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Roemer’s Market Socialism: a
Feminist Critique

Nancy Folbre

John Roemer offers a new low-fat recipe for socialism, very different
from one that clogged the economic arteries of the state socialist
countries and contributed to their collapse. In nouvelle left economics,
markets (everywhere in fashion) are a key ingredient — and I think
they should be. I agree with Roemer’s claim that market competition
promotes the kind of dynamic efficiency crucial to economic health,
and I welcome his emphasis on egalitarianism as a key element of the
socialist vision.

But Roemer’s confidence in markets is excessive, and his approach
to egalitarianism is disturbingly incomplete. Ironically, the most obvi-
ous shortcomings of his approach reflect the legacy of the Marxian
orthodoxy he otherwise rejects. Largely preoccupied with differences
among groups defined by differential ownership of the means of
production, Roemer underestimates other forms of collective identity
and action such as those based on nation, race, gender, age and/or
sexual orientation. His approach is class-centric.

Perhaps because he focusses on the ‘productive’ sector of the
economy, he slights the problems of the contemporary welfare state.
Treating it in a cursory fashion as simple ‘redistribution of income’,
Roemer overlooks important problems and sidesteps current political
debates over the appropriate organization of education, health
care, social insurance and family life. In these respects, Roemer’s
priorities are eerily reminiscent of Lenin’s: socialize the ‘commanding
heights’ of the economy first, then address other problems of social
inequality.

In contesting these priorities, I will argue that the market-socialism
debate would be enriched by more attention to the feminist and
anti-racist literature, but will also express my affection for a central
aspect of the socialist feminist tradition: its critique of the selfish
proclivities of ‘rational economic man’. Roemer fails to specify any
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limits to markets, and his lack of concern with the type of values,
preferences and behavior that markets may foster is an ugly aspect of
his vision. It may also be an inefficient aspect, especially where the
care and nurturance of people (also known as social reproduction or
the production of human capital) is concerned.

Class-centrism

In A Future for Socialism, as in his previous work, Roemer
focuses on class differences, defined in economic terms. Indeed, he
generally treats asset ownership as the only structural (rather
than social-psychological) factor differentiating social groups. Forms
of discrimination based on aspects of social identity such as race or
gender are attributed to exogenously given tastes and preferences,
often reinforced by capitalist strategies of profit maximization.'

Roemer seems to believe that the traditional Marxian emphasis
on class was once appropriate, but no longer quite up to date. Even
today, in Roemer’s view, most ‘public bads’, including environmental
degradation and the Gulf War are exacerbated by the existence of a
‘small, powerful class of people deriving gargantuan amounts of
income from profits’.? This is true to some extent. But the existence
of other small (or not so small) groups of people with distinct collec-
tive interests is also relevant. Environmental ‘bads’ have long been far
worse in the Soviet Union than in the United States, largely because
of lack of accountability of the technical/managerial class. The spatial
distribution of air pollution and toxic wastes in both the Soviet Union
and the United States shows that they have a disproportionate impact
on people of color.

Class is one among many dimensions of social division. Contrary
to Roemer’s claims, capitalist countries have not indulged in demon-
strably greater abuses of military force than state socialist regimes.
Military aggression cannot be attributed simply to the concentration
of wealth ownership. Roemer emphasizes that the Gulf War served the
interests of US capitalists, and cites polls showing that most citizens
were initially opposed to the war.? This is hardly evidence that they
did not benefit from preservation of the current structure of political
power in the Middle East, which deters oil-exporting nations from
collectively increasing the price of oil. Further, the middle- and upper-
class white population paid a much lower cost for that military sortie
than did less affluent people of color, who were disproportionately
represented among ground combat troops.
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Of course, it is difficult to compare ‘public bads’, because there are
so many of them, and they are bad in so many different ways. But it
is not hard to think of many that are unrelated to profit maximiza-
tion per se. For instance, the history of public income transfers in the
US shows that a predominantly white majority has laid claim to the
lion’s share of entitlements, restricted public assistance to the poor
and is currently engaged in an energetic effort to scapegoat welfare
mothers. Similarly, the gross inequities that characterize education
finance in the US (which Roemer seems to attribute simply to some
‘lack of community’) are the product of explicit collective strategies
devised and implemented by predominantly white middle- and upper-
class communities.

There is no prima facie reason to believe that the unequal
distribution of profits generates more profound inequalities than the
unequal distribution of government spending and of earnings. Relative
to taxes, corporate profits represent a relatively small ‘surplus’. In the
US in 1991, the sum of federal, state and local tax receipts was more
than five times greater than total corporate profits.* Similarly, we
might ask how much money we would need to transfer from full-time
male wage earners to bring their income into rough equality with
those of full-time female wage earners. The answer, for the US in
1992, is about $53 per week per male employee or about $132 billion,
over a third of corporate profits.® And this calculation is an undet-
estimate, because it leaves part-time market work and household work
out of the picture.

