
28 IN THESE TIMES JUNE 13-26, 1984

PERSPECTIVES
By Sam Bowles, David M. Gordon

and Thomas E. Weisskopf

This is Part II of a four-part series.

HE TRICKLE-DOWN REDIS-
tributive strategy for eco-
nomic recovery sacrifices
wages and living stan-
dards in order to boost
profits and investment. It

reigns as the conventional wisdom.
Evidence of its prevalence surrounds

us: Republicans and Democrats, conser-
vatives and liberals, business executives
and academics differ not so much in their
strategies to address underlying economic
problems as in the tactics they would use
to pursue this strategy. Monetarists seek
redistribution through the operation of
market forces (suitably influenced by re-
strictive macroeconomic policy). Indus-
trial policy advocates would prefer more
direct government intervention. Almost
all seem to accept the idea that a "capital
shortage" lies at the heart of our econom-
ic woes, and, therefore, that the overrid-
ing need is for belt-tightening in order to
free up resources for capital formation.

Many will recognize this argument as
the classic "guns-versus-butter" trade-off
of textbook economics—applied in this
case to consumption versus investment.
You can't get something for nothing.
There's no such thing as a free lunch. To
complain about it is to object to the laws
of arithmetic.

There is a hidden logical assumption in
this affirmation of inevitable trade-offs.
It assumes that nothing is currently wast-
ed, that no productive inputs are current-
ly lying fallow, that we are presently tak-
ing maximum advantage of the human
and other resources applied in produc-
tion. In short, it assumes that we are truly
living in a "zero-sum" economy.

But if%iere is widespread waste—either
because of unused or misused resources
—the zero-sum logic fails. Not because
two plus two equals five, but because
more investment and more consumption
are possible if we make better use of our
productive capacity. You can get some-
thing for nothing if you stop wasting re-
sources.

At present, waste is ubiquitous on both
the "demand side" and the "supply
side" of our economy.

Demand-side waste results from a fail-
ure to operate the economy at full em-
ployment and full capacity; resources
that could be put to productive use lie
idle. While the Great Depression of the
'30s focused urgent attention on this
source of waste, many mainstream econ-
omists are currently inclined to minimize
the extent of involuntary unemployment
—ascribing a "natural rate of unemploy-
ment" of 7 percent or more to the neces-
sary frictions and discipline of a "free"
labor market. They refuse to consider
simple steps to make fuller use of our re-
sources because they refuse to counte-
nance the coordination and planning
such steps would involve.

Supply-side waste results from ineffi-
cient use of the labor and resources that
are employed. For example:

• Inefficient production results from
labor-management conflict;

• Inefficient use of labor and wasted
intellectual resources result from racial,
sexual and other forms of discrimination
and from inequality of educational op-
portunity;

• Environmental destruction and com-
munity decay result from the inability of
our economy to value the things that
money cannot buy; and

• Product waste results because some
products are able to earn a profit even
though they do not meet most people's
needs.

We believe that such supply-side waste
results from the imperatives of maintain-
ing the postwar corporate system of pri-
vate power and privilege. The effort to
shore up that system—in the face of pop-
ular challenges in the '60s and '70s—has
brought us more and more waste in the
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There is no capital
shortage, only
supply-side waste
form of burgeoning costs of supervising
and monitoring workers; growing corpor-
ate resources diverted to legal counsel,
financial speculation and advertising; ris-
ing costs of environmental cleanup and
occupational illness; and soaring ex-
penses of a defense establishment nearly
out of control.

Most economists and public officials
claim that these are necessary (if regret-
table) expenses. But they are necessary
only because we continue to play by the
prevailing rules of the game.

We base this argument on the vener-
able Marxian proposition that the social
organization of a capitalist economy, far
from leading to efficiency, is a barrier to
the sensible use of time, effort and re-
sources. If the capitalist rules of the
game are not taken as given, then it may

be possible to eliminate a substantial
amount of waste in the economy. As a re-
sult, it would be possible to escape—or at
least to attenuate—the bitter trade-offs
that often divide progressive groups and
that weaken progressive forces in the face
of capital.

