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ABSTRACT

This paper puts recent feminist theorizing about “care” within an economic
context by developing the concept of caring labor and exploring possible
reasons for its undervaluation. It describes the relevance of tensions
between neoclassical and institutionalist thought, as well as between
pro-market and anti-market views. The final section explores the impli-
cations for feminist public policy.
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The man who only lives for making money,
Lives a life that isn’t necessarily sunny.
Likewise the man who works for fame.

There’s no guarantee that time won’t erase his name.
The fact is, the only work that really brings enjoyment
Is the kind that comes from girl-and-boyment.
Fall in love, you won’t regret it.

That's the best work of all if you can get it.
Holding hands at midnight, ’neath the starry sky,
Nice work if you can get it,

And you can getitif youtry...

(Nice Work If You Can Get It, by George and Ira Gershwin,

© 1937 Chappell and Co. (Renewed)
All rights reserved by permission)

Despite its name, this famous jazz standard isn’t really about work atall, at
least not as economists define it. It never refers to dish-washing or
diaper-changing, the kinds of tasks that most of us would happily pay
others to do for us. Rather, it suggests thata particular motive for work —
love — is intrinsically superior to the desire for money or fame. Like many
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songs lxa and George Gershwin wrote during the Great De
detends ﬂ“d“ m ﬂlt dictates of the marketpla -prlc“i"". i
Mwa mdn.ghlnmccwrk because it is carin ‘(,"
s pays well, depending on whose hands onc i holding. 14 = Bt
something of paradox for economists. If caring is its own By
aot command an €CONOMIC returm. But if caring labor :rd ' I neeq
sic return ““ wiﬂ it persist? If the economic costs of cac.cc""‘& no
_! ‘t supply of it dedine? These are questions that ccono:,r'lg BOup,
eericalybeen reluctant 10 3ddress. They are, however, quitc rejcyan.
Uuﬂ* m “w‘h \\'hx‘:h feminist economists, in 1. ldw;"”
are concerned: pay equity, the valuation of non-market wor'k a:\):j

: A8 |
15 'X)\(.\

l'li(‘ul-,“
Breate,

1 this paper, | define ‘caring labor,” discuss several different re;
?,a-:?muﬂ, and explore the pqssnbxlity that the cxp:“&.(_)m

wa.-nm. : d.mny::iuoc its supply. The firs( sc::f"”
‘ﬂd'P. m. taxonomy stresses the importance of iy
rd’i}:&mﬁi’ of labor. The second section shows Ull_u-

- M. : momln. economic theories help cxplair; w;dl
anng .M:II! W._It also questions whether J
appropriate response is simply (o stop caring. The third section dis. the
some of the more important implications for feminist public poncycusscs

1. THE CONCEPT OF CARING LABOR

:':—M-Smnc:nnglyfond offhe m!“m," but have yet
svsemancally ﬂ»ﬂﬂl!_ economic o implications.® Joan Tronto writes
b‘tqﬁ - ‘nvdvem taking the concerns and needs of the other as ;;
r action.” The very concept threatens the underpinnings of
famciion that does ot incinde lﬂymﬂ:cnnm:: s
S 2 = = other peo &
*.qaﬂydn‘:’mdehsmmedmfzmﬂy‘ But mn’ngpim Pl]'e :
4 " phes

A. A definition

:-..n g iamlhac?xw many different connotations.
‘;u-:“ (.E:) upaaﬁc activities (such as child care or
_hm“. a5 f?dlng cared for). Virtually any form
‘-UIU &wd ‘caring” in the sense that it results in activities
w‘ M’ 0 othat.. Itcould be defined quite broadly, since
virtually - Ahm, m.wm rooted in the provisioning of human
exmerer M& € about many things other than people:

“!uhwd da;:man. the:r principles, and so on.
chalienge phrase lies in its emotional connotations, as
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Jabor distinct from that which most economists g
:‘m" output per hour. Because [ want to pur:::ll":: 'f: e
M on caring as concern for others, and want to aqkmlr:“
- es its supply, I will focuson motivations, and use the term s
denote a caring motive: labor undertaken R,
Wlﬂ “ 4 out of affection or a sense of
mm[ardhl.fptfﬂl. with no expectation of immediate pecuniary reward.*
-nnarins motive is particularly crucial to meeting the needs of i
: chil-
dlﬂcdd“ly' the sick and other _dc'pcndcnu. but is by no means restricted
10 these Also, there is a quuncu'on between motives and effects: a
person may undertake a certain task out of love or caring for anolh.cr
That does not n.coessanly mean that the other person feels “cared
for.” In fact, the attenuons may actually be unwelcome. Alternatively, a
peﬂon may feel noreal affccu?n or emotion, yet still succeed in providi;ug
cre. For instance, 2 well-lra.mcd but ill-humored nurse may provide
better medical care than 2 loving parent; a dispassionate but skillful psy-
.+ rrist may muzge feelings of despair better than a loving spouse.
Buteven if anng labor does not always provide the best care, we expect
“mﬂmmhnon between the two, especially when part of the task is to
make someonc feel gared for, rather than simply to change the bedpan or
.Pplyathcory. Within the general category of emotional needs there is at
Jeastone that cannot be adequately met by labor supplied only for money
Love cannot be bought. g
;mes, the motive for engaging in a certain activity affects the
quality of the service being provided. Consider Richard Titmuss’s classic
research on the blood donations for transfusions.” In an era when the
ity of blood was difficult to monitor, he found that countries that
relied on voluntary donations of blood, like Great Britain, fared much
better than those, like the United States, which paid donors. People who
ve blood for money were more likely to lie about their medical history
and less likely to offer uninfected blood.
ing caring labor as “undertaken out of affection or a sense of
‘tv for others, with no expectation of immediate pecuniary
» excludes labor that is of fered onlyin response to wages. However,
it does not exclude all labor in wage employment, because some people
don’t work for money alone. Nor does the definition exclude any
particular category of tasks, because one could engage in an activity that
does not involve any direct care of people (like cleaning up toxic waste)
that is nevertheless motivated by a desire to help others.