What does Roemer have to say about earnings inequalities? In his
earlier work, he suggested that it might be analyzed in class-theoretic
terms. Free to Lose treated human capital in the form of education,
training and experience as an asset and correctly emphasized that this
form of capital cannot easily be expropriated from its owners.s
Indeed, Roemer noted that inequalities in human capital associated
with the emergence of a professional managerial class lead to a type
of exploitation characteristic of state socialist societies. This form of
exploitation would likely persist, if not intensify, within the market
socialist economy he proposes in his more recent work.

Apparently this no longer troubles him. He now explains that ‘As
long as a market for labor exists and people are differentially
educated and talented, there will be wage differentials’ and ignores
the role that forms of discrimination and cultural valorization play in
shaping wage differentials.” In fact, he stipulates that ‘considerations
of efficiency pretty much determine the distribution of wages among
workers’.® Not surprisingly, the book contains no discussion of racial
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or sexual discrimination in the labor market, and no mention of
affirmative action or pay equity. ‘

Roemer downplays the significance of racism and sexism as social
phenomena: ‘I do not ignore the fact that people themselves hgve
racist and sexist ideas, and so one cannot expect changes overnight
with respect to these practices.”” How many nights, exactly, bgfore
one could expect changes? Roemer’s language evokes the traditional
Marxist notion that forms of inequality based on race and gender are
merely ‘superstructural’. He does not even deign to cite the literaFure
that treats race and gender as forms of collective identity and action.
Roemer’s only concession to feminist theory is his careful utiliz.atlo‘n
of female as well as male pronouns. If there is any reference in his
manuscript to the non-Marxist literature on race, I cannot discern
it.10

The class-centrism of Roemer’s market socialism (which shines
through most of his work) is accentuated by his emphasis on the
substantive and strategic primacy of equalizing financial assets. He
observes that differential education is a major source of earnings
inequality, but would defer any efforts to equalize peF—stqdent educa-
tional expenditure until after his revolution, until his propos'cd
reforms have created the social solidarity that could foster a genuine
egalitarianism.!! Redistribute wealth first (the material base), thf:n
build social solidarity (the superstructure). But where is the social
solidarity that is required to redistribute wealth going to come _from?

As many critics, such as Fred Block and Joel Rogers, pomtedly
emphasize, Roemer offers no political theory of how or why. his
proposals might be adopted in this or any other country. In my view,
his narrow, wealth-based definition of egalitarianism would make
it very 'difficult to build the kind of political coalition needed to
implement market socialism. It is certainly unlikely to garner mgch
support from women or minorities.!> And Roemer’s lack of attention
to current political struggles leads him to a misplaced emphasis on t.he
viability of redistributing financial assets as the first step from which
other noble steps would follow.

No ‘share the wealth’ movements are evident in US politics today,
but campaigns for school funding equalization, a virtual continuation
of the civil rights movement, have long been under way in many
states, including Texas and New Jersey.!3 A nationwide campaign
around this issue could well enjoy more direct support than efforts to
redistribute financial assets. Obviously, the two political strategies are
not mutually exclusive. In fact, more egalitarian schooli.ng may be a
requirement for the success of financial asset redistribution. Without
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it, the less educated are likely to fare poorly as investors or pay
exorbitant commissions to better-educated investment advisors.

There would be distinct political advantages to a strategy aimed at
more egalitarian distribution of both human and financial capital.
Steep increases in inheritance taxes, such as Roemer advocates, could
be used to finance additional investments in education for children
living in poverty. The legacies of class and racial/ethnic inequalities
could be addressed simultaneously. My point here is that a broader
definition of egalitarianism would not only serve Roemer’s political
ends, but could also provide a better means to those ends.

One more comment on the legacy of class-centrism: it fosters the
economistic assumption that egalitarian distribution of wealth and
income is more important than egalitarian distribution of work,
responsibility and authority. Thus, measures to increase the income of
workers, women, people of color and the poor are considered more
important than measures to increase their access to education, training
and interesting jobs. Are cash transfers really sufficient to compensate
for crummy working conditions? There is no simple correspondence
between market income and self-realization. Surely this is one of the
most precious insights of Marx’s critique of bourgeois social values.
It is an insight that applies to indignities based on nation, race,
gender, age and sexual orientation, as well as class. And none of these
dimensions of inequality is necessarily any more ‘attitudinal’ or less
‘economic’ than the other.

The Welfare State

Perhaps because he appreciates the limited impact profit redistribution
alone might have, Roemer clearly states his allegiance to the welfare
state. But, true to form, he defines it in class-centric terms as some-
thing brought about by a highly disciplined labor movement and
a relatively homogeneous work force and possibly an indirect result
of the egalitarian example set by the Bolshevik revolution. !4 He
views social democracy, like the welfare state it promotes, as a means
of redistributing income in a more egalitarian fashion.

Consider an alternative perspective: the welfare state is not a
byproduct of class-based struggles over the surplus, but the outcome
of a complicated interaction between the family, the market and the
state, shaped by collective interests based on nation, race, gender and
age, as well as class. More than mere ‘redistribution’, social programs
are afflicted by problems similar to those that beset both markets and
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central planning, including the exploitative strategies of social groups,
perverse incentives and externalities.

The rhetoric of social democracy has always been based on the
metaphor of the social family, and cross-national differences in social
policy have been significantly influenced by racial/ethnic composition,
demographic circumstance and perceptions of national interest. In
general, the growth of labor markets based on individual wages has
weakened the traditional patriarchal family and attenuated intra-
family income flows, with some positive and some negative effects.
On the one hand, women and children have gained new freedom
from elder male authority. On the other hand, a set of complex social
institutions designed to provide support for the care and nurturance
of dependants has eroded. State social programs developed largely in
response to this erosion have had a very uneven impact. In most cases,
men have fared better than women, the elderly better than children,
non-parents much better than parents, and whites much better than
people of color. Income transfers in the advanced capitalist countries
alleviate some forms of poverty and exacerbate others.!

The welfare state, far from ‘egalitarian’, is the site of distributional
conflict. Further, its policies contribute to the development of political
coalitions based on gender, race and age that undermine the potential
for class-based solidarity. Thus, left political economists need to
rethink the principles upon which public income transfers should be
based, not only because this is crucial to a larger egalitarian vision,
but also because it is necessary to the development of a political
coalition capable of redistributing productive assets.

Reconsideration of the moral and political principles of the
welfare state is a daunting task in and of itself. But it must also be
accompanied by a careful and sustained analysis of the economic
inefficiencies of social welfare programs. The most obvious of these
fall into the category of agency problems, including the lack of
incentives to maximize efficiency. One of the best progressive critiques
of Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) emphasizes the
tremendous administrative costs of the current system and argues that
public transfers should be directly distributed to the needy through a
guaranteed income. '

Most economists agree, in principle, that a negative income tax
system would be far superior to the existing AFDC program, which
suffers from obvious incentive problems. While there is, as Roemer
notes, a large literature describing these problems, most of it is
empirical in nature, avoiding even the least mention of economic
justice. On the Left, the widespread notion that assistance to the poor
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could be financed entirely by taxing the idle rich has made it easy to
avoid a more substantive issue: what kinds of restrictions and require-
ments should be placed on recipients of public assistance who are
capable of productive work? Both socialist and liberal egalitarian
principles mandate some quid pro quo, but both quid and quo are
open to debate. I would argue that adult recipients of AFDC already
perform some productive work — child rearing — in return for the
assistance they receive (this does not imply that they should not be
encouraged to find paying work as well). But left economists, other
than feminists, have been remarkably reticent about the punitive
‘workfare’ measures recently imposed by several states and under
consideration on the national level.

Roemer implies that market competition is the appropriate solution
for agency problems. In my opinion, this is more likely to be the case
in the realm of production than in the realm of social reproduction.
It is hard to tell whether or not, or where, Roemer would draw the
line. Take education. Many critics correctly point out that public
(state) schools are administratively top-heavy and fail adequately
to monitor or reward good teaching. Would Roemer advocate the
type of increased competition among schools that a voucher system
would provide? If so, he must concede that schools do not produce
a homogeneous product whose quality can easily be measured.
Should teachers’ pay simply be determined by their students’ scores
on standardized tests? Also, school vouchers pose a serious agency
problem: parents who do make a choice of school may not act in the
best interests of students. What if a significant subset of children is
penalized simply because their parents are too constrained, too poorly
educated themselves or just too apathetic to make the best choice?

Health is another classic case: asymmetric information, high
transactions costs and fearful risks make it difficult for consumers to
make optimal choices. And of course, insurance itself creates third-
party problems. Many health care experts argue that a single-payer
system provides the best health care for the money. Does the logic
of Roemer’s market socialism militate instead towards ‘managed
competition’? And if so, how exactly would it be managed (presumably
not in Clintonesque style).

Another crucial issue is the impact of social policy on family
formation. While the decline of intra-family transfers helped motivate
the development of welfare programs, these have had the reciprocal
effect of weakening family ties. Socialists and feminists need to ask
themselves exactly what kinds of family commitments should be
encouraged. I would argue that the state should strictly enforce both