We will propose an economic strategy
that is designed to take advantage of just
this possibility. Its crucial analytical pro-
position is that the economies of most of
the advanced capitalist nations today are
slack economies, not zero-sum econ-
omies. For this reason what is paid to
Peter need not be robbed from Paul. In-
creases in investment do not require de-
creases in consumption. More pay for
textile workers does not mean less for
postal workers. The textbook world of
inevitable trade-offs is a poor description

The rules of capitalist economics,
far from leading to great efficiency,
are barriers to the sensible use
of time, effort and resources. If
capitalist principles are abrogated,
then a substantial amount of waste
can be eliminated.

of our economic waste land. Quite the
reverse: a "free lunch," declared non-
existent by the economic sages, is indeed
possible if we find the right recipe.

To take full advantage of this possibil-
ity, however, we must challenge the capi-
talist rules of the game that are funda-
mentally responsible for so much of the
waste in the American economy. Since
there is not yet a socialist movement in
the U.S. with sufficient power to mount
this challenge frontally, we need to devel-
op some kind of "transitional program"
that will lead us in the right direction.

Historically, one of the Achilles' heels
of such transitional programs has been
economic; it often appears that almost
any conceivable step toward socialism
will result in at least a short-run deterior-
ation of the economic situation of most
people. But our analysis suggests that this
need not be the case.

In the next article in this series we
will develop the macroeconomic logic of
part of a transitional program, based on
what we call the "wage-led productivity
growth" strategy. This strategy rejects
the idea that prosperity down the road re-
quires belt-tightening by workers and
consumers in order to redistribute income
toward the wealthy and the corporations.
We believe, instead, that wage growth
and wage equalization can benefit both
workers and the economy as a whole.

Fairness and economic rationality can
in fact form a surprisingly serendipitous
combination. The reason is that econom-
ic domination is costly to police. A wage-
led productivity growth strategy promises
to attenuate at least some of the class and
other conflicts that have led to the recent
escalation of ineffectual and costly sys-
tems of control in the U.S.

From the perspective of conventional
economic wisdom, the idea that high and
growing wages may stimulate growth
seems implausible. But consider the em-
pirical evidence:

• Compared with their counterparts in
many advanced industrial economies,.
American workers are not highly paid.
The European nations whose average in-
dustrial wages overtook those of the U.S.
since World War II also had higher sav-
ings and investment rates, productivity
growth and overall increases in living
standards than did the U.S.

• If we divide the recent history of the
American economy into an early period
(1948-1966) of rising profits, rising invest-
ment, stable prices and rapid growth, and
a later period of cumulating economic
difficulty, we find that average real hour-
ly worker compensation rose at an aver-
age annual rate of 2.9 percent during the
former period and at 0.8 percent during
the latter.

•By themselves, of course, these data
neither define nor demonstrate the viabil-
ity of a wage-led productivity growth
strategy. It could well be that successful
economic performance leads to higher
wages rather than the other way around.
Moreover, it may plausibly be argued
that economic performance and high
wages are mutually supporting aspects of
the growth process. To unravel these con-
nections we must understand the causal
relationship between wages and produc-
tivity. We pursue these relationships in
the next article in this series.

Until then, the lesson is clear: we must
bow to the austere imperatives of the
economic wisdom only if we accept the
underlying logic of zero-sum thinking.
And that would require the suspension of
disbelief born both of our daily exper-
ience and a careful analysis of the waste
that pervades the American economy.

We need instead to pursue the full and
appealing implications of the opposite
view of our capitalist economy—that ir-
rationality and corporate power create
pervasive and eradicable waste. A macro-
economic strategy based on wage-led pro-
ductivity growth flows directly from that
recognition. As we will argue in the next
two articles in this series, more rapidly
growing and more equal wages can stim-
ulate economic growth and also provide
the foundations for a long-run transition
to socialist democracy. •
Sam Bowles, David M. Gordon and
Thomas E. Weisskopf co-authored Be-
yond the Wasteland, recently released in
paperback by Anchor/Doubleday Press.
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first-born daughters have killed
the infants rather than accept
son-less status. More compelling
and horrifying proof of contin-
uing violence against females is
hard to find.

Yet the recent heroines—Dr.
Lu and Zhang Haidi—seem ob-
livious to this violence against
those who have the misfortune to
be born female. Where are the
advocates for the contemporary
Gold Flower? Is their absence

that women could only be liber-
ated through full-time employ-
ment in socialist modes of pro-
duction. Insofar as the revolu-
tion eliminated exploitation of
the proletariat and the poor pea-
santry, discrimination against
women would also disappear.