B. Comparison to related concepts

tasks that women often specialize in, such
diverges from many related terms in the
such as “family labor,” “unpaid labor,”
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labor,” 'heX-affccliw:' production,” or “so
emphasize the location or type of work in ﬂl“"ls epry

M

,yn‘ .n-ec:-dyhcauneit focuses on motives i Cp
" 'es, caring labor can . Ara (e
both men and women, the market and the family, pm:f:c"ﬁ“"lﬂy::,
reproduction 4 On anq
caring have been embedded in the treatmen,
"Nt of

Often, concepts of n

related cONCEPLS. xarl Marx, like the other classical political econgpy;

ressed the dist between prqducpon for use and produc Omiss,
exchange. Production for use implies cdrcumstances in which qun for
ducer has control over his or her own means of production 1€ pro.
motivated by direct need for the p.n.)duct. This does not nec and js
involve caring labor. For instance, raising food for one’s own co essarily
tion, or pronding the services necessary to reproduce one's ow'r‘ISump.
power are requirements of subsistence. No love or affection or s’:nl:cbo;

0

responsibility whatsocver need be involved. Still, Marxists have

assumed that for use is more likely than producti often
exchange to be motivated by caring. on for

The neadml wradition, which takes utility maximization as j

ugpmanﬂcxiplymmmodzzcminﬁnine number of distin o
matives for labor. But it does not offer an adequate conccptualizatioCuvc
o e e T
ml'-l: olf O Yacy A m(slally constructed. Neoda;sical
¢ . to lump all non-pecuniary preferences together, and
“—;F: - motivations in a;nm of prcferer_wa. Most would interpret
i e Protebly biologically

C. A typology of caring motives

Bat altruism is i
=i only one of three possible motives for caring labor, which
indude long-run reciprocity and the fulfillment of obligati
S % c nt of obligation or
wy“ ; phrase “no expectation of immediat i
: e it ! € pecuniary
eicited by long-run 'W’- = terest. Caring labor may be
-:_:’m reciprocity of either tangible or
Reaprocity is 2 much looser
z—, akes lacein al:lom ofwel::hznge th?n that which
uah markets, b’“!ndl X baledon.unplicit. rather
are quite III!I..E i:'ﬁ"‘d: Ywmmtdnomﬁemt'wn. Sometimes
MM“M“‘WM You areyf e
-.-,u' 4 fep: i e orme,.andlll care for
s tobreak d miflhe lupomibilny' 2 oster reciprocity, though
reliability can be P“’b‘mnyin o, paybac.kdedines.
situation where two Fﬁ:ﬂmpw oﬂ‘mif:hd a prisoners’ dilemma, a
better ey cooperate (or care), but

~ne
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fear the od'lﬂ' mll fail to cooperate (or care). Social norms can hel
O et coordination (or caring) fajlurc'. The perceived probabilit ; Ft)'
fo will affect the supply of cooperation and/or caring. It is cmga(;
*ssing and ful to care for someone if they don't care for you. —
1t wnd of fznng labor is entirely unrelated to coordination
, based on interdependent preferences that take an altruistic
Fomwm~ That is, one gets pleasure from other people’s well-being; making
scher Pe e happy makes one happy. This is caring in the most
: onal sense of the word, the type of caring that often characterizes
and kin, but is by no means restricted to families. Altruism does

ness: the c.lcgrec of altruism may vary considerably
Jative weights assigned to other people’s prcfercnccs'
, 9 And altruism may be partially endogenous; the

oref erence itself may be extinguished by punishment. "’
Virginia Held offers an example of this motivation in her description of
RS intention and goal of mothering: “to give of one’s care without
ining a return of a self-interested kind. The emotional satisfaction of
a mothering person is a satisfaction in the well-being and happiness of
ther human being....""' Genevieve Vaughan generalizes this mo-

tivation with her writings on the “gift economy.”'*

A third type of caring labor is based, not on preferences per se, butona
moral category of obligation or responsibility. A mother does not always
upinthe middle of the nighttotend toa crying child out of altruism or
affection; sometimes she gets up simply because she takes it to be her
mpomibiﬁty-“ One could, of course, describe fulfillment of an obli-
or a meta-preference, but doing so trivializes the

gation as a preference,
ligation as a moral category. 14 Economists are fond of an

importance of ob

old Latin saying: de gustibus non est disputandum, “there's no arguing about
tastes.” There's plenty of arguing about obligations, because they are
often enforced by political and legal means.

Which comes first, the preference or the principle? Itis difficult to say,
and all three caring motives described here are not only interrelated but
also difficult to distinguish empirically. Reciprocity rests to some degree
on moral categories of obligation. Preferences are shaped by a socializ-
ation process that features both norms and obligations. One could
certainly construe a degree of altruistic behavior as an obligation, as
Trontoand others do when they describe the need for “an ethic of care.”"

Norms are patterns of

still, norms, preferences, and values are distinct.
ferences are the desires of

behavior characteristic of a certain culture; pre
a particular individual; values are grounded in claims of universality that
transcend any particular culture or individual.

Reciprocity is an anthropological concept with a calculating but social
orientation, The books don't necessarily balance for every individual, as
in voluntary market exchange. Altruistic preferences are a psycholog:ml
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concept, espedially when treated as partially end
: 5 o
ilosophical concept that turns on rightand wmnggc';:),“s- Obligatie, -
rather than norms or preferences. The triad offers‘th i1s based oy, ,, G
routes from the individualist, selfish, and essentially an:ct;arlelatcd 3 Ues.
oral reason:
ni

rational economic man.
ng of

gests that women earn less than men because they devote m

1o housework i Ty

By stressing the ix'npact of sn{pply-sidc factors on the sexual wage
: sical economists downplay the role of demand-side

direct discrimination against women in the labor market

This categorization of distinct bu
, but related, moti
diverges from i C» motives for car; £
rges both Marxian and neoclassical economic Lﬁ:;“g laboy ?::;“' ';u imply that observed differences in income are entirel
Ty in jg yoluntary- Victor Fuchs argues that women derive more utility fron):
and are therefore more likely to assume responsi-

mlcrdfsapl!nnry.cmp!msis on norms, preferences and
following discussion will show, the social constructio values, A
n and contest the

these has important implications for the supply of caring labo
r.

dren than men do,
pility for them. Although we cannot make interpersonal utility compari-

sons, weare left with the comforting thought that mothers must, afterall,
be just 25 happy as th_e fathers w'hg fa_il to contribute to their children’s

support of cre, even if they are living in poverty.*
viction that the sexual division of labor has no unfortunate
consequences for women is a common feature of orthodox neoclassical
cteristic even of some feminist practitioners like Shoshana
Gm,sbard-Schcchunan." However, this welfare-neutrality is challenged
when the assumptions of orthodox theory are not met in the real world.
i kets and/or market imperfections, phenomena

Interference with mar
ectly consistent with neoclassical theory, can lead to the under-

valuation of certain types of work.
example is the “crowding” hypothesis formalized by Barbara
n.22 By this account, the collusive behavior of men leads to the
women from well-paid, highly skilled occupations. This
into less well-paying jobs, and, by increasing the supply of
these jobs, lowers the wage below that which would exist in
competitive equilibrium. Women's work in general is undervalued.”

In this scenario, a demand-side problem (collective action leading to
di,a-imination) creates a supply-side problem (crowding) that has
nothing to dowitha caring penalty per se. What may appear tobe acase of

ing labor (women explaining that they like low-paying jobs, even
though they pay less) ionalization, because women
actually have litde choice. 1f this is the case, forms of caring labor
and the remedy for undervaluation

rformed by men are not penalized,
is simple: eliminate the male collusion that leads to overcrowding. As the
i s iobs shifts back to the left,

labor to prcdommantly women's J
ft, however, without any

supply of
wages in those jobs should rise. We are le
d into forms of work, such
that we often associate with caring

explanation of why women are
as child care, teaching and nursing,

labor.

Another approach to undervaluation consistent with the neoclassical

framework builds on the theory of externalities. Consider first the
ibility that workers who provide caring Jabor enjoy positive externali-

ties, or receive “psychic income” from providing it. This would be

consistent with both the altruistic and the obligation motives descri
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1I. THE VALUE OF CARING LABOR

Many feminist scholars suggest that wom -

ation in work that involves the care of :t[;xea: engf;;h lzsed by specializ.

;o;c'ﬁ:u'}z analysl:r, of care in.moral and phuosOph.i GIA'tlhough she

ke womlen s concentration in low-paying jobs that :erm S, Joan

it people as evidence that “care is devalued and the e it
g work are devalued.”'” Perhaps she means th Peoplewho

mr];;:orc about care. at people should

: n?mists are less interested in the ethical than i

dim o an in the co

f &;ns&t;l i:Oism;g};lu: :;alt a type of labor is devalued or f:c;::ztual

el ol ess than it wou-ld be under a better s ued

o oy i sg:::ems. Both neoclassical and institutionalist : ay

Sl e arguments along these lines, and the ar e
P! important implications for the remedy one pmpof::sm =

Bergman
exclusion of
crowds them
their labor to

A. Undervaluation in a neoclassical framework

Within an orthodox neoclassical frame
il : work that takes utilit i
moug;n‘;lu;s:’); Evbzl: ;nd assumes perfect markets, the notig’nfz?f‘?x?:;ias
D sod? n?‘::xnake much sense. Itis helpful to review somre;
R ) ityi3 ;1:0 : ework has been used to counter feminist
argumappuan.on L st important to recognize that a less orthodox
2 i Keds soodammc : reasoning —one that does not assume perfect
e b ery d;i)l.auslble insights into undervaluation.
Sitionid drcaiie g ;n vidual who decides to forgo some possible
e enjogl cg n|'|n abon: tha.t offers no pecuniary return must, b
iy th)::ir r[;cmauon in the form of greater utility Tl,xciz
i iy 1‘}:3 1; erences; .lhcy cannot, by definition, be an.y worse
ieftbmay e i ‘an individual earning higher pay. Jacob Mincer
s ol mghlculy use this reasoning when they suggest
eyl ot S‘caa ize in less well-paying jobs, because this is
cir family responsibilities."® Similarly, Gary
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M an(:a\:ould increase the supply of labor (o
g 11 .mark_ et wage. -It leads to the same Certain o,
crowding, but in this case, caring workers lower result as oce S, th,
“tﬂ!. thc wagc ,-Or nUPnli(,,‘,t?

Lester Thurow develops a useful i of-carip
he does not apply it to faring labo analysis of psychic in i
- | aring labor, or to gender diff, Come, 3]y,

¢ argues quite persuasively that such externalities | erences iy v, -8
and ineffident allocation of resources (co eslead to mary g, 505

ting differentials ,\contrary to the €t failyy,
compensa argument). Higher psychic ; traditi,
wﬂ. rily compensate for lower money wages, beca income dog,
uﬁah’.‘yﬁ,k(ht:&n E_hc two. B“E Thurow’s COnc,lusiOnus; of [h(‘
.suypon_ li;el notion that caring labor is undervaly Odfcr's onl
income i$ Hz'dw ?ake up at least part of the differcncee P

i C’I‘“"“hha ty-based argument focuses on (h;
Mdm 2 nmmn ve a‘gu.cd that Chﬂdmn are pub] thlrd-pa“ v

a;mg . r.dcvotcd to their nurturance benefits ta'; goods, anq
vhole.. atwdiﬁ' james.Coleman _makm a similar point Payers a5 .,
arrives: vcry‘;ld erent policy conclusions (see later discussi ¢ l};?“gh he
mmmgof could be applied to situations in which services d‘:n). Similay
other people are purchased by a third party. Childr at entail the
centers or schools do not hire their own teachers.*” Patients SR day care
mmmgo homes :d_l: not hire thelr own nurses. Workers are hlf‘ h:; s sor
lhﬁyw wuhm needs of clients, not for their feelings wr e onither

Ogkers a predisposition for caring labor may Provid»::w'erd gicm.
positive externalities, especially for dependents who appl‘el;'npomm
mWhy mﬂy'l emas:s, the value ?f the emotional caring they rztce,‘ but
oy to i " P yc::;:mpe:;g W'Il‘lt'nh one another to attract d?::r;

these rnalitie: ey are beset by i s
ifobhn;r Apart from the fact that clients themselves may :o:r;(l;ocr’matmn

good for them, no &:e may be sure. Many parents who utilize d: e
R i v bovsing 4 of day care workers, which s
diﬁmk,'b say exactly how imPOrt:nt ;g“aczdcaumﬁny R o Butiis
dihd’h;. s Jonig-rum d it g labor actually is to

S important work on the 3
mmmammaudm f:"ce B on price, Joseph
B e ol e

al wage.® The difficulty of monitori %

mdlm,, great in i t{ of monitoring would seem

P as children, dtead"a 'andu A volve looking after dependents

i caring workers, Yet jobs y, jobs for which we would like to
t first glance, this ci these jobs are generally considered i

: - Dight r poorly paid.

w'ch.amewhuemm seem to exemplify a reversal of
work by paying less, actually hope to get higher quali

O gher quality

pon doser consideration, however, i
::"» it simply calls for more careful

Oes not
lack of
Y weak
ps}‘(hi‘
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. cation Of Stiglitz’s argument, which applies onl iations |
%rk efforthasa fiisccr'nibl.c impact onpgroduct zrl:c:r(i:: U(l)::JS' 5
i houg k itself is difficult to monitor. In many sz:,y,i

1 O bs, both work effort and product/service quality are difficult to

ervice especially ‘yhcn they are being paid for by a third party. If
not discern the _bcncﬁu of genuinely caring labor )[lhc

o;nnn’“m ressure employers to hire genuinely caring workers. e

N icz 3ppr03Ch?3 to lhc value of caring run the gamut: caring

may”d”be an innate predisposition tha‘t .pcnalizcs caring labor only in

ry terms. From a more feminist perspective, caring may be

form it. Or, caring may be underpaid

devalued simply because women per
of externality and information problems. All these arguments are

= ing, and invite cmpmcal research. An alternative non-neoclassical
. 5 ach, however, focuses on what might be termed a “pre-market”
Pyoblenh

B. Institutionalist approaches to undervaluation

.. tionalist economics treats norms, preferences and values as par-
aallyl'l ous, and asks how they evolve. Italso takes collective action
,egioull)'o asking how p_eople may come to identify with, and pursue
e ion interests within, social groups.”® This approach, which en-
compasses the work of many x:non-economists as well as economists, offers
= alternative to the neoclassical emphasis on self-interested individual-
jsm and contractual exchange. It also provides a distinctive explanation
for the undervaluation of caring labor: Norms, preferences and values
have been socially constructed in ways that work against the interests of
women as caremkcrs.

Barbara Bergmann applies an
inequality when she describes the

institutionalist approach to gender
development of a sexual caste system

pased on the enforcement of gendered norms of behavior.” She

emphasizes that social norms imposed on women interfere with what
might otherwise be rational decisions. In “The Economic Consequences
of Being of Housewife,” for instance, she offers a multitude of reasons
why speciali tion in non-market work is economically risky. Bergmann
the anachronistic norm that assigns women this task.*’

Some feminists working outside the discipline of economics focus on
what economists term pr rily calling them that.
ct-relations theory:

eferences, without necessa

Consider Nancy Chodorow’s formulation of obje
i girls, unlike young
der. They may

women's specialization in parenting means that young
boys, are constantly in contact with an adult of the same gen
develop 2 less bounded, less oppositional sense of self, and be more
concerned with other people’s welfare.”

bed in child-rearing practices,

Even if such preferences arc not inscri
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forged by the sexual division of labor it..sclf. The perfo
nds of work may .wcak.cn the operation of self.ip,,.
Ann Ferguson implies in' st st allective labor, th Proce,,
of meeting other people’s needs. o

: for wages and i
ffective labour that women do or wages and in (h,
Theseen character. By and large it involves medi

they may be |
of certain ki

rnl"’ Nee
rese, §

¢ famj),

hz,;disu'naive ; : aling an
nurturance skills that encourage women 1o identify i}, lhd
interests of children, husbands or lovers, clients, patien,s a";

customers, thus making it difficult for women to take ap oppo

sitional stance of the sort necessary to acknowledge one’s Involye.

a2 o
ment in an exploitative exchange of labour.

A erguson does not argue that women are completely aleryic,:
:,0:;::3:; “naturally” have more inlcrdcpepdcm preferenczs. Rr:(l:,:i
che suggests that engaging in the tas.ks of caring for others elicits Caring
labor: with sufficient practice men might dcv.clop such preferences.

Sociologists Paula England and Barb':‘ira Kllbt?ur"ne also emphasize (o
possibility that women may have a less “separative” self, though they are
less interested in the causes than the consequences. In their critique of
neodlassical bargaining models, they suggest that women's greaqe,
commitments to children and family relationships weaken their indiy;q.
ual bargaining power.* Similarly, both Torunl:l Bragstad and Kristen
Dale argue that women internalize a norm of caring that results in 3 very
inequitable division of household labor.>*

The implications of such norms and preferences are by no meang
limited to the household sphere, as Paula England shows in her empirical
analysis of compensable factors in job evaluation for pay equity. Predom;.
nantly female jobs are underpaid partly because many of the skijjs
required for these jobs are poorly valued. In her analysis of the
relationship between the pay rates and types of skill required by detailed
occupations, England finds a net negative return to nurturance, By
contrast, the exercise of authority has a very positive impact on occu-
pational pay.*

An orthodox neoclassical economist would, of course, retort that
workers may enjoy nurturing more than they enjoy exerting authority,
and the relative pay represents a compensating differential.*” One might
immediately note that men seem to love exerting authority. But apart
fron? this objection, why are women so much more likely than men to
manifest the costly nurturing preference? While Becker and other

Is resort to socio-biological arguments, the institutionalist
:rgun:mt is that nurturing preferences are essentially imposed on
Pr:;)“cc't;z.}um on the unfortunate outcome of a particular set of

presumes, of course, some criteria other than utility (or
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-y by which the outcome can be judged. Arr}a.rlya Scp explicitly
pappin such a framework wnh. his argument that uul:;y maximization is
Provl ropriate goal for soa-al. welfare. He emphasizes values, rather
potan app or preferences: individuals should have equal opportunities
(han 1 their human capacities.>® He argues that women have not only
wdeY elOP_cd such opportunities, but, in many cases, even denied
def“o £ their own oppression. ;

