Family Decision Making

The Economics of Women, Men, and Work.
FrancIiNEe D. Brau and MARIANNE A. FERBER.
Prentice-Hall, Englewood Cliffs, NJ, 1986. xvi,
365 pp., illus. Paper, $18.95.

The social phenomena of marriage,
housework, and discrimination would once
have been thought to have little to do with
the usual market transactions studied by
economists. In the past 20 years, however,
economists have invaded the field of family
decision making, which was previously the
exclusive domain of sociologists and anthro-
pologists. Has this intellectual imperialism
enriched our understanding, or has it ob-
scured what are basically social concepts? By
bringing a large amount of material together
in a clear text, the authors of the present
work give readers a chance to judge for
themselves.

Though the book presents little original
material, it develops the neoclassical para-
digm in considerable detail. A synopsis of
the authors’ description might be as follows.
Individuals are assumed to miaximize well-
being, subject to a budget constraint. The
decision to marry is, therefore, affected by
the material gains that may occur as spouses
are able to specialize in home or market
production. Viewed in this light, housework
differs from madrket work only ih location,
not in intrinsic worth—housework is elevat-
ed to an equal status with market work.

Each person is viewed as being willing to
enter mutually advantageous trade agree-
ments—some people will decide to special-
ize in home services, which they will then
trade for market goods produced (or
bought) by their spouses. The authors show
that from a methodological point of view, a
decision of two people to get married is
similar to a decision of two countries to
trade—in both cases there are potential
gains from comparative advantage.

If there is going to be trade within a
marriage, the crucial question is who will
work in the market and who will work in the
home. Neoclassical economists answering
this question focus on differences in home
and market productivities, rather than re-
sorting to explanations based on social
norms. Economic theory predicts that wom-
en are more likely to work in the home
because they are more likely to have a com-
parative advantage in home production. The
authors argue that this is a result not of
biological differences but of discrimination
against women in the market—if the hus-
band can earn a higher wage than the wife
for equal work, then it is advantageous to
both spouses for him to work in the market.

In having had to resort to discrimination
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to explain why women work in the home, it
would seem that the paradigm being re-
viewed in this book ultimately has to rely on
sociological explanations of marriage and
the division of labor within marriage. How-
ever, as the authors show in great detail,
discrimination itself is amenable to econom-
ic analysis.

Probably the most novel economic theory
of discrimination is based on the insight that
it is costly for employers to judge ecach
individual on the basis of his or her own
qualifications. The authors focus on statisti-
cal discrimination based on differences in
average characteristics. A more complete
model would predict that discrimination can
occur even if two groups are recognized to
be equally productive on average. All that is
necessary is for the cost of identifying above-
average males to be lower than the cost of
identifying above-average females. The re-
sult is that discrimination can exist without
prejudice or misinformation.

Having developed an economic explana-
tion of discrimination, the authors show
that one can now explain why women seem
to train for women’s roles—if they know
they will gain less than men in the market, it
is rational for women not to invest as much
in marketable skills. Therefore, they are less
likely to have a comparative advantage in the
market. The circle is complete.

Though favoring this neoclassical para-
digm, the authors take a somewhat broader
perspective. A central tenet of neoclassical
analysis is that tastes and technologies are
taken as given (that is, a given utility func-
tion is maximized subject to a given produc-
tion constraint). The authors stray from the
strict neoclassical model by devoting a good
deal of space to taste formation and the
development of technologies in different
historical periods. Similarly, they give at
least passing attention to the power relation-
ships in marriages, a subject of considerable
concern to those starting from a Marxist
perspective. This alternative paradigm ar-
gues that women are not maximizing their
own well-being, but rather are a subordi-
nated class used to maximize the well-being
of the males in society. The authors further
show their nondogmatic approach by dis-
cussing sociological factors that would not
fit well in a more rigid neoclassical model.

Though the overriding neoclassical ap-
proach of this book can still be faulted for
putting too much stress on material gains
and ignoring social norms, the book reviews
an approach that sheds a new light on old
questions. Those interested directly in the
subject matter will find it an excellent over-
view of a very large field, with ample refer-
ences for pursuing special topics of interest,
especially those that can be analyzed in the

neoclassical paradigm. For people interested
in how economists think the book offers an
interesting and lucid example of how neo-
classical economists apply what they consid-
er to be very general tools to an area most
would not associate with economic analysis.
PETER T. GOTTSCHALK
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Pharmacogenetics

Ethnic Differences in Reactions to Drugs
and Xenobiotics. WErRNER Karow, H. WER-
NER GOEDDE, and DHARAM P. AGarRwAL, Eds.
Liss, New York, 1986. xvi, 583 pp., illus. $90.
Progress in Clinical and Biological Research, vol.
214. From a meeting, Titisee, F.R.G., Oct. 1985.

This is a valuable, if decidedly mixed,
collection of papers describing recent work
on human variability in the metabolism of
drugs and other chemicals. The reader will
find here papers on virtually every extensive-
ly researched human polymorphism that is
suspected to affect drug response and con-
siderable documentation of variability from
nongenetic sources. The book resulted from
a rather recent conference, and several pa-
pers show the effects of the limited time for
editing.

Although the book fills an important
function in bringing together recent re-
search in pharmacogenetic and other human
variability, its emphasis on the rather small
fraction of the differences that can be associ-
ated with “ethnic” groupings is less helpful.
In the first paper, the author offers an
anecdotal account of the origins of his inter-
est in the subject. Working in an ethnically
diverse university community in Toronto,
he found that several students who showed
distinctive patterns of metabolites for amo-
barbital turned out to be of Chinese origin.

There is more serious documentation for
several specific cases of substantial differ-
ences across populations in the frequency of
genes associated with adverse reactions to
drugs and environmental exposures. The
most important of those listed in the book
seem to be differences in aldehyde dehydro-
genase isozymes (reportedly leading to inci-
dences of 55 to 85% for adverse responses
to alcohol in several Oriental populations
versus 4 to 12% among European popula-
tions), adult lactose intolerance (50 to 90%
among Oriental populations versus 6 to
24% among Caucasians), low N-acetyltrans-
ferase phenotype (60% among Caucasians
and black people versus 10 to 20% among
Orientals), alpha, antitrypsin deficiency (the
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