But as the events of the '30s
and '40s revealed, political ex-
pediency—not a principled phil-
osophical decision—was the pri-
mary motivation for the "active

In the early years of the Cul-
tural Revolution (1968-69),
China export ed to the U.S. a her-
oine of the Chinese Civil War—a
country girl named Gold Flower.
Sold by her parents as a child
bride, she was first beaten by her
husband and then by her father-
in-law.

Only after the arrival of the
Red Army and the Communist
land-reform cadres did Gold
Flower find the strength and help
to attack her oppressors, rally
other women to the cause of sex-
ual equality and become a "back-
bone element" of village women.

In 1984 China is sending us dif-
ferent heroines. For young adults
the ideal is Zhang Haidi, a para-
plegic in her late 20s who, despite
little formal education, has mas-
tered acupuncture and six foreign
languages, thereby helping oth-
ers and contributing usefully to
society. Zhang Haidi faces none
of the "feudal" brutality that
nearly killed Gold Flower, and
she docs not need new, revolu-
tionary social organization. Her
problems are fortuitously created
by tragic infirmity. She teaches
others to rely on Mao Tse-tung's
advice io "avoid the wrong road
of egoism."

In fiction, a popular heroine
of the past year has been Dr. Lu
Wenting, a mortally ill eye sur-
geon featured in the film On
Reaching Middle Age. "A vir-
tuous wife and mother," Dr. Lu
breaks down from the physical
and mental strain of her work,
showing the urgent need for bet-
ter institutional backing for pro-
fessional women to carry the
double burden of career and
family.

The distance between the
world of Gold Flower and these
two heroines of the '80s is enor-
mous. Should we then conclude
that the Communist revolution
has so radically reduced the insti-
tutionalized violence against
women of pre-Communist years
that Gold Flower's story has be-
come irrelevant?

To an extent we can. China's
post-1949 marriage law prohibits
the sale of young girls as child
brides, and these days the prac-
tice is virtually unknown. Wife
beating is a criminal offense and
a legitimate ground for divorce.
Parents now expect teenage
daughters and young mothers to
work in the paid labor force. The
number of women government
cadres has increased 14-fold.

Yet marriage by purchase still
prevails in the countryside. Even
in the cities it is common for men
and women to meet through a
relative's introduction and then
marry the first person they date.
In the past two years the Chinese
government has shocked its own
citizens and those of other coun-
tries with official acknowledge-
ment of the existence of female
infanticide. In response to a na-
tional birth-control campaign
that discourages more than one
child per family, a few parents of

CHINA

The low tides
of socialism

themselves. For these women,
CCP advocacy of free marriage
and radical attacks on Confucian
morality were extremely threat-
ening.

But it would be inaccurate to
conclude that the pre-1949 alli-
ance between the CCP and the
poor male peasants went unchal-
lenged. Immediately after libera-
tion, the CCP drafted a new mar-
riage law. Within one year a na-
tionwide campaign for imple-
mentation had reached even re-
mote villages. The efficacy of
this drive was shown first by the
rapid increase in divorces and
then by the resistance of local
male cadres unsympathetic to
any diminution in the traditional
prerogatives of male household
heads.

In the cities, labor insurance
regulations drafted in 1950 gave
women workers paid maternity
leave, free health care and retire-
ment benefits equal to their male
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ically ill and indigent. Patrilocal
marriage practices persisted, and *
norms for appropriate family be-
havior—especially between hus-
band and wife and parents and
children—remained essentially
outside the arena of government
reform.

In general, Andors, Stacey and
Johnson agree. But on one issue
—the significance of the Great
Leap Forward and the Cultural
Revolution—Phyllis Andors of-
fers an alternative viewpoint. For
Stacey, the Great Leap was an
"unmitigated disaster" and the
Cultural Revolution worthy of
only minimal recognition. For
Johnson, the Great Leap was an
"uncritical effort" totally in line
with a view of history "that dis-
parages the work of women."

The earlier Chinese revolu-
tionary heroine was able and
brave. More recent ones are
emotionally or physically ill.

from the public media merely
one more sign of a post-Mao re-
treat from egalitarian ideals?