,vnrch” nto pushes the connection between caring and oppression
Joan Tro en observation that she makes almost in passing: A
fu;:thc e ay actually be created by conditions of subordination.
Pronn"ty ":M duals of opportunities to effectively pursue their own
ing 1N may encourage them to live “through others,” using caring as
f-intgrdl foz more selfish gratification. Tronto cites evidence that
A uml‘; minority groups, as well as women, put more value on caring
members © than on the pursuit of individual self-interest.*’
and sharin 2 stitutionalist explanations share a common emphasis on a
In mm'u-uction of caring that penalizes women. But they offer many
con:nd conflicting accounts of the underlying process. A feminine
different re may be a kind of trick imposed by men who use it to extract
norm ofmf or themselves. Or, norms of care may be socially necessary, but
extra @re rimarily on women as a means of lowering costs to men. Caring
im nges may be an almost incidental result of the social organization
refered _rearing or the larger sexual division of labor. Or they may
of chil be a byproduct of subordination, in which case an end to
n would bring an end to caring labor.
these contending explanations have very different impli-
:ons. The feminist project has always recognized the importance of
cation. -u,nas-raising — challenging sexist norms, preferences, and
Ot’m‘:‘o];ut what exactly should take their place? The answer depends, in
‘:al:'e:'n what feminists decide about the value of care.

subordinatio
obﬁou’ly:

C. Equality or difference?

i omics nor any other social theory provides any basis for
:'he(::ﬁgc:g:mg norms, prcyfcrences, or values on the basis of whic.h ones
are right, or proper, or optimal. The disorienting lack of any .scxenuﬁc
compass probably helps explain why economists have avoided the
territory. But feminists have necessarily faced this dilemma from the very
outset. Should we recreate ourselves in a more masculine image? Or
should we seek, instead, to eliminate the economic penalty imposed on
distinctively feminine norms, values, and preferences? .

An econometric metaphor may be useful. Imagine a multiple re-
gression model in which the dependent variable is economic welfare, anc}
the independent variables include, in addition to every standard set o
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ral and human capital variables, three vectors th
o ob e mininity in norms, preferences, and valu,:al Measyre
s are structural, some are individual, and all S i
The hy -pol.hcsis developed above is that there is a m‘gatjvc u"Ohscrva;lh(l
0 femininity, and the dilemma, restated, is: should Lhoc Mate of r(‘lu“:
. their economic welfare try to decrease their femiscv “_'hO ant i
modify the rate of return? i, oF try

bulary, these questions have been pack, to

In feminist voca
'equzlizy vs. difference” dCl?atC, shorthand for the issue of gc.d as the
th men vs. revaluing the ways that women are diffPhoriu'zing
€

equality wi

; = : e
men. In this debate, most feminist economists have favoreq c:" from,
juali

“Caring” has mdit.ionally be;x.n seen as a feminine quality th
women in economic competiion, espedially by economists i”iihandica
Bergmann, who are basically optimistic about the impact € Barhy,,
development on women.*! of capirajjs,
The‘msonin.gis straightforward: as long as women accept cari
as their Gf)d—gwcn responsibility, or think that it is “unfe "INg laboy
demand higher pay, they will be economically penalized rp; Sp A
women must be willing to enter traditionally male occu o e
compete more aggressively with men in order to improve Lhr;iauons. fud
f:_*.s Myra Su-o};gputs it, women should not romanticize their "dirf [{)(o rsm(,,.,
e T A ol s rence"”
hr:v?;rx.x:‘e,n, use this “glorifies existing stereotypes of female l:.
It follows that women should be suspicious of caring. anc
misleading, an ideological construction that is used lg ll'}:pm‘:::: can be
unrewarding commitments. As Barbara Bergmann pointed mc" e
comment on a previous version of this paper, the Gershwin lyrics e
.zbovc represent the d@gcrs of sexual infatuation that can trick. :«qu gied
into commitments as wives and mothers. They do indeed rcprcsém ' "'”E“
fog:;fs;l;mcm?ﬁl;m. But why is the risk so high? gty
y because of the structure of an economy that rewards individu:
ﬁ:;n:_)rc licnf:rou;sly and reliably for the pursuit of their own scl;f]::l:i:‘:::
g or the genuine care of others. The connection between anti-caring
pro-market views is not incidental. It is suggested by the ec 1 A
metaphor: changing the rate of return on lini e e
302 RN s TEal . masculinity implies tampering
e ol : - s0 requires a collective effort likely to suffer
o o ey ;cz;:inir p;oblcms anfl very 'high Lransaclion costs.
hassle. Chlnging(.me's indivi:iy azlulngux;gc, is t!m't it would be a very big
itk (et oard ual leve of femininity or caring might be a
ok T e artly Ol'l one’s personal propensities) because it
i equire collective action (though it may be facilit:
pRorEihal dollictive conect g ay acilitated by the
TS e i nsciousness-raising can provide).
individual puufug: - :cclyf of markets derives from the claim that the
-interest benefits everyone. Therefore, there is
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to WOITY about the supply of caring labor. By contrast, an
caring has somewhat anti-market implications,

no N, rewarding
- ply pecause the market does not elicit caring. Ulrike Knobloch and
simP imsen explain that “A whole economy organized according to

es of housekeeping would be a caring economy. In such a
nomy, the satisfaction of the existing material and non-material

eeds would take priorty over the production of new material

::in"" Thisisnota market economy.

