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The economic crises that engulfed the European Union (EU) over a decade spurred much
writing on the economic system of the EU, in particular the system meant to govern the
macro-economics of the member states and the Union as whole — the Economic and
Monetary Union (EMU). Part of this work was explicitly feminist, focused on documenting
the gendered impacts of the crises and of the various policy responses undertaken by both EU
institutions and member states (Kantola and Lombardo, 2017; Karamessini and Rubery,
2013). This built on existing research within the field of feminist EU studies that has shown
how the dominance of economic policy can limit progress towards gender equality (Macrae,
2010), and explored the gendered consequences of economic policies (Hubert, 2012;
Masselot, 2015; Smith and Villa, 2010), it was only in recent years that work directly
engaged with the core of economic governance (Bruff and Wohl, 2016; Cavaghan and
Elomaéki, 2021a; Klatzer and Schlager, 2014; O’Dwyer, 2020). This increased attention to
areas previously understudied reflects the increased engagement with feminist political
economy in studies of the EU (Cavaghan and Elomiki, 2021b), an engagement that enabled
an important move from studying the gendered consequences of policy, to studying the roles
that gender plays in the construction of policy. While this newer work focused on
demonstrating the gendered nature of the contemporary economic governance regime, it left
an important question unaddressed — was this moment of crisis an aberration, or an

illustrative example of a gendered regime?

Indeed, much of the discourse surrounding those years of reform and crisis fighting framed
the moment as exceptional, and certainly policy making within the discursive register of
crisis played a role in enabling certain reforms. However, when it comes to the role played by
gender, what may in fact be most interesting is the level of continuity. This paper therefore
seeks to answer the question above by examining an earlier moment, the establishment of the

EMU as we now know it. It will do this through a contextualised analysis of a key document



of that moment - the 1989 ‘Report on Economic and Monetary Union’ produced by the
Committee for the Study of Economic and Monetary Union, chaired by Jacques Delors (from
here, Delors Report!). This document built on previous reports mapping out economic
integration, and served as something of a roadmap towards EMU. Analysis of this document
therefore allows for an understanding of the priorities and key ideas of this policy making
moment. In addition, the gendered assumptions, exclusions, and silences within this
document suggest the prevalence same in the broader debates around EMU at the time.
Throughout this paper, direct quotations from the Delors report will be presented in italics,

and the page numbers refer to the version linked in the footnote.

The paper will proceed as follows. Section one draws on feminist political economy to
establish the key conceptual tools I will use to examine the Delors report. Section two
explores the gendered silences of the report, and how these omissions contribute to the
overall coherence of it. Section three examines the role played by an anti-inflationary bias
within the report. Section four looks at how decisions about what to measure embed gendered
inequalities within economic policy. In the conclusions, I reflect on how this particular case
illustrates a continuity of gender bias within EMU, and offer some speculations for what this
may mean for transformations of EMU today. By demonstrating three ways that the Report is
implicitly gendered, I aim to show how our understanding of EMU, both then and now, is
inherently incomplete without an appreciation of the roles being played by gendered within

it.

1. A Gendered Macro Economy

In this section I set out three approaches for evaluating the gendered nature of the Delors

Report. This is necessary given the silence about gender in the document itself — something
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that feminist political economists have grappled with in many areas. In her work on silences
in economic policy, Bakker points out the challenge of demonstrating the gendered nature of
a discourse — mainstream economic discourse — that presents as gender neutral, with little to
no explicit references to gender differences or gendered institutions (Bakker, 1994, p. 3). To
overcome this difficulty, Bakker points towards understanding gender as a set of relations,
rather than simply as a particular identity — man, woman, or other identity — that individual
people hold. This view of gender as identity is not incorrect, and it is certainly not
unimportant for economic analysis. For example, taking account of people’s gender identity
is a necessary first step in appreciating the differential impacts of economic policy, and
formed the basis of much important early feminist activism and scholarship on the EU
(Hoskyns, 1996). However, viewing gender solely as a question of identity can significantly
limit any attempt to gender economic analysis. It naturalises gender silences in policy areas
that don’t speak about individuals — such as macro-economic policy. It also tends towards a
legalistic framework for understanding the problem of gender inequality — setting it up as a
problem to be solved through anti-discrimination policies, rather than something generated
by the broader corpus of policy. This has profound implications for the location of gender
sensitive policy making — for example within the EU, the ‘gender equality unit’ moved from
the Directorate General (DG) for Employment, to the DG for Justice (Guerrina, 2017),
reflecting this broader sense of gender inequality as a legal issue, a problem of discrimination
impacting individuals as a result of their particular identity. This also helps to explain why
gender equality policies are often forced to yield when the conflict with broader economic
policies (Macrae, 2010). Within economics, this view of gender places concerns with such
inequalities firmly within the realm of micro-economics, the level of economics concerned

with people and their behaviour.



Instead, Elson argues that the attempt to contain gender questions within micro-economics
ignores the interaction between the micro and the macro (and the meso, the in-between layer
of mediating institutions) (Elson, 1994). Indeed, mainstream economic discourse understands
the macro-economy as an aggregation of the micro, evidenced by the emphasis placed on
filling in the ‘micro-foundations’ of macro-economic theory. Moreover, if macro-economics
is about the aggregation of the micro, then surely the role played by gender at the micro-level
should be aggregated as well. One illustrative example of this concerns credit. Credit and
debt form a key mechanism through which macro-economic policy can achieve its goals,
whether they are concerned with inflation, growth, or employment levels. Major debates
within the field of macro-economics concerns competing theorisations of how macro-
economic policies can shape the behaviour of economic actors with regard to debt, whether
certain policy approaches encourage the taking on of debt in order to invest, or whether
others encourage savings (Carter, 2021). But, unacknowledged by such debates, gender plays
a role in shaping the extent to which these kinds of policy interventions can shape such
behaviour (Roberts, 2013). Gender shapes access to credit, both through explicit rules
requiring male guarantors, long-standing wealth inequalities, implicit biases and assumptions
around credit worthiness that makes it more difficult to women — whether as managers of
households, workers, or entrepreneurs — to access credit. Gender blind assumptions in macro-
economic debates can even help to explain some of the failures of macro-economic policy

interventions, such as austerity (O’Dwyer, 2018).

But the gendered nature of macro-economics goes beyond simply aggregating the gendered
nature of micro-economics. If we view gender as a structure, as a set of relations, it becomes
possible to see the multiple ways in which every aspect of macro-economics is gendered.
Understanding gender as a structure means appreciating the way that gender shapes social

relations and institutions, beyond the ascription of identity to individuals. This means that the



institutions of macro-economic policy — central banks, national treasuries, international
economic organisations — can be understood through this lens of gender (Metzger and Young,
2020; O’Dwyer, 2019; Schuberth and Young, 2011). This approach also addresses a common
objection to feminist critiques of such institutions, that many now have women in key
decision-making roles. Stepping aside from the fact that for most of these institutions,
significant male over-representation remains the norm (and was very much the norm for the
case study of this paper), an approach built on understanding gender as a structure
demonstrates that, regardless of their own gender identity, policy makers operate within
gendered structures that constrain their available options, shape the expectations of their
constituencies, help or hinder their legitimation efforts, and inform the data they use to make
decisions. I’ll explore some of these factors in the analysis of the EMU in the later sections of

this paper.

Understanding gender as a structure also requires understanding gender in an intersectional
way. In the example I gave above concerning credit and debt, it would be deeply inaccurate
to view such a disparity as impacting all women equally, or in the same way. Clearly,
assumptions about credit worthiness are deeply racialised, and the wealth disparity between
men and women is also deeply intertwined with racial wealth disparities. Indeed, key policy
measures which helped to drive the wealth accumulation for white men in the post-war
period in Europe, such as supports for housing purchases, strong labour protections,
education spending, and a strong welfare state were in fact built upon wealth extracted from
former European colonies and walled off from immigrants arriving from those former
colonies (Goodman and Pepinsky, 2021; Shilliam, 2018), while also being premised on a
hetero-normative male breadwinner model that required a vast amount of reproductive work
to go unacknowledged, and of course, unpaid (Bakker, 2007). Indeed, Bhambra reminds us

that the EU itself is built from the integration of states deeply embedded in colonial pasts and



presents, meaning that accurate analysis of the EU must also content with its own colonial
past and present (Bhambra, 2017) Class, ethnicity, dis/ability and sexuality also serve to
shape the micro-economy as well as the institutions of the macro-economy, in ways that both
do and do not overlap with the gendering processes. That this paper is primarily focused on
understanding those gendered dynamics does not mean that these other factors don’t also play

an important role, and where possible I have pointed to some of these moments of overlap.

In setting out the ways in which macroeconomics is gendered, different feminist economists
and political economists have used the idea of biases. Elson has discussed biases such as
‘deflationary bias’, ‘commodification bias,” and ‘male-breadwinner bias’ (Elson, 1994,
1991). In more recent work (Young et al., 2011) with Young and Bakker, the biases of risk
and credit were added. Essentially, these biases are ways of identifying and naming the
mechanisms through which macroeconomic policy generates or entrenches existing gender
inequalities. This means that they are premised on an understanding of existing gender
relations and inequalities within particular economies, and these existing systems generate
biases when they are ignored or excluded by policy makers. This exclusion is captured by
Bakker’s concept of the ‘strategic silence’ (Bakker, 1994) which highlights how such
omissions are not simply accidental or limited to the creation of gendered consequences, they
are in fact core underpinning aspects of economic policy. They are strategic in the sense that,
through excluding an understanding of negative consequences, they help to stabilise policies
and policy making systems. In this paper, I will begin by deploying this concept of the
strategic silence in an analysis of an early moment in the creation of EMU, before exploring
two key biases within the same moment. The first bias draws from Elson’s work — the
deflationary bias. This bias is particularly important for an analysis of this moment, given the
wide-spread concern with inflation at the time. The second bias is what I am calling the

‘measurement bias’, building on other work in feminist political economy (Saunders and



Dalziel, 2017; Waring, 1999; Williams, 1994). This work examines the inputs to economic
policy-making, to show how at the moment of measurement, or ‘counting’, women’s
particular (though varied) experiences are not counted, and so end up not counting for policy
making. Other biases may of course be important in this moment of the establishment of
EMU, however, I hope that by exploring these three biases (including the strategic silence) I
can demonstrate that the foundational moment of EMU was deeply gendered, and was so in

multiple ways.

2. Strategic Silence in EMU

“The fact that structural adjustment and restructuring policies are largely formulated
without consideration for asymmetrical relations of power based on gender leads to a

silencing of women’s experiences and strategies of resistance.” (Bakker, 1994, p. 1)

Analysing silences within policies or documents is challenging. Indeed, the difficulties
created by absences are part of what makes such silences strategic — omitting certain aspects
makes it more difficult for other actors to critique based on those aspects, since they have
been normalised as being outside of that policy area. However, starting by identifying and
then analysing the gendered silences in economic policy can also be an extremely useful
starting point in any attempt to uncover the gendered nature of such a policy. If we accept the
premise that the economic is gendered, then such silences should not seem natural but instead
be illustrative silences; artificial silences on matters that should be included, were gendered
power dynamics not at play. There are many ways to establish this important starting
premise, with a wide range of empirical documentation available. To take one recent
example, in an analysis of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, and related policy
responses such as lockdowns, the European Institute for Gender Equality has identified a

range of gendered consequences, including longer lasting unemployment, a gendered



distribution in the reduction of working hours, as well as a gendered division in the exposure
to risks from both the pandemic itself and the economic consequences of responding to the
pandemic (EIGE, 2021). The underpinning reason for these gendered consequences is the
existing gender differences within the economy. For example, gender segregation across
industries means women are more likely to be employed in sectors such as tourism and
hospitality, meaning the heavy impact of lockdowns on those industries generated a gendered
outcome (Klatzer and Rinaldi, 2020). Similarly, existing gender inequalities within
households meant that the shift to working from home has had gendered consequences.
Research on other crises has shown similarly that, because of underlying and pervasive
gender relations and inequalities, economic policy will also be gendered policy (Cavaghan,
2017a; Elomaki, 2012; O’Dwyer, 2018). For economic policy to be gender-neutral would
require a gender-neutral economy, and that simply does not exist. This means that economic
policy is gendered by default. What is interesting, and remarkable, is the way that this

gendered nature is hidden within policy debates and documents.