The authors of these three
books unambiguously refute
such an explanation. Instead,
they blame the original Maoist
leadership. Surveying the history
of Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) policy and programs to-
ward women from the '20s to the
'80s, all agree that as early as
1940 the party leadership had
subordinated issues of gender to
those of class. Requests for a sep-
arate feminist agenda and auton-
omous political organizations for
women were attacked as a bour-
geois critique that only addressed
the individualistic concerns of an
elite.

Thus in 1942, when the writer
Ding Ling asked the Party in Ye-
nan to "talk less of meaningless
theory and more of the actual
problems" women faced in their
everyday lives, she was severely
criticized. The Party denounced
her ideas as "harmful to unity."
It dismissed her demand for
more attention to women's prac-
tical problems in the "liberated
areas" as "outdated," since
"full sex equality had been
achieved." Shortly after Ding
Ling published these views, she
was relieved of all political re-
sponsibilities.

The officially sanctioned strat-
egy was the orthodox wisdom

suppression" of the earlier fem-
inist commitment to political and
social equality.

The CCP achieved victory
over the Japanese and the Chin-
ese Nationalists by allying with
poor peasant men—particularly
unmarried men, who accepted
the misogynist gender hierarchy
of Confucianism and resented
their own inability to establish
families according to these tradi-
tional ideals. In order to secure
these peasant men's loyalty to the
Red Army and the cause of Com-
munism, the CCP gave prefer-
ence to men's demands over
women's. Socialist patriarchy re-
placed traditional patriarchy,
and the CCP lost opportunities
for change that would "not eas-
ily come again."

But as Johnson convincingly
argues, "female conservatism"
also obstructed radical change in
family relationships. A young
bride sent to live in her in-laws'
home with a husband she neither
chose nor knew before marriage
had only one strategy for survival
—to give birth to as many sons as
possible and raise them to show
first loyalty to their elderly par-
ents and especially to their moth-
er, who had favored and nur-
tured them in childhood.

In this way generations of
Chinese women, powerless to al-
ter their fundamental subordina-
tion, created a secure place for

peers'. Urban girls entered prim-
ary school in numbers equal to
urban boys, and female univer-
sity graduates gained managerial
positions commensurate with
their professional training. Yet in
theory and practice the CCP re-
fused to acknowledge a separate
reform agenda for women.

Kay Johnson explains this
hardline position as the CCP's
failure, or even refusal, to formu-
late radical reform of the fam-
ily. For Johnson the fundamen-
tal source of oppression, and
therefore the basic block to real
sexual equality at work and in
politics, was the persistent sub-
ordination of females within
their own "male-centered fam-
ily" of origin.

But in each year after the civil
war, accommodation to the exist-
ing gender hierarchy, once a tem-
porary strategy, became more
and more permanent. Collectiv-
ization of agriculture kept the
household as an essential unit of
production. Even in the cities,
where collectivization of work
and welfare functions were far
more complete, the household—
not the individual—was the basic
unit of consumption and saving.

During "high tides of social-
ism," wages in rural areas con-
tinued to go to the (male) family
heads. In both urban and rural
areas the family was responsible
for the primary care of the chro,̂ .

The Cultural Revolution contin-
ued along the same ideological
lines, denied gender as a signifi-
cant category of political debate
and reactivated the attack against
feminism as "bourgeois."

In contrast, Andors sees the
Great Leap as a radical mobiliza-
tion "on the right track" and the
Cultural Revolution as a move-
ment that "created ideology and
institutional opportunities for a
potentially more favorable cli-
mate for women's progress." To
support her positive assessments
Andors cites the leadership's new
willingness to publish essays that
discussed sexual equality and the
public's new awareness of the
importance of radical social
change for the mass mobilization '
of women.

Andors' optimism about the
Great Leap and the Cultural Rev-
olution is balanced by clear
awareness of how gender hier-
archy and female inequality per-
sist in all facets of private and
public life. So it would be in?iC-
curate to contrast the viev^s of
Andors and those of St?,cey and
Johnson too sharply.

Unlike Stacey ^nd Johnson,'
Andors is partifcuiariy interested
in the "van£uarcj experience" of
urban wpjrnen. Indeed, in the his-
tory of Chinese women, the
Communist revolution marks a
major break from the Confucian

Continued on following page

ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED
LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG


