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HUMAN CAPITAL AND THE
GENDER EARNINGS GAP

A response to feminist ctitiques
Solomon W. Polachek

INTRODUCTION

Throughout history numerous books and articles have been written on
women’s economic roles. Whether they deal with women at work, women
in the household, women as volunteers, or women in other economic roles,
the writings on women appear to parallel women’s activities of their
particular historical period. With the onset of the industrial revolution in
the mid-1850s and the ensuing growth in female labor force participation,
more writings appeared pertaining to women at work in the for-pay sector.

It is hard to tell when economists began to consider feminist issues.
Pethaps it started in earnest with classical economist John Stuart Mill’s The
Subjugation of Women (1870), or perhaps, as Pujol (1992) indicates, with
Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon’s Women and Work (1857). Earlier volumes
such as Catherine Beecher’s A Treatise on Domestic Economy (1841), Asenath
Nicholson’s The Intellectnal Housekeeper (1835), Frances Byerley Parkes’s
Domestic Duties (1829), publisher G. Smith’s The Oeconomy of Female Life
(1751), or Gervase Markhams’s The English Housewife (1631) deal with
household management as an occupation, but it is not clear that these
are feminist since they do not appear to view women as the victims of
exploitation, even though they deal with important women’s issues of the
time.

Whenever economists began recognizing feminist concerns, the late
1980s and early 1990s witnessed a clear resurgence of interest in econom-
ics from a feminist perspective. The main point of feminist economics is
that economics infrequently deals with women’s issues, and when it does, it
does so incorrectly because inherent “male” biases are deeply ingrained in
economic practitioners, at this time mostly men. Some feminist economists
are rather harsh in their criticisms of modern mainstream economics,
others are milder, merely seeking to apply cutrent economic principles to
topics particularly of interest to women.

One topic with a Jong economic history concerns male and female roles
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