However difficultsucha socialist feminist economy might be to achieve,
some feminists would see it as preferable to capitulation to the “mascu-
les of self-seeking competition.* Indeed, some argue that 2

not exist without the support of a caring economy
rocess of social reproduction.*’ The issue cannot be

uced to the simplistic terms of capitalism vs. socialism, or markets vs.
central planning, because it impinges directly on a more practical issue:
the relative roles of the market, the family and the state in modern
economies.

The strategy that feminists choose depends largely on the approach
waken to the undervaluation of care. Interestingly, the most important
differences do not coincide with the boundary between neoclassical and
institutionalist thought. Those who adopt either (a) the conventional
neoclassical presumption that undervaluation is not a problem or (b) the
institutionalist view that caring norms and preferencesare simply a means
of subordinating women or 2 result of their subordination (that is, they
fulfill no real function), will favor a reduction in women's caring behavior.
These feminists will have little reason to worry about the need to regulate

or limit markets.
On the other hand, feminists who adopt either (c) the neoclassical view

that caring providcs important externalities or (d) the institutionalist view
that caring labor is a necessary task that has been unfairly and dispropor-
tionately assigned to women, will fear a reduction in women's caring
behavior. Such a reduction will have adverse consequences for the
economy as a whole unless it is counterbalanced by an increase in men's
caring labor. These feminists will worry about the inadequacies of
markets, and will propose both limits and alternatives to them.

Jinist” princiP
market economy can
that coordinates the p

PUBLIC POLICIES AND CARING LABOR

its supply may decline. But if
he corner store. Public policy
aradoxical problem, but
Passing a law stipulating
f unpaid work or child
inely caring labor.

II1.

If you don't literally
youstart runningout,

“value” caring labor,
you can’t buy moreat!

could play an important role in addressing this p
is constrained by the nature of caring labor itself.
that everyone must engage in a certain amount o
care would not necessarily increase the supply of genu
85
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On the other hand, providing positive rewards, suc}, ,
S publ; :

stion for caring labor, could have the effect of reinf,
1 Ol'fln
KBt

sexual dimsion of labor.
J""';r

Feminist ccopomisu, all oo familiar with trade-of
the costs and risks of such policies in more detail B'S. shoy)y =
recognize d.m debates over public policy often P;i ut we ‘}"'HI\M
values that, in the long run, influence both norms an:;g" on yng .
do we, ourselves, value caring labor? How importan Preferenc,.,
the full realization of human capacities? tdowe
The debate over pay equity is often described as a del
propriate role of markets vs. administrative method ebate over ),
But those who are most enthusiastic about markets ar: (l)' setting . *P
that the supply and the \'a!ue of female skills like nurltn".’s(‘ who Iu-'lf.("
exoger!ous_ly given or mlauvgly unimportant. If women rance are (.m""’
nurturing jobs, they should simply look for jobs that pa ATe paid Jegq ht'r
mta ﬁzf u,:a)- equity quarrel less with the direct cffcci;":?rc, "
- w e social and cultuml.dcvalorization of skills lik, the marj,,
more complicated dynamic has emerged in discue o Urance
pa.s‘u;emcm of .ur!pald house!rold work, long an issue aSSlons of the
;x;. - gr;c;tm bill mtrod.uccd in Congress, the U"!‘cmunm(,)ng femip,.
Act 0 , would require the Bureau of Labor Statisti erated W,y
:::u: [;urveg-s to measure the‘ unwaged labor of wOchsnlo condyc
mamm..en{I somcf and m_d?cxr'commum'ties, and to indand men,
) Mm S. national statistics, including the gross dome ude these
.magy. but nBot all feminist economists support [thlll)c.l{) roduct
housework and childcare is b:c’laf:)gru‘i:na:n'fnt)l’::ung lhafl romam?g:i
as S » S€ a.
that should be industrialized” because they can be reer?rms of work
I ently outside the home.* pertormed more
ronically, other critics of the Unremun
e ite smur erated Work Act mak :
e it Sndins “hors of v G
S g- As Ellen O’Brien puts it, “Imputing a val ive
: adding it to the GNP necessaril ivil 2o
conception of the relation betw i gRpNSese & parculy
=3 n een paid and unpaid g
non-market cons i paid work (or mark
A umption); namely, that whi - e
perfectly s o h y, that which describes the
ubsm‘uub e.”*® The reduction of i )
common denominator with caring labor to som
-5, ! Vit market labor threatens to im s
perspective that privileges efficien N
qm-ﬁhg' cy over affection, quantity over
same Catch-22 has di A
public support for P"enuldll:c.b;um']g';d feminists from demanding more
2 be S i r. Those who want to encourage w
workin ous in the marketplace fear tha S
g parents, such as paid ear that more support for
€ncourage women o sta parental leave or family allowance !
y home with the kid fges, would
s and lose seniority. The
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THE PAR
port is the expansion

