Notes

Folbre “Dancing in the Dark” (209-232)

How do we organize production and distribute the output?

 Folbre is critical of both socialism and capitalism. She is most interested in fairness and that the “care industry” is not valued in either system.

 “We must start thinking about care as a propensity that can be defended and developed – or weakened and wasted – by economic risks and rewards” (210).

 The socialists and Marxists fail because on the one hand they have too much faith in cooperation (i.e. the common good) and on the other they over-emphasize class divisions.

 Folbre believes society must rethink work and home to ensure democratic governance 212).

 But, as well, a market society as described by conventional economists believe the free-acting, rational economic actor will lead to a better, fairer society – Folbre disagrees, arguing that it is “who gets what” that will determine the power and that often is a matter of inheritance.

 She also faults socialism for relegating the woman to the home and, making it worse by assuming home production is unproductive and therefore not emphasizing labor-saving household technology – witness the Soviet Union. And further, that socialism leaves “incentives to work” out of the equation resulting in a highly inefficient system. 

 But in the aftermath of the Soviet collapse it was demonstrated that who had what was extremely important in how a sudden emergence of a free market system would function – it was a disaster. After price controls were removed in 1992 consumer spending fell by 38 percent (compared to 22 percent in the U.S. Great Depression). 

The Russians joked, “we believe in markets” but “we need a plan.” (217)

Folbre worries about the question of how assets should be distributed and claims neither socialism or capitalism has produced such a democratic system. 

 The massive redistribution of wealth following Russia after 1989 is reminiscent of the massive redistribution of wealth that has taken place after TARP (Naomi Klein). What’s the difference?

 As Folbre quotes the NY Times “…the country seems to have been raped by capitalists.” – the same could be said for the United States in 2008-09.

 Other methods of distribution have been tried (1869 Homestead Act, the Special Field Orders, No. 15 by General Sherman in 1865 [40 acres and a mule] and many examples of land reform in Central and South America to name a new). 

 The notion, Folbre claims, is that “if everyone starts out in a relatively equal position, market competition will be healthy.” (220)

 She mentions, however, that redistribution will too often be blocked by those who already have amassed fortunes – witness campaign finance reform and the futile efforts of Granny D!

 Even worker-owned production is ineffective since most workers don’t have the means to buy shares in their companies and if their company fails they lose everything. 

 She suggest “stock-money” that can be convertible, i.e. you can swap but not sell shares. Even then, the best negotiators will wind up on top.

  Her favored option is to give about $80,000 to young people turning 18 – they can do anything with it – education, start a business etc.

 The last section on Democratic Governance seems scattered and potentially ephemeral: The U.N. should be empowered over those institutions (IMF) that concentrate on financial power. Workers’ rights to unionize should be protected. Jobs should involve both menial and mental tasks to achieve a fair balance. Participatory decision-making systems should be encouraged (over pay, working conditions etc). Reduce paid employment to six hours a day to coincide with children’s hours in school. Institute paid-leave for both fathers and mothers. Eliminate the marriage penalty while instituting a steep progressive tax to encourage parents to spend more time in unpaid work for family and community while tying access to health care on participation in paid work (which are we providing incentives for?). Forced joint custody to eliminate “one parent paying, while the other does the caring”. Extend and enlarge public spaces, educational institutions should emphasize public involvement and caring skills—perhaps national service requirement to repay the educational services provided the young.

“We don’t have to believe that markets are intrinsically bad to acknowledge that “who owns what” matters. And believing that each of us is responsible for the care of others doesn’t have to mean a welfare state is required. 

