating of laws, regulations and institutions. Markets do not, in other words, exist independently of the state or society.

As Steven Pearlstein noted in response to the controversial question ‘Is capitalism moral?’:

[T]he way markets distribute rewards is neither divinely determined nor purely the result of the ‘invisible hand’… In our current debate over capitalism, too much attention is focused on whether, how or how much to redistribute the incomes that markets have produced, with too little focus on the institutional arrangements that determine how that income is divided up in the first place.



History provides plenty of examples. In his study of labour markets in the British Industrial Revolution, Mark Steinberg notes that the laws which provided the ‘rules of the game’ within which labour markets operated were not neutral but were ‘embedded in a legal system structured to serve capitalists’ interests’, which included the Master and Servant Act of 1823.27 In the late nineteenth century, we find a further example, one in which the state regulated the working hours of women, in part due to pressure from the rising (and very male) labour movement. In regard to gender equality, past and present, we know that family law, property law, the regulation of abortion and birth control, and laws aimed at sex workers all have significant effects on the extent to which market outcomes are equitable in a gender sense.28

Many economists who initially began to embrace the market ‒ those of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries ‒ recognized that markets would only work well if they operated against the ‘right’ backdrop, where what was ‘right’ needed to be debated and was ultimately determined by normative considerations. According to Avner Offer, this means that neoliberalism is a ‘radical departures from the ethical legacy of Enlightenment and utilitarian economics’ and certainly is ‘not consistent with Adam Smith's own position’.29 When determining the appropriate backdrop for markets, early economists confronted numerous ethical questions, including about what is or is not ‘fair’. This included debating the laws on bankruptcy, the notion of lender of last resort and guarantees for savers, whether people who owned shares should be personally liable for a company's debts and whether inventors should be able to patent their ideas.30 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, they also debated equal pay legislation, though they came out against rather than in favour of it, which goes to show just how much social norms creep into the laws that underpin markets.31 However, before long, Milton Friedman began to argue that economics could divorce itself from moral and ethical questions, meaning that the contributions of both earlier liberal thinkers and of early institutionalism were lost.

These early insights have, however, been reborn in modern debates about the market versus the state in at least two ways. First, we've seen a revival of interest in the work of Karl Polanyi, who argued that markets became increasingly disembodied from society in the course of the Industrial Revolution. His modern followers suggest that in order to work better, markets need to be ‘re-embedded’ in society and subjected to non-economic (not just economic) norms.32 A reassertion of social democracy, involving greater social protections, along with encouraging small local efforts to design, trial and demonstrate alternatives to the capitalist firm (along the lines of J. K. Gibson-Graham's Community Economy), is on offer in place of a full-scale anti-capitalist revolution.33 Second is the idea of ‘predistribution’, or, when applied to gender alone, what Elisabeth Prügl has sceptically termed ‘neoliberalism with a feminist face’.34 The idea here is that we do not have to simply accept market outcomes as given, redistributing ex post, but that we can instead work on the very foundations of markets to ensure that those initial outcomes are ‘fairer’ and more successful. Here, rather than society taming capitalism, it is about changing the rules of the game so that they do not rig the game on one side or another. Redesign can include: tackling property and inheritance laws that are different for men and women; laws that ban married women from working, girls from attending certain educational institutions or accessing particular careers; laws that restrict women's ability to control their fertility or their access to financial services and credit; and laws that criminalize sex work. Market outcomes that are not inequitable can also be a result of a lack of female (or other such) representation in the development of those laws, regulations and institutions, which means voices that need to be heard are sidelined.35

Whether we move in the direction of Polanyi or predistribution, or develop some combination, it necessarily requires starting big debates within society about what we think is ‒ or is not ‒ ‘fair’. Most pressing are, I would suggest, debates about whether rights should be equally invested in immigrant and domestic labour, in citizenship as opposed to paid work (the latter being the case with health care, etc. in the United States), how we think care should be distributed, whether we think individuals should be financially responsible for their own children (or whether there should be some collective responsibility due to their ‘public good’ nature and, if so, whether or not there is a ‘right’ number of children where such responsibilities are concerned), and whether women should be free to monetize their bodies.

But, change is never easy. Social norms that penalize women ‒ norms that are in turn embedded in laws, regulations and institutions ‒ must be confronted.36 This requires being aware of the potentially divergent interests of different groups; whilst empowering women might be good for everyone in the longer term, it can also create conflicts of interest in the short term which, unless they are factored in, can lead to worse rather than better results for women. That includes greater violence against women within the home, including, as has been found in India, female relatives being killed in response to changes in inheritance rights.37 Furthermore, as Nancy Fraser notes, the geographical political boundaries within which laws and institutions are constructed ‒ the nation-state ‒ can prove to be a severely limiting factor where justice is concerned. Once again, that's relevant not just to class but also to gender. National boundaries force us to ask who are the relevant subjects that we must consider when determining the laws and institutions that so affect market outcomes? That can lead us to ignore the interests of foreign workers and the world's poorest women. We need to question whether the ‘appropriate unit of justice’ really is the territorial state, and what more can be done to effect more equitable and sustainable outcomes where that is not the case.38


Conclusion

The value of the market cannot be reduced down to economic concepts of efficiency and productivity. What gives markets their power is the very way in which they enable bottom-up as opposed to top-down action, supporting individual freedom: markets allow us all to try different things and to be whoever we want to be, unconstrained by what other people think. Marxism makes the mistake of assuming that we can all happily associate with one another once class has been eliminated; Karl Polanyi assumed social norms and social protections (such as a welfare state) could be entirely innocent. Perhaps the two greatest thinkers of the left, they both completely ignored the way in which society can be vicious, particularly to those it disapproves of, whether that's working women, single mums, people of colour, the LGBT community or immigrants. The reality of life is that, starting from an early age, we frequently come into conflict with one another outside of the marketplace, no more so than in the playground. Every human being is different, and we gain utility from being free to be ourselves. Non-conformity does not, however, always please others, which means that, in a social setting, people often have to hide their individuality or risk open conflict. That includes women who want to escape from heavily gendered social norms ‒ and women who disagree with other women about appropriate behaviour (such as how much of their body it is appropriate to cover or uncover). The market offers a solution by catering to all lifestyles and allowing us to exchange with one another in an anonymous fashion, meaning we don't have to get on with one another.

Whilst markets thrive on diversity, society and the state can punish it with the heavy hand of force. They can respond to the diversity and freedoms that the market has enabled by putting a lid on it: to restrict, as we see today, our freedom to move across borders and our freedom to buy or sell whatever interests or best suits us, which can include monetizing our bodies as well as our brains. Some commentators, such as Nancy Fraser, believe that it's possible to ‘forge a principled new alliance’ between social democracy and emancipatory movements: that we can have more state interventions and social protections at the same time as allowing every individual to be themselves.39 I am altogether less optimistic, as was Friedrich Hayek.40 Not only, as we will see in the next chapter, have many state interventions historically sidelined women, but sex work provides a perfect example of where well-intentioned state interventions designed to be emancipatory are trampling on (rather than supporting) the individual freedom of a heavily marginalized social group. There is a limit to how much we can trust anyone who is given free rein to intervene in the market, even if they are a self-declared social progressive.

Although it must surely be embraced, the second agenda ‒ that of predistribution ‒ also has its limits. As it suggests, the foundations on which market exchange is built ‒ laws, regulations and institutions ‒ can vary quite significantly across place and time and come to embody society's views on what is or is not acceptable and what is or is not ‘right’. Where markets fail to deliver equitable outcomes to women, it is often a result of laws, regulations and institutions that embody unprogressive views. Redesigning markets is essential, but it can also be very tricky when society is unprogressive in its views. Society is always the limiting factor.

The market is far from perfect, but it must be understood in the context of both an imperfect state and a society that can be something other than progressive. When we blame the market, sometimes that blame would be better directed at society.
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7 
Why Women Make Better States


In the previous chapter, we saw that markets are a necessary ingredient of any successful and progressive economy ‒ and indeed society. In this chapter, we will explore the relationship between the state and economic prosperity in greater detail. As we will see, it is not simply the size of the state that matters but how capable it is. Where states are capable, they can work with (rather than against) the market, leading to a whole that is more than the sum of its parts. However, as we will also see, what economists define as a ‘capable’ state is not always enough for ensuring that the state works in the best interests of women and, in turn, for delivering equitable and sustainable growth. When judging states, gender needs to be brought into view. We will go on to explore how today's most successful states developed, pointing to the largely neglected role of women's freedom. The history of the state is intimately tied to the history of women.


Why do Richer Countries have Bigger States?

It's fast becoming a well-known fact amongst economists, but one which isn't often aired in public: there is a surprising correlation between the state and prosperity. And it's not a negative correlation. It's strikingly positive. Alongside the astronomical rise in living standards in western countries over the last two centuries, one thing stands out: the expansion of the state. Whilst the twentieth century is often associated with expanding markets and globalization, it also witnessed ever growing states.1 And, perhaps ironically, it wasn't a low-tax, low-debt part of the world that spurred the process of modern economic growth. It was high-tax, high-debt Britain that gave rise to the first industrial revolution in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (see Figure 7.1) ‒ high both compared with Europe and Asia.2
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Figure 7.1 Taxes in history: high-tax England vs low-tax China. Central government tax revenue per head (measured in the number of days an unskilled worker would have to work to pay the tax). 

Source: Ma and Rubin (2017)


Not only does the time-path of history suggest that states and prosperity sometimes can go hand in hand, so too do comparisons across countries in the modern world. Indeed, some of the poorest parts of the globe lack well established and capable states. They tend to be fragmented and experience significant internal conflict, including civil war. As economists Noel Johnson and Mark Koyama point out, ‘[t]oday's richest countries possess both sophisticated market economies and powerful, centralized, states. In contrast, the poorest people in the world tend to live in regions with dysfunctional markets and weak or failed states.’3 As Acemoglu et al. note, ‘[i]t is now widely recognized that the weakness or lack of “capacity” of states in poor countries is a fundamental barrier to their development prospects. Most poor countries have states which are incapable of or unwilling to provide basic public goods such as the enforcement of law, order, education and infrastructure.’4 Even in the United States, where there is a tradition of arguing that the state is inimical to growth, there is increasing evidence of a link between the state and prosperity. That includes the work of Daren Acemoglu, Jacob Moscona and James Robinson, who, using postal stations as a proxy for state infrastructure in history, find a strong link with innovative activity, as measured by patents.5

So how do we explain the fact that many of today's richest economies also have big states? There are, in fact, three possibilities: that states can be good for prosperity; that prosperity leads to expanding states; or that there is a common factor that produces both.

The first of these possibilities is that states have learnt how to support prosperity. Markets are a necessary but not sufficient driver of economic prosperity, and, if the state uses its capacity to work with them (rather than against them), it can make an important contribution to prosperity. First, you don't have to dig too deep into any economics textbook to find all kinds of situations in which markets ‘fail’, along with a series of policy implications. Whether that's dealing with externalities such as pollution, funding public goods, including, as Marianna Mazzucato emphasizes, the science base, or making sure that everyone has access to education and training, allowing us to make the most of the most scarce resource our economy has: human talent. Furthermore, since care is central to economic activity, and yet is so often provided outside of the market and on a rather longer timescale to production, allowing the economy to free-ride on what has largely been women's reproductive and caring efforts, feminist economists would also suggest that the state has a role to play here too, both in terms of limiting the adverse implications for gender equality and in terms of making sure that care is not depleted in a way that harms us all in the longer term.6 Second, the same forces that create prosperity (such as technology and trade) also cause disruption for human life, the most obvious of which is the loss of jobs in declining sectors of the economy. A good state is one that can help make people resilient to this continued change and empowers them not only to make the most of new opportunities but to actively create them. If it does not, the process of economic advance can in fact exacerbate inequality and lead to a waste of human talent. Third, and as we saw in chapter 6, the state also has a more fundamental role to play when it comes to markets. Markets only work well, both to achieve prosperity and an equitable and sustainable outcome, if they are built on the right foundations: both formal ones (legal and political) and informal ones (family and society). Markets do not have an independent life of their own and can be redesigned to make them better deliver. Fourth, markets help to deliver prosperity in the long term but economic instability is to some extent inevitable along the upward path (see chapter 9). The state may have a role to play in helping alleviate such instability. Finally, prosperity is not, as we saw in chapter 3, guaranteed to lessen gender inequalities, which can feed back to hurt the economy going ahead. Economic growth in the short term cannot be assumed to deliver equitable or sustainable outcomes.7

However, although we can in theory see the need for state interventions, we also know that in practice a bad state can do more harm than good. States can themselves do great damage to the environment, take advantage of women's reproductive efforts (and limit their reproductive choices) and add to, rather than alleviate, instability.8 Ask any New Yorker about William M. Tweed, one of the most corrupt politicians the city has ever known, and you'd soon understand why Americans are in general much more sceptical of big government than are Europeans. It's difficult to deny the fact that big government can be bad for the economy, either directly by harming efficiency and productivity, as seen in the former communist bloc, or indirectly, as discussed in chapter 6, through the social conformity and lack of diversity that arises when markets are not available to support exchanges between people who have different social beliefs.

Size, in other words, isn't all that matters. The same-sized states can have very different effects: size can harm or it can help, depending on how ‘capable’ a state is. Where, for example, tax revenues are used to fund infrastructure that connects people or that supports their ability to engage in the market, it can have a beneficial effect. Where the same funds are instead used to build fancy palaces, suppress opponents or wage unnecessary wars, the outcome is likely to be altogether different. In a recent study of China, Yi Lu et al. found that the number of communist party officials in a region had a negative effect on economic activity before the introduction of market reforms in 1978, but it had a positive correlation with numerous measures of economic performance thereafter, including growth in agricultural output, mortality rates, educational outcomes and local infrastructure development. In their own words, ‘state capacity could indeed accelerate development, but the effect is substantial and unambiguous only when the state seeks to complement the market instead of substituting it.’9

So whether a state is good or bad depends not simply on its size but also on its capabilities. Recently, economists have introduced the concept of state capability. They define state capability as the capacity to collect taxes to fund public goods like defence and infrastructure and to enforce law and order across the nation's territory, in other words, in fiscal and legal terms. In addition to capability, they also point to the importance of constraints on the state. They argue that if it is to support the market, the state needs to support property rights, and that is more likely when the state is constrained to act in the will of the people through a system of political representation like democracy. Throughout history, we have seen time and time again the way that unelected monarchs have trampled on people's property, extracting wealth from minority groups ‒ or from those unable to vote. Political representation that acts as a constraint on the ability of a state to act in its own self-interest is, therefore, thought to be important.10

The way I think about state capability is, however, quite different to the way other economists tend to define it. It is instead about judgement: the ability of the state to judge which interventions are best for the economy, including the types of laws, regulations and institutions that are required to ensure that the market delivers. Rather than being substitutes, the market and the state can, in the right circumstances, be complementary. However, the state can also overreach itself, suffocating prosperity. A capable state is one that can work out the difference. That is, unfortunately, not easy to get right ‒ which, of course, likely explains why capable states are quite rare. Having fiscal and legal capability is one thing, but the state also needs to be able to judge when and how best to use that fiscal and legal capability. Unfortunately, there is no straightforward recipe for when the state should or should not intervene. Ideology ‒ capitalist or communist ‒ isn't the best guide. Laissez-faire provides a simple hands-off approach but, in the words of John Ramsay McCulloch: ‘The principle of laissez-faire may be safely trusted to in some things but in many more it is wholly inapplicable; and to appeal to it on all occasions savors more of the policy of a parrot than of a statesman or a philosopher.’11

On the other hand, if a state is too keen to intervene without question ‒ if it is too ready to assume that markets fail and that intervention is always the answer ‒ it is likely to be captured by vested interest groups. Any intervention is, on the face of it, easy to market to a politician. Being a capable state therefore involves great judgement. In each and every case, the state needs to be able to judge whether it can improve upon market outcomes or whether by intervening it will make things worse. The relevant question should not be whether markets are failing but whether the state has the ability and knowledge required to improve upon the market outcome.12 Here there are no hard and fast rules. No wonder there are so few relatively capable states.

State capability should not, of course, be divorced from gender equality, something which, as we've already seen, is vital for building equitable and sustainable growth. Whilst the situation facing women in the West was historically somewhat more favourable than elsewhere, the state hasn't always helped.13 As Alice Kessler-Harris has argued, the ‘gendered imagination’ ‒ the association of women with domesticity and men with paid work ‒ led to a welfare system, tax code and the sanctioning of workplace practices (such as marriage bars and discrimination) that penalized those in the United States who did not fill their prescribed socially dictated roles.14 The twentieth-century welfare state operated on the assumption that women were dependents, supported by their husbands, giving them less favourable tax and pension treatment and presuming that they were available to pick children up from school halfway through the afternoon, acting as a constraint on labour market involvement. The trade union movement with its fight for ‘family wages’ also, like the state, served to crystallize the male breadwinner model.15 Population and immigration policies have also had consequences for women. No wonder, as Pedersen argues:

Welfare policies meet social needs but they also construct social norms and inflict social punishment: they can foster as well as ameliorate distinctions or inequalities. Welfare states provide entitlements: but to whom, and in what form, and under what conditions? When it comes to welfare states, the devil is always in the detail … Welfare states reflect social patterns but they also reify them, nowhere more than in the assumptions they make about gender relations and family life.16



More recently, feminist economists have pointed to the way in which structural reform packages in developing countries and the austerity policies that followed 2008 excluded any consideration of the very gendered effects, which took a particular toll on women.17

A state cannot be deemed ‘capable’ if it is blind to and perpetuates gender inequalities, which explains why feminist economists now push for ‘gender budgeting’: a consideration of the gendered consequences of each new state intervention. Now we might suppose that once a state opens its eyes to gender equality, it is relatively straightforward for it to judge what it needs to do. But, as Mala Htun and S. Laurel Weldon have shown by looking across a whole range of different countries, state interventions on the gender equality front are often highly inconsistent. Countries that are ahead in addressing violence against women (VAW) can also be quite backward in terms of labour market policies (like paid parental leave), family law (such as divorce and inheritance) and reproductive freedom (such as birth control and abortion). And vice versa. That is even the case for Scandinavian countries, the supposed pinnacle of success. To quote, ‘states can be both progressive and regressive … They can extend greater rights and freedoms to women and men with one hand while taking them away with the other.’18 Understanding why this is the case can help us to see why some states are more capable than others in gender terms.

Htun and Weldon argue that gender equality interventions can be categorized on two grounds: on whether they are doctrinal or not (i.e. whether they touch on religious doctrine, as family law and abortion do), and on whether they are ‘inflected by class differences’ (i.e. where they fit on the right‒left political scale).19 This categorization, which allows us to divide gender equality interventions into four groups, explains why states often make progress in some ways but not in others.20 The attachment (or dependence) of the state to religious institutions and its political inclinations (right versus left) will affect what states are willing and able to do in gender equality terms.

In sum, states can be either bad or good for prosperity: it all depends on how capable they are, where that capability should be defined to include gender. In the marketplace, competition helps to root out businesses that are incapable, thereby creating pressure for capabilities to be built; democracy and interstate competition could be seen as providing a similar device when it comes to states. Unfortunately, however, and as Stiglitz argues, democracy is not enough to ensure that the state is capable ‒ it also needs to be accompanied by, for example, an active civic society and a free press.21 When it comes to gender equality, evidence similarly suggests that democracy is not enough.22 Given that capability is difficult to build, and that democracy is not necessarily enough to push us in the right direction, we can start to understand why economies in which the state and the market work successfully together are in fact a rarity.

There is a second reason why we might find a relationship between the state and prosperity in today's rich countries: one of reverse causation. Increasing prosperity may lead to an expansion in the size and capability of the state. That's certainly how Avner Offer explains the escalating size of the state throughout the course of the twentieth century. As Offer argues, once we are rich enough to meet our everyday needs ‒ food, shelter and clothing ‒ we start thinking about investing in our long-term welfare, such as through health care, education and pensions.23 The only stumbling block is myopia. Because we are inherently short-termist, we do not always save enough for the future. In addition, we can be overly optimistic about what that future holds, meaning that we put too little aside. In Offer's own words, the state and the tax system provide ‘a commitment device which helps individuals overcome myopic preferences’. We actively vote to have our choices restricted in the sense of committing ourselves to the taxes that are required to cover the costs of our longer-term selves in an effort to overcome our short-termism. In other words, as the economy becomes more prosperous, we place more demands on the state ‒ and are of course better able to fund those demands. Unfortunately, however, when it comes to state capability as opposed to the size of the state, there is no guarantee that increasing prosperity will make the state more capable in gender terms. As we saw in chapter 3, there are times when increasing prosperity has come hand in hand with government regulations that have hurt as opposed to helped, particularly in regard to gender equality.

There is a third and final possible explanation for the correlation between the state and prosperity: that there is a common underlying factor that has produced both prosperity and relatively capable states in today's richer economies, one that may be missing in parts of the world that remain both poor and lacking in state capability. In other words, rather than thinking solely about how prosperity and the state affect one another, we should also think about outside factors that may have led today's rich countries to build economies in which we find states and markets working in a way that delivers a whole that is more than the sum of its parts.

In what follows, we therefore delve into the history of today's most capable states, looking at how they developed in a way that supported as opposed to hindered economic expansion. As we will see, it is a story that ‒ like so many others ‒ has left women out in the cold. By bringing women into the story, we will identify an often overlooked factor: women's freedom. We have already noted the need to bring gender to bear on how economists define and judge state capabilities; we still need to think more about how gender equality affects the chances of building a capable state in the first place.


The Invention of the Modern State

A (relatively) capable state is something we all too often take for granted in modern-day western countries. However, as Noel Johnson and Mark Koyama astutely note:

[f]or many premodern polities, even the term state is an anachronism: there was no state in much of Europe prior to the late middle ages … the word ‘state’ only came to acquire its modern meaning in English at the end of the sixteenth century. … This was not merely a semantic change; when ‘the word “state”, l’état, stato’ or Der Staat came into usage in the early modern period it was ‘a word for a new political experience’.24



Recently, economists have begun to consider how the West managed to successfully develop both capable states in fiscal and legal terms, and states in which the ruler was kept in check, such as by a constitution and democratic vote. As Tim Besley and Torsten Persson have pointed out, ‘[e]conomists generally assume that the state has sufficient institutional capacity to support markets and levy taxes, assumptions which cannot be taken for granted in many states, neither historically nor in today's developing world.’25 The black box that is the state is finally being opened up, and we are at last moving beyond thinking about the state merely in terms of its size.

According to some, states are an inevitability. In The Social Order of the Underworld, David Skarbek uses prisons as a natural experiment to observe how states arise.26 He explores how prisoners develop their own institutions, including their own hierarchies and rules, as a means to resolve common problems ‒ in their particular case, the supply of drugs. Gangs provide both governance and protection, acting like their own mini-states. In prisons, the population is immobile; no one can (in theory) escape. That provides a parallel with the work of James C. Scott, who argues that the state first came into existence when human beings made the shift from hunter-gatherers to farming the land.27 Once we settled down in fixed locations, we became sitting ducks. As Walter Scheidel explains:

Confined to territories of arable land, early farmers submitted to a new political order that protected them in much the same way as the mob protects its unwilling clients. The early state was born, erecting ambitious structures of command and control in support of steep hierarchies, vast inequality and endless war. Scott rightly stresses the critical role of domesticated grains ‒ wheat, barley, millet, maize and rice ‒ in sustaining political power: grown above ground, ripening on a predictable schedule and eminently storable, grain invited assessment and appropriation by the taxman. Alongside compulsory labour services, grain taxes formed the sinews of the early state … Any visitor to Giza, Angkor or Machu Picchu who is left with a sense of admiration rather than dread and compassion fundamentally misunderstands the nature of early states and the steely cages they erected for humanity.28



The history of modern as opposed to ancient states begins with the fall of the Roman Empire, a time at which Europe fragmented. Power rested in the hands of local lords, who built castles to defend themselves from incursions from neighbouring lords. The population was enserfed. According to some accounts, freedoms ‒ such as the freedom to move ‒ were given up willingly in return for the safety and security offered by the local lord and his castle. More cynically, it was the natural result of the rich exercising their power over the local population, which was particularly beneficial at a time when population was shrinking due to the instability and insecurities which followed the collapse of Roman rule. By limiting the freedoms of (increasingly scarce) peasants, lords were able to hold down the price they effectively paid for them to work their lands, enabling the extraction of a surplus to fund their lavish lifestyles.

In this post-Roman feudal world, local power was strong. This meant that an overarching state that operated over a larger geographical area could only develop and hold onto power if it negotiated with local lords, leading to the development of some of Europe's earliest parliaments.29 Although not everyone had a vote, local areas were at least given representation within the umbrella of an emergent state.

As population grew, the balance began to tip in favour of free as opposed to enslaved labour. With a greater supply of people, the market wage fell, making it cheaper for lords to employ free labour through the market. Serfdom went into decline. However, when the Black Death hit in 1348, it devastated the population, wiping out between a quarter and a half of Europeans. The result was a fundamental change in the balance of power between lords and peasants. The power of landowners was diminished as land fell in value, having become relatively more plentiful compared with the number of people whose mouths needed to be fed. In some parts of Europe, serfdom witnessed a revival as a result, and in other areas peasants successfully took advantage of their increased scarcity to push for greater freedoms.30 Where that happened, such as in England, the diminished power of local lords paved the way for the centralization of the state. The local forces that had in the past resisted centralization were now too weak to prevent it.31

Regions were more likely to join together to form states where not only local resistance fell, but also where there were clear benefits to working as one. Economists argue that it can be in our mutual interest to contribute to a common pot of resources ‒ what we may think of as a nascent state ‒ as a result of the need for human societies to provide public goods to support their existence.32 According to historians, war was, in this sense, the great driver of today's states.33 War required adjoining regions to cooperate in an effort to defend themselves, which in turn required the creation of a common pot to which different localities would contribute. The threat of Viking invasions is often seen as one of the key reasons for the early formation of a centralized English state. In the case of the Netherlands, the hostile geographical environment, which required cooperation to instigate systems of irrigation and land reclamation, also pushed in the direction of state creation.34 By contrast, local regions in present-day Italy and Germany were both too strong and too antagonistic to enable the early development of a broader state.

For states to operate, they needed to tax. The expansion in the state's fiscal powers began in England in the seventeenth century.35 At that point, states mostly taxed to wage war with one another. How the state funded defence and other such activities was a big question. Since historically society had consisted of rich landowners and serfs, the key things that the state could tax were land and imported luxuries. As markets developed ‒ as more people moved beyond self-sufficiency and barter and as serfs gained their freedom ‒ more things were bought and sold. As markets expanded and the economy grew, not only were there more goods in circulation, all of which could be taxed, but a new class emerged: one of merchants. This new commercially oriented class managed to get a seat at the top table, something which economic historians have argued is central to understanding how the West went on to become the richest part of the world. According to Jared Rubin, and in contrast with Europe, ‘Middle Eastern leaders were strong enough, due to the legitimizing capacity of Islam, to exclude them.’36

As the economy advanced, not only did the new commercial interests push in the direction of representative government but a new political philosophy began to emerge. The seventeenth century is commonly seen as the period in which the ‘divine rights of kings’ came to be challenged. From Locke onwards, philosophers began to question the idea of fixed social positions, seeing us all as free agents with rights that should be supported by the law of the land.37 Having grown in strength in the previous centuries, and in some cases stamping on the parliaments that had emerged in medieval times, states seemed to be overstepping the mark. The notion of individual freedom was born.

Not only were merchants and intellectuals beginning to question the ‘natural’ authority of kings but the Reformation began to wreak havoc both with their religious claims and with their fiscal ones. Rubin notes that in countries that emerged from the Reformation as Protestant, religion proved to be even less of a legitimizing tool than in those that remained Catholic. Hence, in Protestant England and in the Dutch Republic, the state turned to ever more commercial (as opposed to religious) interests in order to legitimize its rule.38 This also had implications for gender, which further aided the emergence of state capabilities. As we saw earlier, the extent to which religion feeds into the state affects the state's longer-term ability to pursue, for example, changes in family law and the extent to which it gives women freedom over their bodies (such as by legalizing abortion and supporting women's access to birth control). These in turn affect the extent to which growth will be equitable and sustainable.

Whether Catholic or Protestant, religious wars in seventeenth-century Europe meant not only the deaths of millions of Europeans but also greater pressure on taxes. And no one likes tax, particularly when it hasn't been voted for. Rebellion was in the air: not only in England in the seventeenth century but also in France in the eighteenth century. Influential in the associated French Revolution were a group of economists known as the physiocrats. They argued that order did not require the imposition of authority from above but could instead be achieved by leaving free individuals to engage with one another through the market. Where commercial interests had a seat at the top table, such as in Britain, the result was Adam Smith's laissez-faire approach, one of small government where individuals were no longer under the thumb of a heavy-handed state or its partner in crime: religious authorities.

For a while, laissez-faire seemed to pay off. The country of Smith's birth was the first to industrialize. People were free to start new businesses and develop new technologies, leading to another new class: one of industrialists, many of whom came from relatively humble roots. This new class, along with merchants, rivalled the aristocracy, lords whose power dated back to feudal times. However, whereas industrialization brought significant benefits, it also brought squalor, overcrowding and unsanitary conditions. People suffered and, as a result of the associated health problems and pollution, so too did the economy. By the latter half of the nineteenth century, the state therefore began to do more than fund law and defence; it stepped in to help provide sanitation, clean water and public health programmes. The state was building its capabilities ‒ fast.

Revolution, both economic and political, was followed by further democratization. Unlike in the past, this democratization allowed the state to hold on to its authority at a time when it was expanding. As the vote spread to the working classes, the state began to spend even more on utilities, education, health and the welfare state, so much so that across the course of the twentieth century, the size of the state expanded rapidly. So too did tax. The share of taxation in national income rose from well below 10% of GDP in 1910 to, in the present day, 28% of national income in the United States, 35% in the United Kingdom and more than 45% in France and Sweden. We find the coincidence of bigger states and more prosperous economies.

Although this might seem like a natural end point, a cursory look across all today's rich countries suggests that if we include gender in our definition of state capability, then there is room for further progress. States that may appear capable in economists’ standard definition of the term are not necessarily capable once we bring gender to bear, as we have seen in this chapter. By rethinking how we judge states, we can start to see how opportunities to keep on building a more successful relationship between the market and the state still remain for the taking. That involves acknowledging a third sphere: alongside the market and the state, there is a whole other realm in which the vital work of care takes place. Making the most of this third sphere may require more to be done than at present by the state, but in a way that supports markets and creates more equitable and sustainable growth. It is a win‒win.


Three Ways Women Helped to Build Today's Most Capable States

In our story of how today's modern states emerged, women have only received a passing mention. In fact, they are entirely absent from economists’ accounts of how state capability emerged in today's rich countries. The importance of society is, however, something that has come to be acknowledged, although a big debate rages. Some see the state and society as interchangeable,39 whilst others argue that they are complementary, pointing to the way in which a well-functioning and cohesive society makes for a more capable state. Johnson and Koyama pinpoint culture and civil society as two deep determinants of effective states.40 They point to a long line of thinkers who argue that ‘social capital’ is critical to the successful establishment of liberal democracy. Needless to say, the relationship goes two ways: political institutions that are corrupt foster a wider culture of mistrust and undermine social cooperation.41 The degree of internal cohesion amongst the population also affects how long lasting the state will be.42 It is, therefore, of little surprise that states have gone to great lengths to engineer a national identity. Knitting people together ‒ creating a common sense of belonging, whether through national songs and festivals or by demonizing ‘the other’ in foreign countries ‒ helps the state to hold onto its tax-raising powers and its authority. The fact that society matters helps to explain why attempts to transplant political institutions ‒ such as democracy ‒ have not always generated successful outcomes.

However, there is another underlying factor that can lead to both capable states and economic prosperity: women's freedom. Gender equality (or a lack of it) has had a powerful effect on the way that modern states have developed and helps explain why western states have tended to be less deleterious ‒ more capable ‒ than those elsewhere. Here we will focus on three particular channels: the way in which more gender-equal family systems help to foster democracy; the way in which women's freedom has led to a historical shift in the provision of care from the home to the state; and the way in which votes for women changed the priorities of the state.


1 Women and democracy

One of the great ironies of history is that the first states to develop were not those in the now rich economies but those in the parts of the world that are today relatively poor. That includes the part of the world often seen as the cradle of civilization, the Middle East. Being an early developer in state terms was, however, no guarantee of positive outcomes for women. It is precisely where states first developed in human history that we also find some of the highest levels of gender inequality today.43 By contrast, in regions in which hunter-gatherer ways of life persisted for longer, meaning that there was a longer history of gender equality, modern states formed somewhat later and in a way that proved to be less inimical to gender equality and better for long-run growth. That includes in Europe.

The relationship between the state and gender equality has been examined by Emmanuel Todd, following in the footsteps of J. S. Mill, the nineteenth-century political economist, and Susan Okin, the feminist political theorist.44 Todd notes that the state and the family ‒ the public and the private spheres ‒ are fundamentally linked. Political institutions are influenced by family institutions in a way that has long been ignored by economists. Power and voice within the household act as a model for wider institutions. Democratic government requires democratic family structures, structures that nurture democratic citizens from a young age. As Jan Kok notes, ‘[p]eople are socialized within families; it is here they learn the basic rules of interaction, negotiation, dominance and submission.’45

Not only does women's freedom push in the direction of democracy, but democracy also fed back to women. As political scientist Valerie Bryson writes of the seventeenth century, when the divine rights of kings was being questioned:

Conservative defenders of absolute monarchical power argued that the authority of the king over his people was sanctioned by God and nature in exactly the same way as that of a father over his family; this meant that ‘patriarchy’ (the rule of the father) in the home was used as justification for a parallel power in the state. Opponents of such state power, who argued that authority was not divinely ordained but must rest on reason and consent, were therefore forced to re-examine arbitrary power within the family as well: logically, it seemed, patriarchy in state and home must stand or fall together.46



As we saw in chapter 2, the way families operate differs dramatically across the world, with implications for female agency and, as a result, political institutions and markets. The more egalitarian ‒ nuclear ‒ family forms in Europe helped to not only underpin democratic states but also market activity and the types of institutions needed to support market exchange. Avner Greif argues that the weaker kinship ties in Europe ‒ a result of more nuclear as opposed to traditional family structures ‒ led people to engage with those outside the family.47 That meant building trust outside the ‘kinship’ group, which aided the development of markets and trade ‒ and the types of formal institutions needed to support them ‒ in the longer run. By contrast, in the Middle East, kinship ties were stronger, including as a result of practices such as consanguineous marriage. Greif argues that this produced a more collectivist culture, where families had strong ties with each other and didn't need to build as many with the outside world as a result. These strong family ties helped the economy in the early days of trade but, as market opportunities expanded, they became more of a hindrance.48 In this sense, we see how women's freedom ‒ itself aided by market opportunities ‒ helped to support the commercialization of the economy, at the same time fostering a democratic state and associated institutions that supported as opposed to hindered market activity. Women's freedom is key to enabling both prosperity and a supportive state.


2 The emergence of the welfare state 

Women's freedom is also relevant to the emergence of a now common role for government in the form of the welfare state. However, women's freedom helped to ensure that the welfare state developed in a way that worked with rather than against markets. Recent research has enabled us to compare welfare spending in different parts of Europe over the last six hundred years. The results suggest that ‘from a European perspective the degree to which the English state succeeded in enforcing a nation-wide tax-based system of poor relief was exceptional.’49 In the words of Johnson and Koyama: ‘The revenues generated by the increased fiscal capacity of European states after 1500 was predominantly spent on warfare rather than on other public goods … One of the few exceptions to the absence of government provided insurance or public goods was the English Poor Law.’50 The question is: why? Why did England manage to develop a welfare state so early on ‒ and why didn't it cost the economy?

The British welfare state dates back to Tudor times. At this time, local parishes used land taxes to help support the elderly and ‘infirm’, as well as chasing fathers who had abandoned their children. Although it was far from perfect, this Old Poor Law system helped to fill the hole left by a retreating family-based welfare system as economic opportunities for women outside of the home began to spread, thereby supporting the market.51 Internationally, England was something of a backwater at this time, compared with the more famous Italian city states, but internally it was becoming highly commercial.52 England was ahead of its time in developing internal markets centuries before many other European countries, in part a result of geography that was favourable to trade and of the emergence of a relatively centralized state which meant that there were limited internal barriers to trade. The welfare state emerged to pick up the slack as society began to change, moving away from traditional to more nuclear family structures, and from feudal structures to the market. It was by no means a perfect relationship (or a perfect system of welfare), as Adrienne Roberts makes clear,53 but the state and the market were already starting to dance with one another very early on, at least more so than in other parts of the world. It is, of course, by building on this history ‒ on the way in which state interventions that take on board caring activity can support as opposed to ‘crowd out’ the market ‒ that we can make further progress in the modern day.


3 Votes for women and state priorities

The expansion of the state in the twentieth century has come hand in hand with the expansion of women's political rights. That includes the right to vote. Some have argued that the correlation is far from causal, that women (at least historically) tended to favour conservative values as opposed to big government.54 Others suggest that the correlation was no mere coincidence: that the state was women's tool for ensuring their interests were met.55

As the vote spread to women in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the story goes that politicians began to appeal to their interests and that these interests were, on average at least, very much ‘left’ of their fellow men. Whilst state expansion is more commonly attributed to the rising power of the working classes, the rising power of women was, it is argued, just as important. Through the state, women could find insurance against the risk of divorce ‒ a welfare system that would not leave them destitute ‒ and employment in an expanding public sector. John Lott and Lawrence Kenny estimated that women's suffrage led to a 10 per cent rise in tax collection.56

Women were also often the very people living a life on the periphery of ‘the market’, in precisely the conditions where negative as opposed to positive effects could be felt. They were more likely to be in a vulnerable position, one which allowed the market to prey on their weakness, leading to exploitation and abuse. Not only were women acutely aware of the dark side of the market, they also saw the way in which markets failed to fully address problems such as insanitary conditions and a lack of clean water. As those historically responsible for the domestic chores, the everyday tribulations this presented would have been excruciating. Dealing with the day-to-day consequences of environmental degradation, together with time spent fetching clean water, remain big issues for the world's poorest women. For all of these reasons, one could easily equate votes for women with the vote for a more sizeable state.

However, as we saw in the previous chapter, markets can also provide advantages to women, offering a way out of repressive families and heavily gendered social expectations. A bigger state is not always better for women, which may explain why a debate still rages about whether the political emancipation of women really did lead to a bigger state. This does not, however, mean that the women's vote didn't affect the composition of state expenditure: what states chose to do with their tax revenues.57 Evidence from developing countries shows that, where women have greater influence over household spending, a higher proportion of family income is spent on necessities, education and health care.58 Furthermore, since they suffer relatively more from the effects of environmental damage, and of bigger families, their political representation has been shown to lead governments to take family and the environment more seriously.59 Super-sizing this to the level of state spending, it seems likely that the spread of the vote to women would, at the very least, have caused the state to rethink its priorities.


Conclusion

Markets and the state have long been seen as adversaries. However, the most successful economies are those in which the state and the market work in unison, allowing us to deal with the downsides of markets without throwing away the baby with the bathwater. How a country like Britain was able to develop a (relatively albeit not perfectly) capable state, one that generally worked in favour of prosperity creation, is one of the great questions which face economists today. Historians traditionally pinpoint Britain's peculiar geography and its history of having to defend itself, including against those pesky Vikings, but that is far from enough. As we have seen, just as important was the way individuals engaged on the ground, and that includes within the family. Agency and voice within the family fed through to politics and to wider commercialization.

To understand how a little island off the edge of Europe managed to build a sizeable and capable state, democratic institutions and a whirl of commercial activity, we have to begin in the home. It is also, therefore, by looking within the home that we will find the source of poverty and dysfunctional states within many poorer countries today, together with what more can be done in the West to ensure markets and the state continue to bring out the best in each other. Personal is indeed political.
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Part IV 
Humanity



Introduction

Throughout this book, I have tried to emphasize not only how crucial women's freedom is for delivering prosperity but equitable and sustainable prosperity. However, as we will see in the remaining chapters, economics is blind to women's freedom and to the associated policy implications. Gender bias is built into economics through its very choice of assumptions and approach. To see why, we need to delve into the history of economic thought; to see how economics first came to conceive of the individual, and what that meant for the direction of economic thinking from the late nineteenth century through to the present.

Despite being so commonly associated with money, economics is first and foremost about people. What's going on in the economy is the outcome of our most personal decisions: whether to go to university; whether to start a business; whether to have children; whether to take time out to look after our children; whether to rent or buy; and whether to stick to that new year's resolution to eat healthily, exercise and save more. Summed up across the population, these and numerous other decisions affect how much our economy is capable of producing, what kinds of products it produces and its ability to invest and grow. When modelling the economy, economists therefore begin by thinking about how individuals make decisions.

Now, of course, the way people behave is something that falls into the realm of neuroscientists. However, you don't have to be a scientist (or ‒ one of my favourite television characters ‒ Frasier) to ponder why we do what we do. From the moment we are born, we interact with those around us and, in an effort to prevent ourselves from being exploited, have to try to second-guess other people: if we are too friendly and trusting, we might be taken advantage of, but, if we are too cold and cruel, our reputation risks being sullied in the wider social group. Hence, in some sense, we all have to become amateur psychologists from a young age simply to successfully socially engage with others.

As a teenager, I had far too much time to ponder human behaviour. I was never part of the ‘in-crowd’ – one of the Pink Ladies or T-Birds of the kind I saw in the film Grease. You know the kind I'm referring to – the kind who rebelled by smoking behind the bike sheds, by talking back to teachers, by breaking the school uniform code, and who had a string of older boyfriends with cars and earnings to take them out (albeit, when it came to the cars, not very new ones, and when it came to the cash, sums that only really seemed impressive relative to pocket money).

The result of being an outsider, of not being involved in the everyday action, is that you're able to stand on the periphery, pondering why people do what they do. I wondered why some of my peers paid so little attention to their school work when it was clearly going to affect the rest of their lives. We were, after all, growing up in Oldham, where deindustrialization meant that job opportunities in the traditional industry were shrinking and education seemed to be more important than ever. I also wondered why people became bullies – why they would sometimes snatch the book I was reading out of my hands and tease me before losing interest and turning on someone else. Did they actually enjoy tormenting people or was it a desperate attempt to build a reputation for being tough and cool (in which case it might have left them with sleepless nights of regret)?

One particular event is fixed in my mind. It was a Whit Friday evening back in the 1990s on the edge of the moors to the east of Manchester in a bleak and hilly group of villages known as Saddleworth, where the Moors murders still cast a shadow. I was heading back home with friends after listening to the last of the brass bands playing in the local band contest. As my friends and I started to leave the crowds, we were followed by a rather tough-looking group of girls not from ‘our parts’. They threatened to beat us up unless we emptied our pockets. We knew they were serious, and so we reluctantly did as they said. I tipped out my pockets and handed over what was not much more than a few measly coins. ‘Is that it?’ the ringleader said. What she did next was a real surprise. She handed back the coins. Relieved but puzzled, I wondered if she had had a sudden burst of solidarity, or if she instead reasoned that the pickings were too small to risk being the centre of a police report. And, of course, whether she managed to maintain her tough reputation within the gang.

I might have given the impression that, in my youth, I was an island of good sense. However, looking back on some of my own decisions I am left puzzled. I was eleven when, in the course of a deep economic recession, my father's business failed and, by the time I was fourteen, my parents had separated (perhaps the only advantage of which was, rather strangely, it seemed to buy me ‘street cred’.). My teenage years were filled not only with emotional turmoil but with poverty. Most of what my mother earned paid the rent but little else. My grandparents – only on a state pension themselves – would help to top things up. The minimum wage and tax credits were introduced some time later, so there was relatively little help from the state then. However, some assistance did come in the form of free school meals. The problem was that the queue at the school to collect your free dinner tickets was so public that it might as well have had a sign over it reading ‘the needy poor’. And, to join the queue, sometimes you had to be excused from class. Of course, the rest of the class knew precisely where you were going. I preferred to go hungry rather than have to join that queue and so begged my mum not to claim. If friends commented on why I wasn't buying lunch, I would just make up an excuse: I was often, it seems, dieting. I soon worked out ways of economizing, for example, buying a pack of cheap scones from the local co-op supermarket and making it last all week for lunches. When you're hungry, you find solutions.

But why was I so ashamed of being poor that I let it stand in the way of doing what would have obviously been best for my health? It's likely cost me in the longer term, including my height of just under 5 ft. The answer is straightforward: I put some value on what other people thought of me. I didn't want to look poor. Life's not just about money, it's also about dignity. Poverty is tied up with all kinds of emotions. That's easy to ignore.

What all of these experiences taught me was that human beings are pretty complex and, more than anything else, their decisions are often filled with tensions: tensions between wanting to be friendly but at the same time having to maintain a reputation for being tough so that they're not taken advantage of; tensions between doing what's best here and now and doing what's best for the longer term; tensions between doing what they themselves want but also feeling that they need to live up to what other people expect of them; and tensions between meeting their physical and their emotional needs ‒ where the latter includes the very respect and human dignity for which we all aim.

However, as we will see in what follows, the way economists think about individuals is much simpler. We are assumed to act as little more than robots; as rational, self-interested calculators. In the next chapter, we will consider how and why these economic assumptions emerged. In chapter 9, we will see how they have been challenged by behavioural economics. In the final chapter, I will suggest that if economics is to open its eyes to gender, it needs to go further: it needs to adopt a behavioral-cum-feminist approach to human life. As we will see in the process, whilst it has become common to criticize economic thinking, these criticisms have both gone too far ‒ and not far enough. New ground now needs to be broken if economics is to take us in the direction of equitable and sustainable prosperity. Feminist economics can point us in the right direction.




8 
Me, Myself and I: A History of the Individual


To understand the economy, we need to understand people. In this chapter, I want to look at the way economists have thought about the individual throughout the ages, culminating in the individualistic ‘rational self-interested economic agent’ paradigm that still exists today. We will see that it has now become popular to critique this model of human behaviour, but there was an underlying logic to economics moving in this direction, adopting what might appear to be a very simplistic and unwholesome model. However, whilst the direction was understandable in the context of the time, it also created a problem, one that will become abundantly clear in the remaining chapters: it helped to crystallize the increasingly gendered division of the economy that emerged in the nineteenth century, one that cast men as economic actors and women as unproductive dependents.


At the Beginning

As a recent history of economic thought has noted, ‘[e]conomics is a relatively young academic discipline … Economic thinking, on the other hand, has a much longer tradition … As long as humans have lived on earth, they have resolved economic questions.’1 Markets and money can be found throughout the writings of Greek philosophers, the Bible and in the work of medieval scholars. They were, however, explored in relation to questions of ethics and justice; acquiring riches was certainly not seen as a suitable end goal for individual existence. It was, we were told, by keeping selfish monetary desires in check that a society would be able to lift itself in spiritual and moral terms. That would, at least according to the Bible, ensure that the fruits of God's earth would be sufficient to provide for the fruits of the loins. Poverty was not attributed to a lack of hard work or talent, or even to the class system, but to a lack of faith and of basic morality. Making money, such as through business and merchant activity, was frowned upon, and charity was the means by which merchants and bankers would pay for their sins.

Rather than being seen as the sum of free individuals who had their own rights, society was compared with the human body. Each social group was thought to have its own function to perform, with the aim of keeping the whole being living and breathing.2 The function of peasants was to labour to make sure that everyone was fed. The function of the elite was to provide justice and to ensure that the nation was protected from foreign incursions. The function of the clergy was to take care of spiritual and moral well-being. Mobility between groups was frowned upon; only by individuals performing their allotted functions could the whole body of society be kept alive. Responsibility to wider society was key, not the rights of the individual. Selfish desires were kept in check by the Church ‒ under threat of eternal damnation. The assumption was that individuals are inherently sinful, driven by passions such as greed, envy and lust which had to be contained by religious and moral teaching.

The Church had provided a structure within which societies functioned from the fall of the Roman Empire. However, by the sixteenth century, the modern-day nation-states began to form. In this new age of state building, a nation's ultimate survival depended not only on its moral fibre but on its ability to defend itself. That required financial means. If a nation was to acquire the riches it needed to achieve its defensive goal, the presumption was that it had to operate like a merchant. The state took control of trade in an effort to maximize the ‘balance of trade’: to sell more on international markets than the country needed to import. It was by maximizing this surplus that the state believed it could strengthen its position on the world stage. Rather than pinning their own nation's survival on the products of other countries, policy makers aimed to build independent domestic economic capacity.

Trade policy and industrial policy became all the rage as, unfortunately, did imperialism. In an effort to maximize their ‘specie’, governments used a mix of import taxes to punish and discourage imports (except those that were vital to production), and subsidies to encourage exports. They sought access to foreign lands, trying to monopolize their markets and access their produce. Colonies were acquired and vast trading companies were created alongside; the East India Company in the case of England and VOC in the case of Holland. The desires of individual consumers and of individual entrepreneurs came second to the merchant state. Merchant activity was now acceptable, so long as it was aligned with the mercantile interests of the state. Conspicuous consumption of luxuries was discouraged, portrayed as an economic evil that used up scarce foreign exchange. In other words, the moral case against greed was now also supported by economic logic. This was a time when the state could be self-interested but not the individual.

This hypocrisy could not continue. Either the state had to become ‘moral’ or a case had to be made for the self-interest which the state enjoyed being rolled out to everyone else. Before long, a radically new way of thinking about society and individuals began to emerge, one that led a number of European states along the latter path.

The Enlightenment, which gathered steam in the eighteenth century, demonstrated the power of human thought to generate an ever-improving understanding of the world around us. Reason came to trump ‘passions’. With the capacity for reason came the idea that individuals are born equal and should be free to pursue their own individual goals. Rather than expecting citizens to blindly obey, reason enabled individuals to engage in a social contract with one another, with the state acting as intermediary. Whilst Hobbes argued that this could lead us to voluntarily accept a Leviathan as a means to avoid a violent state of nature, Locke disagreed. The first duty of the state, he argued, should be to uphold the rights of individuals. Rather than limiting their freedoms, the state should be protecting them. Medieval writers had emphasized individual responsibilities towards wider society; Locke pointed to individual rights.

This notion of individual rights and freedoms could not have been more radical. The fear had always been that leaving people to their own devices would wreak havoc. How could the needs of society ‒ our need to be fed, clothed and sheltered ‒ be met simply by leaving everyone to ‘do their own thing’? Chaos would surely be the outcome of a society in which neither the Church nor the state imposed order, through either physical or spiritual threats. When Mandeville's Fable of the Bees attacked puritan values in 1714, questioning the commonly held notion that it was Christian morality that ‘held society together’ and suggesting that private vices can in fact be to public benefit, it resulted in an outcry.3

Undeterred, David Hume and Adam Smith took up the mantle. Hume argued that without the desire to acquire ever greater riches, we would be idle.4 Smith pondered how economies developed from a simple state of nature in which we spent our days hunting and gathering to one in which we were surrounded by factories, offices, new technologies and an ever expanding stream of goods and services to tickle our fancy. Drawing inspiration not only from Mandeville but also from the school of French economists known as the physiocrats, Smith argued that order, not chaos, would be the result of leaving everyone to do as they pleased ‒ so long, that is, that we were free to engage with one another through the market and the state took on the role of providing justice. Though it might not seem the most ‘moral’ of drivers, Smith suggested that the market harnesses selfishness and channels it in a direction that works in the best interests of society. The natural harmony of the market would translate individual desires into a wider social good. In his own words, ‘[i]t is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker, that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest.’5 Or, in the words of the French economist Quesnay, ‘[t]he whole magic of a well-ordered society is that each man works for others, while believing that he is working for himself.’6 Somehow, with everyone simply doing what is best for themselves – behaving as ‘rational’, self-interested and calculating creatures – we end up living in a complex and sophisticated economy with access to everything we need to live our lives. Rather than being by design or the result of some big state plan, it is as if by magic.

Smith aimed to show that individual selfish behaviour in the context of the market would not result in chaos and would in general be in everyone's best interests. However, this did not mean that such selfish behaviour had to dominate our every waking hour. His Theory of Moral Sentiments showed a different side to human behaviour, one which placed individuals in the context of a wider society and brought morality to bear on self-interest. And, rather than seeing our key goal in life as being the maximization of riches, he instead believed that we should be left to pursue whatever goals we wanted ‒ as separate individuals. By using the market, as opposed to being part of some system of state or societal control, we can more easily and cheaply meet our material needs, but that would leave more time and resources for us to fulfil whatever non-material goals we might have. Unlike in the mercantilist system, the state is not bearing down on us to produce whatever it thinks we should be producing and in the quantities that it demands. And, rather than the Church imposing its own view of what our goal should be in life, Smith believed we should answer to our inner selves ‒ to an ‘impartial spectator’ that sits inside each of us.


The Big Picture: Classical Economics

Regularly bundled into the same school of economic thought as Adam Smith is, seemingly paradoxically, Karl Marx. As with Smith, Marx took the view that, when it came to our lives in the market (if not outside), selfish behaviour rules. However, unlike Smith, he did not believe that the overall result would be beneficial for the ‘proletariat’ or even, in the long run, for the capitalist. Selfishness results in an order but one that oppresses the worker for the benefit of the capitalist and that would, he argued, end in chaos. Capitalists might feast off the exploitation of their workers in the short to medium term, but they can only do so by undermining their own future sustainability. The pursuit of profit to fund capital accumulation would eat into consumption, leading to an economy with an ever-increasing capacity to produce but without the demand needed to mop it up. An over-investment‒under-consumption equilibrium would result, and a revolution would ultimately be required, shifting the means of production into communal ownership and spreading the fruits. This new ‒ communist ‒ system would rest on individuals who were motivated by the common good. For Marx, it was capitalism which corrupted our humanity. The death of capitalism would mean the death of selfishness. Marx and the Church, it seems, have a lot in common. Whilst the Church had a moral case against selfishness, Marx had now provided them with an economic case. But, rather than seeing self-interest as inherent in human behaviour, he saw it as a product of capitalism itself. Without capitalism, the Church becomes defunct. Without capitalism, we internalize the needs of our fellow citizens.

Although they may not have agreed on the implications of individual selfish behaviour, Smith and Marx did, however, have one thing in common. They focused on the big picture, on aggregate outcomes. This was an age of revolution – of the British Industrial Revolution, in fact. Evidence from the world around them seemed to suggest that the fate of any economy was not signed and sealed; it was changeable. The rise and decline of economies ‒ and political systems ‒ was centre stage. The big picture with its focus on ‘the wealth of nations’ was, therefore, ever present. Marx simply added another dimension: distribution, or how that wealth was divided up between the classes.


The Marginal Revolution

In the latter part of the nineteenth century, economic thought underwent something of a revolution, one known as the marginal revolution. Led by William Stanley Jevons (1835‒82) in England, Carl Menger (1840‒1921) in Austria and Leon Walras (1834‒1910) in France, and drawing influence from Jeremy Bentham's utilitarianism, economics shifted away from the big picture ‒ from questions of growth and distribution ‒ towards the study of the individual. It began to analyse individual choices, attempting to quantify the notions of pleasure and pain. The assumption that we are all rational, self-interested and calculating beings formally took hold. Mathematical proofs of Smith's invisible hand ‒ of the magical properties of the market ‒ would soon follow.

According to Partha Dasgupta, this marginal revolution was economics’ natural defence mechanism against Karl Marx. By placing the individual at the centre of their analysis, economists sidestepped the need to face up to class inequalities.7 And, as the economy moved from the transformative phase of the Industrial Revolution, Dasgupta argues that the focus began to switch away from the growth of the economic pie to scarcity: to how we could best use the resources that we had (rather than assuming a world of ever-expanding fruits). In a situation of scarcity, the marginal economists argued that we had to make sure every single resource was used as efficiently as possible so as to achieve maximum ‘happiness’, where for firms such ‘happiness’ was defined in terms of profits and for consumers in terms of ‘utility’. That involved modelling individual decisions on both the production and consumption side of the economy: how businesses could make best use of the ‘factors of production’ (capital and labour), and how consumers could make best use of their resultant earnings ‒ choosing between all of the different types of products available to them ‒ so as to achieve maximum enjoyment. Self-interest again was key.

Jevons noted that the enjoyment we receive from consuming a particular product is not constant: it depends on how much of that good we have already consumed.8 Our enjoyment tails off the more cakes or crisps we consume in a single day. This led to the development of the notion of ‘diminishing marginal utility’, with which we could then model how consumers can best optimize the enjoyment they receive from a given level of income. The analogous concept of ‘diminishing marginal productivity’ was developed, suggesting that a single business would obtain less and less additional output from each additional worker or machine. Profit maximization involved selecting the point at which this marginal productivity ‒ the marginal benefit of production ‒ was equal to the marginal cost. Beyond that point, each extra factor of production would be producing too little to cover its cost. In a world of scarcity, margins mattered. That was where all of the interesting action took place in terms of ensuring economic efficiency: hence the term ‘marginal revolution’.

This individual-centred movement fitted neatly with the scientific turn that came with the Enlightenment. As science became all the rage, emotions were out and rationality was in. Society was making the shift away from seeing the world as driven by fate, magic and heavenly forces to recognizing life around us as the product of scientific laws – laws that were for intellectuals to uncover and subsequently harness for the betterment of mankind. Enviously observing developments in scientific disciplines like physics, including its ability to reduce aggregate phenomena to the behaviour of individual atoms, economics was on a quest to become ever more scientific. That seemed, after all, to be the route to earning respect as an academic discipline. Economists had previously tended to involve themselves in business and politics; now science seemed to be a whole new higher calibre of activity. The marginal revolution, which opened the door for the application of maths to economics, appeared to be the way forward.


Conclusion

Since the marginal revolution, economics has held on tight to its focus on individuals. Not only was the development of microeconomics – the study of how consumers and producers make choices – the natural result, but macroeconomics – the big-picture questions surrounding the causes of economic growth and economic crises that had long interested economists – has since been rebuilt on micro-foundations of rational, self-interested, calculating individuals.

The marginal revolution is, however, the marmite of economics. Many economists see it as the beginning of modern economics, but there are others who, as we will see in the next chapter, consider it the point at which economics began to go awry. Both, however, miss the historical context, the two prongs that were the scientific Enlightenment, with its faith in our ability to reason, and the rights-based philosophy of Locke and his followers which, when embodied in economics, culminated in economists assuming that people are rational, self-interested and calculating agents. Taken together, these two developments ‒ outside of economics ‒ had created the case for individual freedom in an age in which capitalism was fast replacing an older system of production, one in which the state and religious authorities bossed us all around.

It was on the basis of claiming that we were all rational ‒ that we could all reason ‒ that philosophers were making the case for individual freedom. And it was by showing that any resultant individual selfish behaviour, unchecked by Church and state, would not lead to complete chaos, either in our ability to meet our basic needs or in wider society, that economists were able to support this case for individuals to be freed from the wrath of the Church and the state, whether at home or in the colonies. As Mark Pennington recently noted, ‘For much of human history, the prevailing assumption has been that the social order can only be maintained by the exercise of deliberate authority. It has been the contribution of the classical liberal tradition to argue that this is not so.’9

However, if we can certainly understand the direction that economics took in the context of the time, the turn was, nevertheless, a mixed blessing. First, as we will see in chapter 9, it limited economists’ ability to understand the world, something which economists are still reluctant to admit because of the way in which they perceive alternative insights as being ‘too soft’ and ‘feminine’. Second, and as will be seen in chapter 10, whilst some harnessed individual freedom to push for equal rights and equality of opportunity for women,10 others accepted patriarchy and chose to divide up the economy into a public ‘male’ sphere, one of markets and politics where rationality and self-interest were thought to apply, and a ‘feminine’ domestic sphere in which the very opposite assumptions were thought to apply ‒ a supposed world of altruism, dependency and self-sacrifice.11 It was the sphere that economists chose to ignore at their peril.12
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9 
Humans Versus Robots: the Behavioural Revolution


In recent years, economics has faced a behavioural challenge. Neuroscientists and psychologists have questioned whether economists are correct to assume that we are financially motivated, ‘selfish’, rational and calculating. As we will see in this chapter, behavioural economics has a point: human beings are motivated by much more than money, and we are something other than rational and calculating. Only by admitting this real human behaviour can we start to answer properly many of the big questions that economists ask: why we veer from boom to bust; the causes of economic growth; and why poverty is difficult to escape. However, as we will conclude, economics has resisted the behavioural challenge for one rather foolish reason: the association of self-interested, rational and calculating behaviour with masculinity. As Jane Humphries notes, ‘[a]s long as masculinity is associated with superiority, the idea that economics could be improved by becoming more feminine makes little sense.’1


What Motivates Us?

Does money really make the world go round? Many economists model the world as if money is the key thing that motivates us, and many economic policies certainly assume that's the case. But in 1970 Richard Titmuss published The Gift Relationship, noting that paying people for their blood donations, as in the US health-care system, actually reduces the quality and quantity of blood donated, whereas in the British system there is no payment, aside from a cup of tea and a biscuit. Titmuss argued that the British system was superior because it did not rely on monetary reward. For a long time, the hypothesis went untested until, in 2008, Mellström and Johannesson published the results of an experiment. The unsuspecting volunteers ‒ undergraduate students from Gothenburg University ‒ responded to an advertisement for participants in a study relating to ‘attitudes to blood donation’. The results were telling. Of those to whom payment was not offered, 43 per cent agreed to become blood donors. When payment was offered, the donation rate was lower, at 33 per cent. However, when the researchers offered a payment option that was more flexible, allowing the money to be donated to charity, the donation rate jumped back up to 44 per cent.

What is interesting is that when analysed in terms of pure rationality, there should be no difference in the last two scenarios: if you receive payment, you can still donate to charity, whether or not you are directly presented with the option. Clearly, however, people were put off by the idea that they might be seen by others to be giving blood for financial benefit. Behavioural economists have therefore distinguished between intrinsic and extrinsic motivations, where intrinsic motivations represent our attitudes and internal goals and extrinsic motivations represent the incentives we are given from outside sources to do something we might not otherwise wish to do (such as financial payment for our time, or public gratitude for a good deed). They note that extrinsic motivations such as money can crowd out intrinsic ones, meaning that money is not always the best motivator.

In addition to being motivated by more than money, experiments have shown that human beings also have an inherent sense of fairness. Perhaps the most famous example is the ultimatum game, a ‘game’ played between two individuals. Each individual is anonymous in the sense that they are not able to see each other or interact. The intention is to remove any social influence on the outcome of the game in an effort to reveal how we behave as isolated individuals. One individual (the ‘proposer’) is given a set amount of money (say, US$100) and has responsibility for deciding how to split that money between themselves and the other individual (offering anything between US$1 and US$100 to the other party). This other individual (the ‘responder’) can then either accept the proposed split or reject it; if they reject it, neither person receives any money.

Now, if proposers act in a purely rational, money-driven way, they would propose a split in which they keep US$99 and give the other party a miserly US$1 (or whatever the minimum possible figure is). This is because, if you believe people are rational, self-interested and calculating, it would not be sensible for the responder to reject any positive pay off (no matter how small); something is always better than nothing. However, the most common offer is a split much closer to US$50:US$50, and offers of less than US$30 to the second party are regularly rejected when the game is played.2 In other words, people are happy to reject low offers – to effectively accept a financial loss – in an effort to punish someone they think is behaving ‘unfairly’. The implication is clear: people do not only value money; they value fairness, and they want to feel respected.

Another popular game ‒ the public goods game ‒ also serves to reveal that we are much less self-interested and more ‘pro-social’ than economists have assumed. Suppose five volunteers are each given an initial sum of US$10 and have the option of contributing to a common pool (think of it as being a pot in the centre of the table). As in the ultimatum game, the volunteers cannot see each other and do not know the decisions being made by anyone other than themselves. However, what they are told is that any money added to the common pool will be multiplied by three and then shared out equally five ways. Faced with this situation, how much would you decide to contribute to the common pool? Well, if you acted as an economist supposes, you would likely reason that for every US$1 you put in the pot, you will receive only US$3/5 (i.e. 60 cents). As a result, the rational and self-interested thing to do is to keep the initial US$10 and contribute nothing. Of course, if everyone donated the whole of their US$10 to the common pool, they would all leave with the maximum amount possible: US$30. However, on an individual level, it is not rational to donate your own money but instead to hope that others will do so. The result is a ‘free-rider’ problem, where no one contributes and everyone is worse off as a result. As it turns out, when the game is played, people regularly donate around half of their initial sum to the common pool.3 Furthermore, if the game is played multiple times with the same people, and they are each given the option of punishing anyone who does not ‘cooperate’ ‒ but at a cost to themselves ‒ they regularly do so.4 In other words, within human groups there seem to be strong incentives to cooperate ‒ and to punish those who do not. We need to go beyond money if we are to understand human behaviour.


How Rational and Calculating are We?

Economists’ starting point is that we all know what is good for us and are capable of achieving it. We don't need a ‘nanny state’ to help us make decisions. If we overeat, under-save or partner up with the ‘wrong’ person, the problem is simply one of too little information. All the state needs to do is to make sure that we have the right information. By assuming that we can all behave in a rational and calculating way, there is no additional need for intervention; the state cannot possibly be expected to lead to better decisions than those which we can make on our own behalf.

Herbert Simon argued that in the real world people possess neither the full set of information nor the time required to make the ‘best’ choice.5 Furthermore, the human brain is limited in terms of its ability to process and weigh up all available options. Rather than being fully rational, Simon proposes that we are ‘boundedly rational’. In the words of one writer, we should ‘[t]hink of the human brain as a personal computer, with a very slow processor and a memory system that is both small and unreliable’.6 As a result, people often fall back on ‘rules of thumb’, what are known as heuristics, which render all the decisions in our daily lives much less complicated and time-consuming. However, whilst these heuristics make our lives easier, they are often not perfect and can lead to fallible decisions. For example, rather than going through the mental effort of working out which is the best-value supermarket, visiting each one to weigh up the various offers, we tend to return to the same supermarket we visited last time. This rule of thumb creates what has become known as the ‘status quo bias’. Other rules of thumb were revealed in a series of experiments conducted by Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky. These show our natural tendency to jump to conclusions, to place excessive weight on our own experiences and to look only for evidence which confirms our beliefs (ignoring evidence which does the opposite).7 The implication of these biases – biases created by the mental shortcuts that are hard-wired into our brains – is that we tend to be resistant to change, overconfident and stubborn and, as such, make decisions and act in a way that is not always in our own best interests.

We all know that sometimes our ‘heart’ tells us one thing and our ‘head’ tells us another. Daniel Kahneman argues that our thinking processes involve two ‘systems’.8 System 1 in the limbic region of the brain performs the ‘thinking fast’ part of our activity; it is associated with emotional (‘hot’) activity – it is intuitive, happens with little or no consciousness and is effort-free. System 2 in the prefrontal cortex is the ‘thinking slow’ part of the brain, where conscious and calculating activity takes place. For most of the time, System 1 – and not System 2 – is in charge, which accounts for why we so often fail to behave in the way economists predict.

To see the everyday battle in action, neuroscientists like to scan our brains. One group of researchers wired up volunteers to examine how the brain reacted when faced with the choice of receiving a US$20 voucher to spend today or a US$30 voucher in two weeks’ time.9 The results were revealing. The offer of US$20 today stimulated activity in the emotional part of the brain, but the option of US$30 in two weeks’ time stimulated action in the calculating part of the brain, leading to an internal conflict. One option delivers instant gratification, satisfying our ‘emotions’, but the other seems more sensible from the point of view of the calculating part of our brain.

Two important findings have resulted from this work. The first is that we sometimes make decisions automatically, without really thinking about them. The second is we are strongly influenced by our emotions. There are, however, times when automatic and emotional behaviour can be helpful.10 Although our System 1 brain is responsible for many of our mistakes, it is also responsible for much of what we get right. After much experience, it can produce ‘expert intuition’ of the kind that is invaluable to medics and firefighters who need to react to complex situations with great speed. Making decisions automatically and with emotion can have benefits, which might explain why our brains have developed to work in this way. Many common psychiatric disorders, such as obsessive-compulsive disorder, arise when we employ too much careful calculation and deliberation. Furthermore, individuals who lack the emotional – relative to cognitive – input in decisions often find decision making more difficult and are not always very good at it. If we can't ‘feel’ an outcome, we can end up making decisions that we see in retrospect are wrong.


Why Behavioural Economics Matters

Behavioural economics has become all the rage in policy circles and has resulted in a number of recent Nobel prizes in economics. Policy makers have also begun to adopt its policy implications, in terms of ‘nudging’ us out of behaviour that is bad for us. However, whilst such interest might lead one to think that economists’ way of thinking about individual behaviour is being transformed, according to David Levine, Professor in Economics at Washington University, ‘nothing could be further from the truth’. In fact, he has written a whole book on the matter, asking ‘Is behavioural economics doomed?’11 So why, despite all of the evidence, has mainstream economics not embraced a more realistic set of assumptions about human behaviour in an effort to build a better understanding of the economy?

The typical answer is that building models will always require some form of simplification. Assuming human beings are self-interested, rational and calculating might be a little far-fetched, but it at least captures some important aspects of human behaviour. To assume the opposite would seem foolish. As the Nobel prizewinning economist Milton Friedman once famously noted, if we want to formulate a model which helps us to explain the actions of a snooker player, we will arrive at the most accurate predictions if we build the model assuming that the snooker player has a good grasp of physics, meaning the ability to calculate the trajectory and speed needed for each shot. A more realistic assumption would likely lead to worse – not better ‒ predictions about how the game would be played. What matters, in other words, is not whether a model has realistic assumptions but how accurate its predictions are relative to alternative models.

In the real world, emotions, irrationalities and fallibility certainly exist, as any economist will happily admit, it's just that they don't think that those elements of behaviour are particularly relevant to understanding the economy. Economists, after all, focus mostly on markets, and it's commonly thought that in markets there is no place for emotions, vulnerabilities and weaknesses – the market compels everyone to behave in a selfish, rational and calculating way; otherwise, they will be swept under ‒ they will be bankrupt.

The ultimate test, therefore, of whether economics should embrace real human psychology is whether it would make a substantial enough difference to the way we think about the economy. As we will see below, it is in fact impossible to answer many of the big questions that economists face without relaxing the homo economicus assumptions.


1 The causes of economic growth

The market is where most economists begin when they seek to explain the creation of economic prosperity. Markets are argued to harness our self-interest, encouraging us to invest and invent. This works in the form of carrots and sticks: markets create potential customers and therefore a potential financial reward in the form of profit; the competition they bring pushes entrepreneurs to keep costs low and increase their productivity, meaning we get the best product at a reasonable price. Perhaps naturally, therefore, rational, calculating and self-interested behaviour has come to be seen as an important driver of economic prosperity.

Now, at the very centre of economic growth is technological change. Typically, we think of this as a response to the potential financial reward on offer in terms of higher profits or a valuable patent. However, as Joel Mokyr has pointed out, many of the technologies associated with the Industrial Revolution would not have taken place had inventors been purely driven by financial self-interest.12 The patent system was expensive and cumbersome and few inventors actually profited from it. It was only in view of the fact that we overestimate our own chances of success that the system stimulated invention. It is not cool, calculating robotic behaviour that leads people to start new businesses and develop new technologies or new ideas; it is the (irrational) human element. As Keynes neatly summarized it, ‘[i]f human nature felt no temptation to take a chance, no satisfaction (profit apart) in constructing a factory, a railway, a mine or a farm, there might not be much investment merely as a result of cold calculation’.13

In fact, non-financial motives are just as important as financial ones. Technological change rests on improvements in science. Rather than private financial gain, scientific advances often have at their roots a desire to wipe out pain and suffering, simple curiosity, or the hope of recognition from colleagues. These motives can represent a much more powerful inducement and reward than money, bringing the social regard and ‘warm glow’ that would not have surprised Smith. The Enlightenment movement – commonly seen as giving birth to modern science – involved scientists coming together, cooperating to help make the world a better place, not for financial gain but for the public at large. Still today, this motivation drives the efforts of many scientists. Private-sector activity might rely on profit-driven self-interested behaviour, but it draws upon the ideas and innovations of scientists working with very different motives. Interestingly, as psychologist Teresa Amabile has shown, attempts to incentivize creativity and independent thought through financial rewards, regular evaluations and competition can in fact hinder rather than help.14 Although conventional economics can teach us the importance of science and technology (and who would be surprised by that), its simple conception of human behaviour cannot explain it, or indeed help us to encourage it. That's a big problem, given that science and technology are so central to economic growth.

In addition to the sphere of production, there is another sphere which is equally as important for economic growth but which economists increasingly chose to ignore: reproduction.15 Although economists regularly talk about the ‘accumulation of capital’, the accumulation of people – which combines with capital – also requires attention. In macro models, people need to be treated as an output as well as input, as in the pioneering feminist macro model constructed by Elissa Braunstein, Irene van Staveren and Daniele Tavani, which integrates unpaid work ‒ that generates people ‒ with the more usual paid work.16 An economy can only thrive if it has a stock of well-functioning and productive individuals, historically the product of good parenting and women's reproductive and nurturing work, much of which takes place within the home. Here, money is not the driving force; rather, as Sabine O’Hara argues, it is care, altruism and love. By reducing human beings to robots, economists have ignored all of the work which goes on behind the scenes, outside of the market. They have taken for granted women's hard labour and devalued work within the home, where it is not carried out for financial reward.17 As Folbre notes, whilst behavioural economists study norms of trust and reciprocity, they would do well to also look at norms of care and obligation.18


2 From boom to bust: explaining the business cycle

Most explanations of the business cycle revolve around the idea of ‘shocks’. The assumption is that, left to its own devices and without interference from government, the economy will be more or less stable. Markets should clear, ensuring that everyone who wants a job has a job and that every firm is able to sell whatever it wishes to produce. If the economy goes into ‘recession’, it is assumed to be the result of an outside shock on either the demand or supply side ‒ to the amount people spend or to what the economy is capable of producing. The best way of insulating our economy from boom and bust is, therefore, to make sure that markets are flexible so that they can adjust quickly to such shocks.

John Maynard Keynes, Cambridge's most famous economist, is also often associated with the ‘shock’ explanation, particularly demand-side shocks: changes in investment, consumer spending, export demand or government spending. His most significant idea was that economies can fall into recession as a result of a reduction in any of these components of demand. Since Keynes put forward his theory of the business cycle in his General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money, economists have turned his insights into a mathematical model. They have shown that so long as prices and wages are free to adjust, the economy should quickly return to ‘equilibrium’ following a shock to demand.

However, by turning Keynes's insights into a full-blown mathematical model, economists have left out what Keynes really thought about the economy. Rather than seeing the economy as naturally stable, Keynes instead thought that instability was inevitable. Whilst economists have modelled his insight with the notion of demand ‘shocks’ to an otherwise stable system, Keynes had something altogether different in mind: an ‘unknowable’ future that makes rational, self-interested and calculating behaviour of the kind economists assume very difficult, if not impossible.

Keynes made the point that when we decide how much to invest (or to spend), we have to try to predict the future: the likely path of our future earnings and the likely returns from our investments. But, because the future is unknowable, it is impossible to make accurate assessments. We are, at all times, walking into the unknown, making decisions based on little knowledge. The result is that we regularly simply assume things will carry on as ‘normal’ and follow the crowd. We jump on bandwagons, fearful of missing out on something, overconfident one moment and overcome by panic the next. The spirit of the group will regularly take hold – what Keynes called ‘animal spirits’ – leading to waves of optimism and pessimism that destabilize the economy. Human behaviour is both erratic and open to social influence. Psychology and sociology both matter.19


3 Personal finance, poverty and social mobility

Only by recognizing that humans are human can we start to understand many of the everyday challenges we face, challenges which have a major impact on our lives, on our personal finances, on our health and on our emotional well-being. Behavioural economics suggests that by uncovering the part of our human flaws that are systematic (that are ‘predictably irrational’), policy makers can work out ways of ‘nudging’ us into making better decisions.20

Architects have always known that our surroundings can have a big effect on the choices we make. When designing office buildings, they will, for example, use an open-plan layout in places where human interaction aids the exchange of ideas and, where it does not, make sure that bathrooms are easily accessible so people do not waste time bumping into colleagues. Behavioural economics similarly argues that we can design ‘choice environments’ that make it easier for people to make the ‘right’ decision. Those responsible for positioning food items at the supermarket check-out desk and in school canteens can, for example, ‘nudge’ us to make ‘better’ choices. Furthermore, when it comes to saving schemes and pensions, rather than asking us whether we want to opt in, we should instead be asked whether we would like to ‘opt out’, the idea being that doing what is ‘right’ is much easier if it does not require action. Evidence suggests that opt-in schemes produce an enrolment rate of around 60 per cent but opt-out schemes lead to a much higher enrolment of 90‒95 per cent.21

When employed by the state, in what Cass Sunstein and Richard Thaler have called ‘libertarian paternalism’,22 this will not be costly to the taxpayer and will not involve limiting choice or prohibiting certain goods. In other words, it will not impinge on personal freedom and does not mean bigger government – just better government.

According to Sendhil Mullainathan and Eldar Shafir, self-control of the kind needed to maximize our long-term well-being becomes a particular problem when our minds are occupied with other things such as work deadlines or financial stress.23 That can create vicious circles of deprivation. Many of the concerns we regularly face as human beings can easily come to dominate our lives. This can have an advantage – it can help the brain to work out a solution – but it also comes with a major negative: it deprives us of the mental energy needed for everything else. Our brains ‘tunnel’, ignoring things that are outside the problem at hand. The result is that we give in to temptation, snap at our children and become forgetful. This is a particular problem as so many of the decisions which have a positive effect on our long-term well-being require continual vigilance and self-control. Eating healthily, keeping fit, taking medication, keeping our skills up to date, nurturing our relationships and saving for the future are all cases in point, making them difficult to achieve when we are financially stressed. By contrast, many of the decisions that have a negative effect on our lives are one-offs; signing up to a costly loan is all too quick and easy and seems to provide an instant fix when our minds are dominated by a particular problem. Poverty ‘taxes the brain’, making digging ourselves out of it all the more difficult ‒ and, one might therefore say, all the more important for governments to take it seriously.

Tackling poverty requires economists not only to pay attention to psychology but also to sociology. That includes what other people think of us. As I found out from my own experiences of living below the breadline, human dignity and respect are just as important as money ‒ perhaps even more so when you are poor. Where claiming benefits is public, as was the case with free school meals in my own youth, people may go without in order to preserve what they see as their self-respect. The result can be long-term damage to health and well-being. And, where they are unable to access the financial resources they need, individuals find other ways of earning respect from their peers. Unable to participate in ‘normal’ society, they create their own, along with a sense of purpose and belonging. Respect is, of course, central to gang culture. George Akerlof and Rachel Kranton have researched the power of identity, noting that seemingly perverse behaviour ‒ including behaviour that can cause us pain ‒ can be explained by our desire to belong and to signal that we are part of a group.24 The resultant social structures can, however, affect the ability of particular individuals to make the jump to ‘normal’ society, either because they become socialized to value whatever the gang values or because building life outside comes with severe punishment.

One way in which I saw the forces of psychology and society at work in my own local community was through a process that I will call careless talk.25 Put yourself in the situation of being a young person from a working-class community who is thinking of applying to a top university. Just when you are building the confidence to make an application, someone scuppers it by saying, ‘Why bother? You know you won't make it.’ Of course, one such statement is not really a problem. But when it becomes frequent, that is a different matter. Careless talk succeeds in knocking the confidence of aspiring young people and making them imagine that even if they were to be successful, they would be excluded or laughed at. I can tell you that the only reason I ever felt ‘left out’ after leaving my home town was a result of paranoia – a paranoia brought about by others which took a while to shake off.

From my own experiences at least, it seems clear that young people with the ability to succeed can encounter everyday resistance from those around them, rather than from those at the top (with whom, to be honest, they rarely come into daily contact). However, the idea that communities can damage their own members might sound rather paradoxical: after all, why would a community want to discourage its most talented from succeeding? One possibility is that communities aim to keep their members grounded – to prevent them from becoming ‘too big for their boots’. This chimes with the work of the anthropologist Richard Borshay Lee, who found that the hunters of the indigenous !Kung community he studied were subject to ridicule if they returned with a big kill.26 This ridicule served to prevent arrogance, helping to preserve social harmony. Another possibility is that careless talk forms part of a self-defence mechanism – one that can help people who do not move ‘upwards’. None of this is to say that communities are in any way malicious. However, what is perhaps true to say is that people can sometimes have a strong incentive to champion, propagate and magnify what they might not realize are ‘untruths’, with the unfortunate and entirely unintended effect of limiting social mobility.

In economics, it has become normal to blame poverty and the lack of social mobility on economic factors, such as the ‘hourglassing’ of the economy, the ability of richer families to give their children additional support and a lack of funding for schools or welfare. However, to truly understand such important issues, economists also need to rethink the assumptions they make about human behaviour.


Conclusion

By leaving human reality in the cold, economists have not only oversimplified the world but have limited their ability to understand it. However, resistance to behavioural economics doesn't merely reflect the ghost of Milton Friedman's snooker player. Another ghost has been hanging over economics since its early days in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when reason began to trump emotion and science began to trump the arts. It is the ghost of macho man.27

When economics set out its formal assumptions about economic behaviour at the time of the marginal revolution, society was developing rather set views about men and women. In the words of Lord Henry in Oscar Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Gray, ‘[m]y dear boy, no woman is a genius. Women are a decorative sex. They never have anything to say, but they say it charmingly. Women represent the triumph of matter over mind, just as men represent the triumph of mind over morals.’ Emotions and irrationalities were (wrongly, of course) cast as female, and reason and calculation ‒ so revered by the Enlightenment ‒ as male.28 Diversions from ‘rational, self-interested and calculating’ behaviour were therefore thought to be ‘soft’ and ‘unrigorous’.29 The idea of independence was glorified and associated with men; that of dependence was despised. The autonomous self became the ideal, not the connected and supposedly ‘female’ self.30 Furthermore, since economics has been defined much more by its approach ‒ by the application of its standard assumptions ‒ than by its subject matter, it ‘makes economists particularly reluctant to admit dissent which challenges their approach, for this would threaten a methodological unravelling that would leave them naked in the world’.31

Although economists aimed for a ‘scientific approach’, they were far from objective. When the subject was fast developing in the nineteenth century, it was against the backdrop of an economy in which the Industrial Revolution was pushing women out of the workplace and into the home.32 With the gendered divide now erected between the market and the home, economists increasingly focused their attentions on the market. When it comes to the market, it is difficult to prize anything other than self-interested, calculating and rational behaviour, so such assumptions seemed entirely justifiable ‒ that is until we realize that the sphere of market production is only one half of the story. The activities taking place outside the market, which also depend on care, love and altruism, are just as important for understanding economic success (and failure).

However, rather than incorporating non-market activity into economics, or questioning society's heavily gendered assumption that the home is female and paid work is male, many economists actively contributed to the growing sexism within society.33 That includes leading economists associated with the marginal revolution: Alfred Marshall, who argued in favour of ‘family wages’ for men, and F. Y. Edgeworth, who argued that women and men should not be paid equally for equal work.34 Through the support they gave to sexist practices, economists have actively contributed to gender inequalities. And they employed economic theory to back up their arguments. In the words of Michele Pujol, Marshall ‘opposes employment for married women’ and gave his support to the practice of paying women less than men for exactly the same work so as to keep them in the home ‘to enhance the environment in which male workers and their children live, and to generate greater health, character and ability’.35 Women's work, he argued, created a negative externality that must therefore be discouraged. A woman's individual freedom came second to what he thought was best for society as a whole. Needless to say, it serves to show the risks of ignoring individual freedom when judging what is best for society.36

Economics, to borrow the words of Jane Humphries, was ‘not only made by gendered subjects but it made gendered subjects’.37 It's time for the subject to free itself of its masculine biases.38
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Economics Meets Feminism


Behavioural economics has provided a powerful critique of economists’ assumptions about individual behaviour: that we are rational, self-interested and calculating. It is, as we've seen, impossible to get to grips with big economic problems without relaxing these assumptions. However, as we saw in chapter 8, the assumptions were not made without justification. They grew out of two philosophical revolutions taking place in the nineteenth century: the idea that we could all ‘reason’ and a belief in individual rights. To model the economy as if people were not rational would have undermined the case for individual freedom. Given that the state and religion had shackled the masses for centuries, and that they were only just starting to break free and take control of their lives, that would have been a dangerous course. Although behavioural economics is, of course, right to point to the need for economists to adjust their assumptions, we should not lose sight of this deeper point ‒ or of the fight for individual freedom that gave rise to those assumptions. One might argue that critiques of economics have gone too far, but in this chapter we will see that there is also a sense in which they haven't gone far enough. Economists need to pay more attention to three things in particular if they are to fully comprehend the causes of poverty and prosperity: the body, family and society.


The Body

In the eighteenth century, Mary Wollstonecraft, who penned what is commonly seen as the first celebrated piece of feminist writing, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, wrote with passion in a letter to the former Bishop of Autun:

Consider, I address you as a legislator, whether, when men contend for their freedom, and to be allowed to judge for themselves respecting their own happiness, it be not inconsistent and unjust to subjugate women, even though you firmly believe that you are acting in the manner best calculated to promote their happiness? Who made man the exclusive judge, if woman partake with him the gift of reason?1



At this time, women were assumed to be fragile, emotional and irrational creatures. According to Wollstonecraft, this impression was not only wrong, it had resulted from their unequal treatment. This unequal treatment meant that ‘their minds are not in a healthy state’. In resisting the fight for votes for women, the anti-suffrage movement relied on propagating the idea that women were mentally incapable of rational and reasoned thought. They argued that women's ‘natural’ capabilities were in providing moral and emotional support for their families; that men and women had different but complementary abilities.2 Women's political freedom thereby rested on making the case that women were rational self-interested beings ‘just like men’.

But precisely because freedom was initially thought of in the context of men's lives, it was inevitable that something would be missing: women's bodies. In the words of Lucy Stone, a prominent US feminist of the mid-nineteenth century, ‘[i]t is very little to me to have the right to vote, to own property etc., if I may not keep my body, and its uses, in my absolute right.’3

Given its neglect in concepts of freedom, women's control over their fertility has always been controversial, even amongst economists like Malthus who highlighted the problem of excessive population growth.4 Birth control pioneers, like Marie Stopes and Margaret Sanger, were viewed with suspicion and even faced the wrath of the law. The battle for a woman's right to control her own body has certainly not been easy, and it is still very much ongoing. In some countries the state's hold on women's bodies is so strong that even a miscarriage brings a risk of arrest. Rich countries are unfortunately not immune. Freedom to access technologies such as abortion continues to be restricted and, even where they have such freedom, women regularly face abuse for accessing them. Paradoxically, some of those most vehemently in favour of individual freedom are the very same people who move to deny women's bodily autonomy.

Economists tend to assume that we can each freely make choices and that we carefully think about every decision. That should be no different when it comes to having children. In fact, given the impact on our lives, it should be even more the case than when choosing a car or what to have for dinner. But, according to US data, amongst young unmarried women, 60 per cent of births are the result of unplanned pregnancies.5 In the United Kingdom, for young women in the 20‒24 age group, the proportion of all pregnancies that are planned is less than half, standing at around 40 per cent.6 This means that the majority were either unplanned or fall into the mysterious category of ‘ambivalence’. For women aged 16‒19, the situation is even more worrying, as only 12 per cent of pregnancies are planned. Globally, the average is almost one in two.7 Given the costs of raising children, which exceed £200,000 per child in the United Kingdom in modern money, each addition to the family makes a big difference, never mind an extra two, three, four or more children. If we are to make sure that women have control over their lives, much more needs to be done.

Comparing our lives today with those of our female ancestors shows just what is at stake.8 When I was a child, my grandmother used to tell me stories about her own grandmother who, like me, was small, slight, had long hair and was good with numbers. As it turns out, although her mental arithmetic might have put her at the top of the class, she wasn't so astute when it came to choosing a husband. You could say that the man she married loved drink quite a lot more than he loved his family. My great-great-grandmother gave birth to more than ten children, including at least six boys and, so the story goes, she would regularly send two of them to wait outside the local pub to beg their father for money before he spent it all at the next pub. After years of abuse, she finally got her own back: when her husband tried to escape wartime conscription on the basis of what he claimed was a disability, she secretly told the conscription officers that they should wait for him outside the pub the next evening. Needless to say that he didn't remember to limp in the right way after an evening of alcohol. She was finally free ‒ in one way at least.

Seeing your own children go without must be one of the most heartbreaking feelings any mother can experience. Without the benefit of modern-day contraception, women like my great-great-grandmother must have felt entirely out of control. Every time she missed a period, she must have realized that there would soon be an extra mouth to feed, meaning spreading her earnings ever more thinly and reducing the portion sizes for existing children.

We all have stories like these, and we all know what a difference the welfare state could have made. Child allowances, paid to the mother, free health care and maternity benefits could, I'm sure, have transformed her life along with those of many others. What such personal stories also reveal, however, is that there is another cause of poverty. In the case of my great-great-grandmother, it's easy to see that freedom to control her own fertility would have transformed her life just as much as the welfare state ever could. Feeding, clothing and nurturing two, three or even four children instead of ten or more would have made an immeasurable difference to the family's standard of living. Giving women the power to control their own fertility is not just about rights for women, it is also about giving families what they need to keep the wolf from the door, affecting the lives of the boys and girls of the next generation.

As we saw earlier, at the root of the West's economic riches was the way in which late marriage restricted fertility. The fact that female bodily freedom has been limited for most of history helps to explain why economic prosperity is so rare ‒ and so recent. With women lacking control over their wombs, it's not that surprising that the human race was, until recently, condemned to a life of dearth and deprivation. We tend to assume that poverty reduction has been a result of ‒ depending on whether you are right or left leaning ‒ capitalism or the welfare state; from the point of view of women, control over their bodies must surely be near the top of the list. And, as we saw earlier in the book, the lack of freedom for women in poorer countries not only affects their home economies but also has serious adverse spillover effects on richer economies, including on their wages, inequality and economic growth.

If economists truly want to make the most of their homo economicus assumptions, they need to bring women's bodily autonomy into the picture. Rather than simply assuming individual agency, economists need to do much more to address the lack of it – and be cognisant of attempts to restrict it, even in rich countries.


Family

Economists like to divide the world up in a very simple and straightforward manner. It is a world consisting of twin spheres: the market and the state. It is a division that underpinned the great showdown between capitalism and communism and that led to the notion that to make the market work better we need to shrink the state.

Political thinkers and economists alike have been reluctant to delve beyond the public sphere, believing that life outside is personal rather than political.9 As we have seen, economics developed at a time when the home and the market were becoming increasingly segregated along gender lines, which led it to prioritize the market and to fail to properly consider the important interactions between the two. However, as feminists know well, personal is political. It is fundamentally necessary to understand what happens in the private sphere if we are to understand what is happening in the economy overall.

In A Treatise on the Family, the economist Gary Becker decided to take a walk into this unknown territory, applying market concepts to the family.10 He modelled the family as if it were a business – one in which people think about efficiency and make calculated decisions about whether to get married, how many children to have and whether to go out to work or stay at home. He argued that traditional gender roles – the idea that men go out to work and women remain in the home – were the result of an efficient process of specialization.

There is, however, a fundamental flaw with this Becker-led way of thinking about the family, an approach which has become known as New Home Economics: the assumption of altruism. Although economists assume self-interested behaviour in the public sphere ‒ in markets and in politics ‒ they are seemingly happy to assume completely the opposite in regard to the family: that the family works harmoniously as a unit to maximize ‘household’ utility.

The reality is that we cannot assume that family members are altruistic towards one another. Accepting that is key to understanding where poverty and inequality originate. As we saw in part I, for many of the world's poorest women ‒ in the past and in the present ‒ marriage is not a free choice. The resultant dynamics of family life are, therefore, highly unlikely to be altruistic. Instead, the family becomes the site in which inequalities are propagated and poverty is passed on from generation to generation. That's even the case when marriage is a free choice, when who is earning what can soon start to affect who in the household has the biggest say. Only by understanding this can we even begin to get to grips with the challenges faced by women and the way these interact with the wider economy. Little wonder, therefore, that economists’ forays into the home have come under fire from feminist economists, including Nancy Folbre.11

Folbre has developed an alternative to Becker's altruistic model of family life.12 In an article entitled ‘Exploitation Comes Home’, she applies Marxist thinking to the household. In contrast with Becker, Marxist feminism sees the family as a hotbed of conflict. Family harmony is not taken for granted, and decisions made by individual members cannot be automatically treated as ‘efficient’. The relationship between the patriarch and other family members is seen as analogous to that between a capitalist and workers: imagine all family earnings and resources going into one pot, from which all members receive just enough to subsist, with the ‘surplus’ accruing to the patriarch. Although this might seem far-fetched, it is not entirely amiss.

Take the example of my own grandparents. Their life was pretty typical of working-class families in the north of England. However, despite working full-time, my grandmother was solely responsible for all of the household chores and raising the children. In return, she received a weekly household allowance from my grandfather, as was fairly common in those days. This was topped up by my grandmother's own earnings and, where necessary, she would take on extra work, such as cleaning jobs in the evenings, to make ends meet. The rest of my grandfather's income was spent on himself, on things like cigarettes and bingo. Only when my grandmother accompanied him to a meeting to discuss his pension entitlement, for which he thought her mathematical eye might come in useful, did she realize the full extent of the discrepancy between what he had been earning and his ‘housekeeping’ contribution. Funnily enough, he was a lifelong socialist and yet, rather ironically, had been treating his own wife and children in the same way that he thought capitalists treated their workers.

Of course, not all families are the same. In fact, as we've seen, the way families work exhibits tremendous variety across the world.13 That variety includes how new couples are formed in the first place ‒ the extent to which it is the choice of the individuals or that of their families; whether marriages are expected to be within or outside the family; whether newly married couples are absorbed into an existing household or form their own household; whether assets change hands upon marriage, and women's status in regard to property; how children born outside of marriage are looked upon; whether there is an onus on younger generations to care for older generations within the home; and how inheritance is dealt with. All of this, however, matters deeply for the autonomy of women.

Gender equality and associated prosperity cannot be achieved when there are so many restrictions on women's freedom that come from within the home. The gender gap in the market will not close until it also closes within the home. But, it will not close within the home unless it closes within the market. Where there are fewer market opportunities for women, more demands will be placed on them within the family, and, where that's the case, the more restricted they become in terms of their ability to achieve their potential in the public sphere. In other words, gender inequalities within the home and the marketplace act to reinforce one another. That explains why gender inequality can be so difficult to beat and the prosperity that builds on equality so difficult to bring about. However, economic policy makers can make a difference, if only they open their eyes. Giving women more rights over household income has been shown to have a significant effect on the welfare of the wider family, leading to greater spending on basic facilities (such as toilets), health care and education.14 Sadly, in the case of Britain, we seem to be moving in the opposite direction. The new benefits system is one that pays benefits into the bank account of the chief income earner (typically male), increasing rather than decreasing their bargaining power at the cost of their partner.15 Economists still need to open up life within the home if they want to defeat inequality and poverty.


From Family to Dependency

As we have seen, agency is central to economics. People are assumed to be free individuals, interacting anonymously through the marketplace. The notion of being a dependent is largely alien, and the phrase ‘dependency’ carries with it some rather negative connotations. However, whilst the majority of us spend a large portion of our lives directly contributing to the economy in a financial sense, from the time of our birth to the day of our death we each face numerous periods of dependency, from infancy and childhood to periods of study, pregnancy, illness, unemployment and old age. Dependency is as much a fact of life as death and taxes, and it leaves us vulnerable ‒ a vulnerability with which women have, historically, been intimately familiar. In the words of Avner Offer, ‘[i]n these circumstances there may be no agency, no two feet to stand on, nothing to sell, no bargaining power, and restrained cognitive capacity.’16

In ‘traditional’ societies, dependency was dealt with by the family. The family was, in a sense, the original welfare state.17 One of the major restrictions on women's freedom is a set of social norms premised on the idea that women exist for the care of others within the family. However, this reality is made invisible by economics. Whilst economists measure and model those who receive direct monetary reward for their work, they ignore unpaid labour, and it certainly hasn't been thought worth including in national economic accounts.18 And, they model labour as an input into production, ignoring the fact that labour is itself an output of another production process, one involving reproductive and caring labour.19

According to Sabine O’Hara, ‘care’ is in fact central to all economic activity. The market and the world of business does not (and cannot) exist in a vacuum.20 It depends intimately upon life outside of the market: on the care provided within families and communities (which, for example, serves to provide a healthy and well-functioning workforce); on the state of trust within society; and on our ability to sustain the natural environment. Economists' neglect of this dependency of markets upon non-market activity ‒ and the human dependencies within it ‒ has resulted in an undervaluation of the contribution of family, society and the environment to our economy. The problem is that care depends on all of those things that economists typically ignore: reciprocity, altruism and responsibility for others.21 Economists cannot get to grips with care until they become more flexible in terms of the assumptions they make about human behaviour.

Only in recent decades, as more and more women have joined the labour market, have economic policy makers been forced to face the problem of dependency in terms of increasing demand for child and elderly care services. In the past, society burdened women with the responsibility of care by restricting their freedom outside the home.22 The question it now confronts is where it wishes to go from here: how will we manage dependency? Assuming it away, or assuming that we can all cope with it privately by taking out insurance and pensions, fails to get to grips with a vital part of human existence and would likely leave women juggling both paid work and care. Given the big changes taking place in the economy, politics and society ‒ the ‘rise of the robots’, the ‘gig economy’, the ageing population and restrictions on immigration ‒ this is a question that is in fact becoming more, not less, pressing. And it's one that should be thought of as central to many of the problems we now face: stress; fertility falling to below population replacement levels; low wages in the care sector; the gender wage gap that results from the unequal distribution of care; and a slowdown in productivity and economic growth as the care economy expands.

Amongst feminist groups, there is an increasing call to treat care, including child care and elderly care, as part of the economic infrastructure that should be funded by the taxpayer. That's because children do not just represent a private benefit for their parents, they are also a public good, without which human life could not continue. That means whether or not we ourselves choose to have children, we all have a stake in ‒ and a responsibility to contribute towards ‒ the care of the next generation. Furthermore, if we ignore care, it will only serve to perpetuate gender inequalities within the home, inequalities that in turn erupt in the market, costing the economy. Realistically, leaving care to the market either means leaving care to women or leaving the ‘needy’ without support.23 Finally, as Susan Himmelweit argues, we cannot just treat care like any other good or service. There are three features that distinguish care: it ‘involves the development of a relationship’; ‘caring responsibilities and needs are unequally distributed’; and ‘social norms influence the allocation of care and caring responsibilities’.24 All of this means that leaving care entirely to the market can only be expected to produce problems. One thing is for sure: the current approach to the provision of care is not working. Hence we are facing a ‘crisis of care’.25

Having made the case for state intervention in the realm of care, we must also add a note of caution. Socialist societies from the time of Robert Owen have frequently aimed for the complete socialization of care. But the end point of this approach was the destruction of the family.26 This drive to eliminate the family is visible throughout Soviet architecture. Housing designs included communal dining rooms and shared laundry facilities. According to Engels, the family is the last vestige of a bourgeois society; it directs our actions inwards, rather than outwards for the common good. It encourages us to pursue private property and to think in an individual-centred way. Socialists argued that the joys of sex were constrained by our concern for the consequences: the need to feed the resultant mouths. By socializing care, socialism promised a society free of individualism - and with freer sex.27


Society

As far as economists are concerned, individuals are born into the world with their own well-developed tastes and preferences. We then engage with each other through the market, doing the best we can to achieve those exogenous needs and desires. However, feminist thinking highlights the fact that being human involves a process of socialization, of being socialized into the family and community.28 Our preferences and desires are not, therefore, exogenous and independent; they are in part socially constructed. By assuming they are stable, economists accept rather than seek to explain gender differences: they attribute gender differences in pay, in the choice of occupations and in the gender division of domestic labour to the different ‘tastes’ of men and women.29 And, by adopting a bargaining approach to explain economic outcomes such as pay, they ignore the difference between the actual value of work and its perceived value, with work that is labelled ‘female’ carrying lower rewards.30 As Frances Woolley notes, if we are to fully explain women's disadvantage, we need to endogenize tastes by recognizing the role of society.31

From Mary Wollstonecraft and Simone de Beauvoir to more recent writers such as Nancy Folbre and Clare Chambers,32 feminists have long pointed out that what men and women want from life is framed by a socially constructed view of gender roles: that, for example, men should earn and women should be carers. Wollstonecraft writes that ‘men endeavour to … render us alluring objects for a moment; and women, intoxicated by the adoration which men, under the influence of their senses, pay them, do not seek to obtain a durable interest in their hearts, or to become the friends of the fellow-creatures who find amusement in their society’.33 Or, more simply in the famous words of de Beauvoir, ‘one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.’34

What such writers tell us is that our preferences and desires are created through our interaction with society. Importantly, they ‘internalize’ power and status structures. What we think we want in part reflects what society wants us to want, whether that is to be a domestic goddess or a high-earning financier. Cultural norms and values can affect and constrain our decisions in obvious ways, but they can also do it in these much more subtle ways: they can become internalized.

The idea of socialization suggests that a focus on individual agency and ensuring equality of opportunity is not sufficient for women's freedom. Women may feel that they are freely ‘choosing’ to do particular things ‒ whether that be to choose concealing or revealing clothing, or to aspire to become a housewife or a page-three girl ‒ when in a different world they may have chosen to do something else entirely. Where constraints are internalized rather than externalized, they can be all the more difficult to budge. Doing so requires more than giving individual women the freedom to choose; it is also necessary to tackle the big picture, the wider structures of society.

This, of course, helps explain why patriarchy can be slow to change. It also accounts for why when change does happen, it cannot be understood in terms of a ‘rational, self-interested calculating’ being. Naila Kabeer notes that collective action is necessary for ‘social transformation’.35 Alice Evans notes the importance of ‘norm perceptions’ ‒ of what we think other people think is acceptable. Since most care work is undertaken behind closed doors, it can therefore be difficult to change the perception that care work is ‘for women’ (and is ‘unmanly’). Visibility is therefore key to change.36

However, although it is easy to accept that society can have a powerful influence on our individual choices, the policy implications should not allow others to override the individual preferences of women. When taken to its extreme, the notion of socialization can be used as justification to force individuals to do something against their will – ‘for their own good’. That includes western authorities banning women from wearing headscarves or western feminist groups campaigning against sex work. Here the assumptions of mainstream economics ‒ that of ‘rational, self-interested and calculating’ beings ‒ can in fact help to rein in such thinking. People are, quite simply, assumed to know what is best for themselves. That might be missing something but so too is the opposing view, one which can lead us to incursions on women's individual freedom. Ultimately, we must walk a fine line between the two.


Conclusion

In this chapter we have seen both the benefits of and limitations to women's freedom of economists’ concept of individuals as rational, self-interested and calculating beings. From a feminist point of view, the problem with economists’ assumptions is something other than that identified by behavioural economics: rather, it's the neglect of the body, the family and society.

The historically male concept of freedom has resulted in a neglect of women's bodily autonomy, including their freedom to control their own fertility. This neglect of fertility leads us to the second problem with economics: its neglect of family. In the words of Michelle Baddeley, ‘[t]he standard assumption in economics is that we all behave as if others do not actually exist as individuals’.37 The private sphere of life has, sadly, been seen as entirely separate to the economy. In recent years, economists have, of course, tried to make some connection between the individual and society, developing the notion of ‘social capital’. Furthermore, behavioural economics is increasingly noting the power of social influence, turning to sociology and not just psychology. However, the gender element has been largely ignored.

Once fertility, family and society are brought into the picture, we see the way in which our decisions are shaped by numerous tensions: between what we want and what society expects; between our own inner interests and those of the people we care about; between our need for autonomy but the reality of dependence; and between our hearts and our heads, or our brains versus our bodies. This means that to fully understand the economy, we need to think about both sets of polar extremes: individuality and relationships; independence and dependence; and reason and emotion.38 Rather than opposing one another, the mainstream neoclassical economic model of human behaviour and the behavioural-cum-feminist one need to come together: it is by considering the life that goes on between the two, rather than at the extremes, that we will be able to build a better understanding of the economy, one that can help deliver equitable and sustainable prosperity.39
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Conclusion


Deep within the entrance hall of the Woolworth Building ‒ one of New York's oldest skyscrapers and a living monument to American capitalism ‒ is a golden mosaic. At the very centre can be found the goddess of commerce, flanked on each side by two men on bended knees presenting the goddess with the transport innovations that first enabled globalization: the ship and the railway. Although the mosaic might suggest that feminism and economics are natural bedfellows in the heavenly world of the gods, it is not the case here on earth. As we have seen throughout this book, when it comes to almost all of the big questions ‒ from the causes of prosperity, boom and bust and inequality to debates about the state and the market ‒ economists’ neglect of sex and gender is severely limiting their ability to find the right answers, or to design and deliver appropriate policies.

As we saw in part I, where we looked at the causes of prosperity, the now popular story of how the West grew rich is largely one of male inventors and industrialists, with female liberation presented as a mere by-product. However, the truth is that women were equally important in the rise of the West; it's just that their role has gone relatively unnoticed. At a time when women's rights and freedoms are under attack in large parts of the world, the role of women in creating successful economies must now be recognized. If there is one key difference between the West and ‘the rest’ that can help explain their relative fortunes, it is women's freedom.

Advances in women's freedom were central to the story of how the West grew rich, feeding through to affect all the factors that drive economic prosperity: technology, savings, skills, entrepreneurism and even democracy. Until greater economic significance is placed on gender equality as the cause ‒ not consequence ‒ of economic success, women's freedom will not be given the importance it deserves, and gender inequalities will go unaddressed. That includes unequal access to markets and resources, the inadequate birth control and unequal distribution of care. If policy makers in poor countries want to identify the obstacles in the way of their own country's growth, they only need to look inside their own homes.

As we saw in part II, if we want to explain the conjunction of a slowdown in western economic growth, together with rising income inequality, we also need to bring women's freedom centre stage. It wasn't so long ago that the world was divided into two: in one half, women had at least a reasonable degree of equality and, with it, an economy on a relatively sound footing; in the other, women had, on average, far fewer rights, even bigger families to take care of, and both they and their economy paid the price. As the world has gone global, these two very different equilibria have been forced together, with the latter acting to undermine the high-wage equilibrium of the former. It is little wonder that western working-class wages have stagnated and income inequality has rocketed. In time, one would hope that women's freedoms would expand across all countries, meaning that we can all converge on the high-wage high-freedom equilibria, and then we can return to the virtuous circle that once existed between rising wages and rising productivity.

However, as we saw in chapter 3, we cannot assume that gender equality is on a naturally improving trend towards full equality. Gender inequality has risen as well as fallen throughout the course of history. Today, birth control is underfunded, leaving many of the world's poorest women without access to the vital supplies they need.1 The UN Family Planning Agency faces a US$700 million funding gap.2 Even in the West, women's freedoms ‒ including their access to birth control ‒ are under threat. So too is their liberty to dress as they wish ‒ whether to fully cover or reveal ‒ and, as we saw in chapter 5, their freedom to monetize their bodies in the same way that they can monetize their brains. We must not be complacent that women's freedoms will forever increase or that women always know what's best for other women. When it comes to policy, we must make sure that women are free to make their own choices, whether or not other women (or men) like the choices they make. The emphasis of policy should be on opening up options for women ‒ not closing them down, such as by making access to birth control more difficult, banning clothes that are either too concealing or revealing, or criminalizing the buying (or selling) of sex.

Sex and gender equality are not only relevant for prosperity and inequality, they also have a bearing on perhaps the greatest challenge we face in the modern world: the depletion of our environment. Despite the fact that the world has been able to sustain an ever-expanding population for the past two centuries, there is a limit to how many people we can realistically fit on the planet without it costing the natural world. Given that it is the world's poorest women who bear the brunt of environmental damage, gender and the environment cannot be separated.3 Indeed, feminist economists have drawn parallels between how the economy ‘free-rides’ on the ‘free labour’ provided by women within the home and how it behaves likewise in regard to the natural world. Addressing environmental issues is often seen in terms of wind farms and other such technologies. However, reproduction is just as, if not more, relevant. As we have seen throughout this book, where women have complete control over their own bodies, they make fertility decisions of their own choosing that, by happy coincidence, fit much more neatly with the ecological limits of the planet than when they have no such choice at all. Birth control is essential to saving the planet and yet, as I have already noted, remains significantly underfunded.

Throughout our discussions, we have seen both the virtuous and vicious dynamics that are at work when it comes to gender and the economy. The gender gap doesn't just reflect gender inequalities; it also feeds into them, making it more likely that women retreat into the home and men become the main income-earners. Equality within the home cannot be achieved until there is equality in the market; however, in turn, equality in the market is difficult to achieve when there is still so much inequality within the home. This serves to explain both why economies can seem trapped in situations of gender inequality but also why, once things start to change, positive feedback effects are created that serve to bring about relatively rapid improvement. And, once gender equality does improve, it places the economy on a stronger footing and, if properly channelled, in turn feeds back to further aid gender equality, creating a further virtuous circle. Trying to get the process started, as happened in north-western Europe in the centuries before the Industrial Revolution, is the tricky part. However, as we have seen throughout, markets that provide opportunities for women are a vital part of this story.

Access to markets is key to providing women with an escape from social practices that stand in the way of their freedom. We have seen the way in which opportunities to engage in paid labour brought about radical changes in family life in Britain, including in the elimination of early marriage, all of which culminated in the Industrial Revolution. Access to markets, which in turn requires access to resources, education and training, is equally vital for women in poorer countries today. Evidence suggests that gender inequality is significantly lower in parts of China where more job opportunities have historically been available for women, such as in the cotton textile sector.4

This does not, however, mean that markets are perfect. To make the most of markets, we also need to be ready to question the laws, regulations and institutions that underpin them, all of which can themselves embody heavily gendered social norms. That includes revising property law, family law and employment law, and improving women's political representation so that the experiences of women do not fall under the radar. The expectation that unpaid care is ‘women's work’ remains a major problem in almost all rich economies, something which policy could do much more to address (or at least not perpetuate) through taxation and welfare systems. When ushering in change, we have, however, to be aware of ‘unexpected consequences’ if we are to ensure that policies to ‘empower’ women do not backfire. For example, changes in inheritance law have been shown to increase the murder rate of female family members,5 greater access to reproductive technology (such as abortion) has resulted in women being put under pressure to abort baby girls,6 whilst increasing labour market access can increase the total amount of work expected of women (giving them a ‘double-shift’ of paid as well as unpaid work) and has even been shown to increase domestic violence.7 Many of these effects are precisely the opposite of those predicted by economic models. If such adverse effects of gender equality policies are to be avoided, complementary laws may need to be adopted, such as those tackling violence against women. However, men also need to be brought onboard, and social norms need to be tackled ‒ and this may be best done through popular culture rather than by economic policy. The way men and women's ‘roles’ are represented in everything from soap operas to advertising can greatly affect what men and women expect of one another, creating a feeling of anxiety when their socially constructed identities are challenged.8 To improve gender outcomes in poorer countries, a ‘big push’ is therefore required to target social norms at the same time as women's access to the market is enhanced, and the foundations of the market ‒ its laws, regulations and institutions - are reformed to eliminate gender bias. This big push can help limit the backlash effects, leading to a total effect that is more than the sum of its parts. A half-hearted approach, tinkering here and there, cannot be expected to deliver material change.

As we saw in part III of the book, feminist thinking has a lot to contribute to debates about the state versus the market, highlighting both some under-appreciated downsides as well as some under-appreciated upsides. Feminism has a lot to offer, wherever you are on the political spectrum. Perhaps the single greatest contribution from feminist scholarship, relevant to rich as well as poorer countries, is to suggest the addition of a vital third sphere to our thinking about state and markets: the domestic sphere.9 It is a sphere that dramatically changes the way we think about the trade-offs between markets and the state, suggesting that they can in fact be complementary rather than conflicted. Only by addressing the ‘crisis of care’ ‒ the way in which the economy depends on ‘free labour’ within the home ‒ can we achieve more equitable and sustainable growth outcomes. When the state cuts back on spending, as has been the case with structural reform in poorer countries and austerity in richer ones, it cannot keep expecting women to pick up the pieces. There is a lesson to be learned from chapter 7: a higher level of women's freedom helped the West to build relatively capable states, ones in which the state and the market worked with, rather than against, one another. Further such progress can still be made on this score today, both at home and abroad.

Altogether, if we want a more prosperous economy, and also one where that prosperity is sustainable and equitable, economists need to start recognizing the transformative power of women's freedom ‒ and doing more to support it.

I first began studying economics because I wanted to answer big questions. I wanted to understand the sources of prosperity and poverty ‒ including the economic decline and destitution which surrounded me when I was growing up. Having lived through my first experience of boom and bust in the late 1980s and early 1990s during a recession that hit my parents’ small business particularly hard, I also wanted to discover whether instability was inevitable, or whether, having seen the human toll, there was anything more that policy makers could do about it. When studying for my A-levels between the ages of 16 and 18, I devoured the works of the classical economists on the bus back and forth to Oldham Sixth Form College. I remember exactly where I was on that bus the first time I opened my library copy of Adam Smith's Wealth of Nations. I was hooked. It led me on to an economics degree at the University of Cambridge. Before long, however, I realized that what I was being taught in lectures wasn't quite what I had been expecting. Where were the big debates? Where was the intermingling of society, politics, history and philosophy of the kind needed to truly understand economic outcomes? I spent most of my time applying maths to simplistic models of decidedly un-human behaviour ‒ and increasingly so with every year.

At this time, in the late 1990s, feminism was not, however, at a high point. After all, we had all been brought up ‒ thanks to the Spice Girls and their ‘girl power’‒ to assume that we women had the same potential as the boys we studied alongside. However, as the years went by, and as shown throughout this book, I increasingly came to realize that to answer all of those big questions, it was necessary to think about both sex and gender ‒ about both the biological and socially constructed differences between men and women. The more I began to confront the inequalities between men and women, the more I realized that feminism had passed economics by. It was as if the women's movement had never happened.

So why has economics failed to embrace feminism, and how, going forward, does it need to change if it is to become more open to feminist concerns? Well, let me present a humble manifesto for change, containing four simple and very achievable demands.

	1 Re-centre economics on content rather than on approach. Economics might make more progress if, as is the case with almost every other academic subject, it was defined less by an approach ‒ one that involves applying the assumptions of a rational, maximizing and self-interested economic agent to situations of scarcity ‒ and more by its actual content. If this were the case, then the vast human activity that takes place outside the market, and yet is nevertheless essential to the economy, along with the broader connections between the public and private spheres, would in turn become an essential part of economics, rather than being either ignored or left for non-economists to consider. As things stand, they remain nowhere to be seen in the common core of material included in an economics degree.

	2 Increasing interdisciplinarity. One cannot understand the workings of an economy ‒ including what makes it poor or prosperous ‒ without also knowing something about history, about society, about philosophy, and being cognizant not just of class but also of gender and race. This means that economics needs to become much more open and interdisciplinary, as the student-led groups Post-Crash Economics and Rethinking Economics have called for. Economics needs to stop seeing itself as ‘the king of the social sciences’. It needs to refrain from its historic academic imperialism, from seeking to bring its insights to bear on every subject, without listening to and learning from what those other subjects have to offer in return. One study of bibliometrics data found that the top articles in politics and sociology reference economists between five and eight times more than the other way around.10 Economists’ interactions with other academic disciplines need to be two-way; not one way. But that will only happen once economists come to respect other disciplines.

	Rather than appearing dull and dry, as a branch of applied mathematics, economics could be much more exciting than it is at present, bringing together all of the many aspects of human life in order to think big thoughts about poverty and prosperity. Markets, the state and society are fundamentally linked. If we are to understand the multitude of connections between them, we need to see them in the round, rather than to separate them out and treat them as three different spheres of study, with concrete walls dividing them. Breaking down these walls would help us to appreciate, as I have tried to emphasize throughout, that the market is not an independent entity. The rules by which markets operate, and the agents within them, are the product of the state and society. Markets can be ‘made’, and they can also be made to work better for those involved. In the process of doing so, however, economists cannot escape difficult ethical and philosophical questions or social assumptions and taboos. Those include the notion that the sciences are superior to the arts, that the brain is superior to the body, that care is women's work, and that sex and women's bodies are sinful. The latter holds the key to tackling so many practices that curtail women's freedom, from restrictions on women's work and mobility that aim to preserve their sexual honour through to FGM, restricted birth control and clothing that is intended to disincentivize sex.

	3 Economists, including feminist ones like myself, need to spend more time listening and less time talking, not just to policy makers and businesses, but also to those on the periphery of what we think of as ‘formal’ economic activity ‒ immigrant labour, welfare claimants, workers in sweatshops overseas and sex workers. By listening, we can learn; we can learn things that can help us develop a much better understanding of poverty and prosperity, and what policy changes are needed to improve the lives of those who are, sadly, all too regularly ignored. And, in the vein of ‘feminist standpoint epistemology’ (of women speaking up), it can also help us to challenge the social order.11

	Sometimes even small changes can make a big difference. Take the simple administrative mechanics of the welfare state, not something that economists would normally consider but which can affect poverty just as much as the size of benefits themselves. Whose account benefits are paid into ‒ the main income earner or the caregiver ‒ can, for example, have powerful effects on the lives of women.12 How long it takes to receive benefits after making an application also has big effects on how ‘risky’ it is for an unemployed person to seek and accept work, work which increasingly comes without a long-term contract, or for an abused woman to leave her partner. When it comes to taxation, whether taxes are paid at the level of the household or by individuals can also make a big difference to women's lives. Where women are secondary as opposed to primary income earners, but taxation takes place at the household level, the effective marginal tax rate they pay is higher, as their partner's higher earnings take them beyond the lower tax threshold. This may help to equate incomes between families, but it acts to widen the gender gap within families.13

	4 Economics needs to admit that it displays an aggressive form of masculinity ‒ and so does economic policy. Macho biases are, as we saw in part IV, interwoven throughout the whole fabric that is economics, a fabric that is all too often assumed to be ‘gender neutral’.14 These macho biases deeply affect everything from what economists choose to measure and study to the assumptions they make when modelling the economy and the methods they most value. As we have seen in the course of the book, the most popular measure of all ‒ GDP ‒ ignores both the vital contribution made by care to the economy and the sustainability of the growth process. Taking these things on board isn't simply a matter of tinkering at the seams. Calculations suggest that unpaid work alone amounts to some 20‒50 per cent of GDP,15 and that, once we adjust for well-being and sustainability, the performance of the economy in the last few decades looks nowhere near as impressive. Economic change can bring a dark as well as a positive side and, unless we force ourselves to capture the former as well as the latter, we risk not only reducing rather than enhancing our standard of living but depleting the economic foundations on which future prosperity will be built. Rather than taking for granted existing economic measures, economists need to spend more time reflecting on how we choose to measure the economy.

	When it comes to assumptions, economists have prized the autonomous independent agent, ignoring or downplaying the human connections between individuals, meaning that difficult questions ‒ of great relevance to the economy ‒ have been sidestepped. How, for example, should we deal with the situation of dependency that we all face at different stages of life? By failing to address the reality of dependence, we have been left with an escalating ‘crisis of care’ including not only the ‘problem’ of elderly and child care but health problems associated with juggling too many balls, fertility rates that have fallen below replacement levels in many western countries, and low pay for those working in the care sector. Many of today's economic problems ‒ and its environmental ones ‒ are rooted in a failure to deal with dependency.

	In the words of Jane Humphries, ‘Feminist economics requires the central character be changed from the autonomous, isolated agent who needs no social contacts to a socially and materially situated human being.’16 By assuming away the connections involved in human life, economics has ignored many of the real-life economic challenges that face us all every day.

	According to Paula England, economists have not only neglected dependency but have also placed ‘the independent self’ on a pedestal.17 Caregivers are cast as detractors from economic activity and are regularly presented as a potential pool that can be tapped in an effort to push up GDP, ignoring the fact that they are already contributing to the economy.18 Although the feminist project has often been interpreted as one in which women achieve the same degree of independence as men, a world in which we are all independent is impossible. Achieving gender equality should not be about ‘making women like men’, as if what is considered masculine is somehow better, but about both men and women meeting in the middle. As Nancy Fraser argues, that means we all need to contribute to care, not just women and not just mothers.19 Without it, there will be no future generation. There will be no future economy.

	The world of work can no longer continue to operate on the assumption that we all have someone at home to press our suits, do the dishes and look after the kids whilst we stay at our desk and work late. According to Fraser, it is not single mums who deserve to be cast as free riders, but the men who have for decades shirked their caring responsibilities, piling them onto their partners whilst they themselves relish the public glory and power that paid work brings. The same applies to the companies whose profits have been built on all of those same invisible behind-the-scenes women ‒ the women who have given birth to the workforce and who have spent years turning out their partners clean, tidy and well fed every day. Policy needs to recognize the current conflicts between the workplace and the home, and the deeply ingrained gendered assumptions about work and care. Policy ‒ including that of austerity ‒ also needs to be aware of its own gendered consequences. As Diane Elson has argued, the domestic sector cannot be assumed to be a ‘bottomless well’ that can automatically pick up the slack when governments decide to cut back on spending. Unless it receives inputs from other sectors to match the outputs that it provides, care resources are depleted ‒ and so too is the base for all other activity.20



By continuing along its current path, economics has succeeded in one way at least: in making itself much less relevant to people's lives than it truly deserves to be. If taken seriously, this four-point manifesto would give economics a renewed power, the power to become a more flexible, more human and more useful discipline. By feeding through to policy, it would not only improve the lives of women the world over, it would also serve to bring about more equitable and sustainable economic outcomes for us all.

Robert Solow, Nobel prizewinner for his work on the causes of prosperity, allegedly said that ‘everything reminds Milton [Friedman, a fellow Nobel prizewinner] of the money supply. Well, everything reminds me of sex, but I keep it out of the paper.’21 This is precisely why economics is failing. What economics needs is not the X-Factor. It is the ‘Sex Factor’.

I fell in love with economics as a 16-year-old girl growing up in a deprived part of deindustrializing Manchester in the 1990s. I am still in love with it today, despite nearly falling out of love with it at university. Economics is my life ‒ and always will be. I just wish that it loved me ‒ as a feminist ‒ back in the same way.

Perhaps one day it will be unnecessary for me to appear naked at the Royal Economic Society conference in an effort to draw attention to the elephant in the room: economics has a serious sex problem ‒ a problem about which economists remain in denial, and which has restricted economic growth, increased inequality and damaged the planet. It has hurt us all.

Until economics faces up to its problem with sex, I will just have to keep on making the point in every way I know how ‒ with and without words.


Notes
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