they cmhusiaslically sup

o believe that non-market caring

ild care- i

d“':l’!cr hand, many feminists wh
.o :nsic value fear that this value would actually be undermined
vl it. As Julie Nelson putsit, “if support for parenting is
modi-

hat children are com
n it implies that children

eserve the true value of
f the paradox of caning

hborh?’ yalueonit

wp?wi’. yment’ for children it implies t
M s dered 'compcnsation' for childre
wess s :nl »49 | other words, the only way t0 pr
are l::,,-k is ;wl to pay for it — another example 0
(his

hors

sfavor on comparablc worth,

femninism e |
work, and public support for parental IBbOI’..Thls disfavor
the masculine tradition of liberal individualism, but alsoa

ill not and cannot become LOO individual-
ood. Whatever the penalty, they will
heir human nature that we associate
the impression that women may

be prodded to be a bit more

ket looks with di

uselfish” for their own g
ft
inuc to eXpress those aspects 0
a!:;:uaring. Reading Bergmann, one gets
r prone 0 caring that they need to

be sO
A Sl
The opposite of pr

25 liberal traditions,
rtance of non-m

L b r. Hence 2 grea

unting housework, an
emerges 1€ss from concern about the short-
worTy about their Jong-run impact on norims, preferences, and values.

oach requires more systematic discussion of the ways that
hould be valued. Many possibilities lie between the two stark
f letting the market value it, and refusing to put any
n it at all. In pressing for more support for parental
feminists could reject the notion that it should be paid
for on the basis of the wyalue” of its product.®’ Nor should parents be paid
more for children who are more udifficult” than others. But they should
pe entitl : s hum level of decent support for a form of

ed to some minim
non-market caring labor that benefits society as a whole.*
Similarly, in estimating the val

ue of non-market work in the home,
economists could carefully stipulate that any estimate of its market value
can provide only “lower bound” o

fits real value. Studies of comparable

worth could challenge both workers and employers to reconsider the

value of certain kinds of skills and better appreciate their positive impact

on the quality of goods and services. And the reminder that markets do

not automatically value care should serve as an impetus to find other ways
to encourage and reward it.

Feminism has played an important role in challengin
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ly anti-market, but defends the
at regulate and constrain market

ter tendency to support comparable worth,
d support for parental labor. This support
run efficiency of markets than

o-market feminism, with roots int
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arket institutions th

alternatives ©
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Jabor, for instance,
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family, helping establish new rights for women 45,4 ...
demanding a new definition of family commitmenis 1), hildy,.,,
ional, hierarchical, and necessarily heterosexual """';'. KO0 |,y y'--ml
it would be if progress on this front were neutralized by m.' Is. How
5o extreme that it renders the best of family values "'m‘l.-,,,”"“v""'du
based purely on the pursuit of self-interest doesn't leaye m'.,/,\ |' i 'n.,,,,:"
1

love, baby.
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! Another well-known Gershwin classic is “I Can't Give Y
" 2 A '
gzby. The economics of “Who Cares?” is even more 2:pli:|¥l!"£§‘l§m Love,
bun:'nuedgo wil:jr:r'l'cr. dl ‘m not oonc;‘:arn;: ;v;th stocks and bonds that l"lvrcn;""m
,"an o cares what ili ; s
, ks: g nks fail in Yonkers?/Long as you've goy :
, among others, Sara Ruddick (1980); Carol Gilligan (1982); i
(1984); Nel Noddings (1984); i gan (1982); Kari Wacrnes
(1589 gs (1984); Tronto (1987, 1993); Marjorie L. DeVault
: :romn (1993: 105).
or a sophisticated theoretical treatment of this i
fsum s o o issue, sce Becker (1981b); fora
: {imboodm (1993)1."”)' Robert H. Frank (1991).
n technical terms, I mean to say that in th
sy il ol y that in the short run, the supply of carin
: it nsitive to price. Graphically, it can be represented byg
4 Titmuss (1970).
Although Becker i
s lfchanzlyzedh:::u:;:ly ;mncn a great deal on endogenous preferences
: sl in d vidualistic framework that largely ignores both the
sodial Onwmthism n of preferences and forms of collective action to enf
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Or an interesting treatm
" Held (1990, 298)8 entof endogenous preferences, see Jon Els
: ) ter (1983).
* Vaughan (1990), i
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) 1984) actually argucs the opposite, that “natural” feel;
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for instance; Ferguson (1989) and Folbre (1994a).

16 See,
10 (1993: 114).
i gronto (1900012 hek (1974); Polachek (1981). See also the telling critique by
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Becker (19812:9 % o emphasize the greater productivi
% men (in household and non-market work, rath‘g’ thanprlhciurmgv;g,::

ferences for performing it.
988).
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ann (1986); Michele ujol (1992) argues that Barba .
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15 Though Bergmann formally ap h'cd this only to the analysis of market wages it
can easily extended to an analysis of women’s non-market work in the home.
2 Thurow(1978. 1980-1).
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4 Matthaei (1994).
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4 O'Brien (1993: 16).

4 Julie Nelson, personal communication.

% Jn her response to an early draft of this pap
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unpaid caring labor.”
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