From the above, it is clear then that one way of hiding the gendered nature of economic
policy is to ignore the gendered differences within the economy. When it comes to the EU,
these differences are compounded by differences across the member states — that is, different
sets of differences. The concept of ‘gender regimes’(Walby, 2020, 2015, 2004) has been
used to categorise these differences, for example by looking at the different ways that care
work operates in different member states, whether through the state or the family. These
differences in the gendered structures of societies and states then shape their broader political
and economic structures. One might then expect that a policy document that shows a high
level of concern with questions of convergence across the economies of the member states
would take account of the consequences of such a policy on the converging (or diverging) of

the gender regimes of those member states. The Delors report is very much concerned with
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convergence: in identifying limitations to the current system the report notes, “the lack of
sufficient convergence of fiscal policies as reflected in large and persistent budget deficits
certain countries has remained a source of tensions and has put a disproportionate burden
on monetary policy” (pg 8). Notably, the aim for convergence is quite a specific one, it is not
about a gradually developing convergence to some new European style of economic
management, developed through some sort of participatory process such as the Open Method
of Co-ordination. Instead, it is a form of convergence to the ‘strong currency’ model, driven
by the pressure generated from currency connections to the Deutschmark. This means that the
direction of convergence is already embedded, and will be further embedded (according to

the plan of the report) in the structures of EMU.

While there may be many areas of contestation of this embedding of a particular economic
model as the goal (Johnston and Regan, 2015; Stockhammer, 2016), one that has gone
underexamined is the gendered consequences. A key critique of this approach emphasises the
variation in economic models across the member states, including along the binaries of
domestic demand led versus export led growth, more corporatist or more pluralist economic
relations, and so on. However, the member states also vary significantly in the gendered ways
in which their economies and societies both were and still are structured. This literature on
gender regimes (Shire and Walby, 2020; Walby, 2020, 2004; Zbyszewska, 2016) often points
in particular to a dichotomy between social democratic and neoliberal regimes, but there is a
greater variety even beyond this dyad. Various institutional and normative structures around
issues such as anti-discrimination law, maternity leave, family policy, pay equality, worker
protection, part-time work and combine to create different economic systems in which men
and women are differentially positioned, in relation to each other and to the broader society.
Moreover, in constituting gendered subjects, such policies also play a role in drawing

boundaries around sexuality and the types of lives that are rewarded by, or disciplined by, the

11



state (Gore, 2021). In particular, the post-war decades saw the member states developed
different approaches to problems of gender inequality, identifying different sets of
responsible actors and advancing different systems of equality protection. The convergence
proposed under the Delors report, and indeed that of the project of EMU more generally, do
not take account of this variation, instead focusing on a narrow conceptualisation of the
economy. Interestingly, convergence, or the possibility of convergence, is central to the
underpinning theoretical framework for EMU, Optimal Currency Area Theory (OCA)
(Alesina et al., 2017; De Grauwe, 2013). Even in an issue so central to the construction of

EMU — convergence — the silence on gender wins out.

Throughout the Delors report there is a repeated emphasis on removing barriers to movement
and trade. The removal of barriers is seen as a desirable consequence of EMU, as well as a
necessary pre-requisite for the functioning of EMU. The measurement and oversight of such
barriers — and their removal — is seen as a key role for the institutions of EMU, an area where
both supranational and national actors are called to act. However, there is a striking absence
of attention to the gendered barriers that exist across the economy. For example, in the
narrative of the progress towards full EMU articulated in the Delors report, the trans-national
liberalisation of banking services is noted — “Once every banking institution in the
Community is free to accept deposits from, and to grant loans to, any customer in the
Community and in any of the national currencies...” (pg 16) However, this narrative does not
consider the gendered barriers to credit, with explicit legal rights to securing loans in their
own name only granted to women in many member states in the 1980s, and with many more

informal barriers remaining at the time of the report.

These types of silences don’t just lead to an inaccurate or incomplete policy discourse, they

function to stabilise the policy as well (Bakker, 1994; Cavaghan and O’Dwyer, 2018). To
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understand how this works, it can be helpful to engage in some counterfactual thinking. How
would a Delors report that paid significant attention to gender issues have fared? The report
was written by, and for, a community of economic policy makers and thinkers who were
embedded in an epistemic discourse that did not see gender as a relevant concern for anyone
attempted to develop economic policy (Elson, 1991; Fourcade, 2006; Seguino, 2020). Many
decades later, it is still extremely difficult to bring gender analysis into economic policy
making in the EU (Cavaghan and Elomaéki, 2021a; Cavaghan and O’Dwyer, 2018; Metzger
and Young, 2020). Moreover, a Delors report that engaged with the gendered underpinnings
of the economy and acknowledged the potential gendered consequences of integration would
either have to come to some different policy conclusions or would have to acknowledge some
of the biases inherent in the plan being proposed. Indeed, there has been other criticism of the
foundation of EMU that points to important exclusions (De Grauwe, 2013). Importantly,
however, even such critical work fails to consider the ways in which the gendered nature of
the economy, combined with the gender-blind policy making driving the construction of
EMU, contributed to the fragility that they critique. In the next section, I explore one of these

factors which contributes to the fragility of EMU, the deflationary bias, in more depth.

3. The Deflationary Bias

“There tends to be an implicit assumption that the ‘reproductive economy’ can accommodate
itself to whatever changes macro-policy introduces... since it is women who undertake most
of the work in the ‘reproductive economy’... this is equivalent to assuming that there is an
unlimited supply of unpaid female labour, able to compensate for any adverse changes

resulting from macro-economic policy.” (Elson, 1994, p. 42)

A key motivation identified within the report is the development of economic (price)

stability, understood as a stable and low rate of inflation — “exchange rate constraint has
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greatly helped those participating countries with relatively high rates of inflation in gearing
their policies, notably monetary policy, to the objective of price stability, thereby laying the
foundations for both a downward convergence of inflation rates and the attainment of a high
degree of exchange rate stability” (pg 8). This focus on inflation reflects the broader
economic debates of the time, with high inflation causing political and economic problems in
many member states. Indeed, as De Grauwe points out, the men who made up the Delors
Commission were greatly influenced by the move away from Keynesianism and towards a
monetarism that emphasised low inflation targeting as the key goal of central banking (De
Grauwe, 2013, p. 157) However, feminist economists have identified a role played by this
extreme focus on inflation in the generation and perpetuation of gender inequalities. This
‘anti-inflationary bias’ (Elson, 1994, 1991) within macro-economic policy making maintains
gendered hierarchies, precisely because of the differential positions of men and women

within the economy.

Firstly, women’s over-representation in lower paid work, their over-exposure to state
spending both through public sector employment and state supports, and their lower tendency
to be holders of asset wealth, mean that a low-inflation model becomes an inherently
gendered model. More recently, work on the gendered nature of European monetary policy
has pointed to these gendered consequences (Metzger and Young, 2020), highlighting the
gendered distributional consequences of supposedly ‘gender-blind’ policy making. Moreover,
the understanding of such policy making as gender-blind or gender neutral excludes
opportunities for contestation on feminist grounds, meaning that even when substantial
empirical research identifies these consequences, such research does not form part of the
policy debate as it is seen as inherently political, and through its concerns with gender, seen

as belonging to a different realm of policy making.
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Secondly, the emphasis on targeting inflation rather than employment is premised on
(silenced) gendered factors. Using inflation — or, rather, deflation — as a policy lever with
which to influence the behaviour of economic actors, and to discipline both labour and capital
(Kettell, 2004), requires a flexibility within the labour force, as well as an ability for society
to adjust to such downward pressure. Indeed, flexibility combines with convergence as a key
requirement for a successful currency union under OCA (De Grauwe, 2013). In practice,
EMU has served to remove options from economic policy, to the extent that adjustment
within the labour market is the only available option left (Scholz-Alvarado, 2021). What goes
unsaid is how often it is women who contribute this flexibility and adjustment, serving to
‘cushion’ the impacts of deflationary policy. For example, cuts to state provisions of care
lead to a re-privitisation of care. When the state stops paying for care, it does not
automatically go undone — though, of course this is a possible, and often devasting,
consequence. Instead, the work goes unpaid. Across the member states, such unpaid care
work is highly gendered, with women more likely to be responsible for it, and marginalised
women even more so (Cavaghan and Eloméki, 2021a). And so, the state can cut spending,
and even tackle inflation, by increasing the amount of work women are doing, without
increasing their income. By moving a care responsibility from paid to unpaid, states are
essentially performing a gendered sort of balance-sheet management, not dissimilar to more
recent attempts to move state spending off balance sheet onto private or semi-private
institutions (Guter-Sandu and Murau, 2021). Moreover, such a re-privatisation of care
responsibilities is not matched by increases in time for women or others to perform such care
work — so they are unpaid and un-resourced in terms of time. That the only consistent
gendered concern in EMU has been the labour force activation of women highlights this

tension (Cavaghan and Elomiki, 2021a; O’Dwyer, 2018). This generates the necessary
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conditions for a crisis of social reproduction (Brodie, 1994), something which the EU has

failed to adequately address in the decades since (Cavaghan and Elomaéki, 2021a).

Part of the explanation for the failure to address the building crisis of social reproduction lies
within the deflationary bias itself. As the Delors report makes very clear, EMU involves the
removal of a range of options from national policy makers — “By greatly strengthening
economic interdependence between member countries, the single market will reduce the
room for independent policy manoeuvre”(pg 10), “The permanent fixing of exchange rates
would deprive individual countries of an important instrument for the correction of economic
imbalances and for independent action in the pursuit of national objectives, especially price
stability”(pg 16). Thus, the deflationary bias is not only ideological, but structural. This has
led to analysis of the impossibility of the development of stronger social protections under
EMU (Copeland and Daly, 2018; Graziano and Hartlapp, 2019; Scharpf, 2010). Among the
policy options closed off, are those that could promote gender equality. Instead, many
member states have seen a narrowing of gender equality policy to that which supports other
policy goals, in particular economic growth (Chieregato, 2020; Cullen and Murphy, 2017,
Elomiki, 2019). That it is structural is not to say that it is not political — rather, it is to point to
the fact that it is political in its very construction, that politics is happening not only when

policy makers or politicians make decisions within the system.

The institutionalising of the deflationary bias within EMU means that EMU can be
understood as structurally gendered — it is not simply that the policies enacted under EMU
have had gendered consequences, but that the pre-determination of a limited set of policy
options has led to these gendered outcomes. In addition, the fact that the consequences of
such policies are so gendered, can play a role in stabilising EMU overall. Within the Delors

report, there is a concern around the generation or continuation of imbalances between
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member states — “Economic imbalances among member countries would have to be corrected
by policies affecting the structure of their economies and costs of production if major
regional disparities in output and employment were to be avoided”(pg 12). The generation of
imbalances within and across member states — say, on gendered or classed or racialised lines
— does not raise such concerns. This speaks to a particular understanding of inequality, which
I discuss in the following section. However, the silence on these sorts of imbalances, both in
the articulation of a plan for EMU, such as the Delors report, or in the actual practices of
EMU (Cavaghan and O’Dwyer, 2018; O’Dwyer, 2020), removes a negative (potential or
realised) consequence of the policy itself. Of course, excluding discussion of negative
consequences helps to stabilise a policy — this is what makes such silences strategic (Bakker,
2007; O’Dwyer, 2018). The work of excluding such considerations begins with the inputs to

policy making, that is, it begins in measurement, to which I now turn.

4. The Measurement Bias

“If economics neglects a proper count of women’s economic contribution to national
productivity and total output, then we must expect economic policy to be, at best, indifferent

’

to women or, in the worst case, to have disproportionately negative effects on women’

(Williams, 1994, p. 80).

One of the most important insights from feminist economics and feminist political economy
is the importance of measurement — or, the question of what gets counted, and therefore what
counts (Acker, 1973; Waring, 1999; Williams, 1994). Essentially, if the inputs to policy
making — the various data and empirics that help to shape policy makers understanding of the
economy and society — do not reflect the gendered nature of the economy and society, it is to
be very much expected that policy outcomes will also be gendered. This can be as blunt as

measurements that simply do not count women — for example models of the economy that
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use the family as the singular unit, and then ascribe male positions and male interests to that
family unit (Acker, 1973). This was a common approach across both economics and
sociology for some time (Acker, 1973; Beneria, 1992), and it is still often found in macro-
economic policy making, due to the belief that individuals may matter at the micro level, but
aggregation of interests in ways that obscure women’s positions is acceptable at the macro
level (Elson, 1994). Within the EU, the project of gender mainstreaming was meant to tackle
these issues of measurement, through requiring an appreciation of the gendered consequences
of policies. Gender mainstreaming had not been adopted at the time of the Delors report, and
it's application remains uneven today, with a particularly poor record within economic

governance (Cavaghan, 2017b; Guerrina, 2020; Woehl, 2008).

Perhaps even more pernicious than simply not counting women, are measurements that
obscure women’s contribution to the economy. This happens primarily, but not exclusively,
because of an inability or a disinterest in measuring unpaid parts of the economy. The
problems this can cause can be demonstrated by returning to the example of care provision I
discussed earlier — if the care of a child, elderly person, or anyone else in need of such care is
being doing by someone paid (by the state, or by individuals) it is counted within standard
economic measurements. However, if that same care is being provided by a family member,
or someone within the community, and is unpaid, it disappears from such measurements —
even though the care work is still being done. This combines with the fact that such work,
both paid and unpaid, is more likely to be done by women, to make the re-privitisation of
care likely to obscure women’s contribution to the economy. At the individual level this plays
out in several detrimental ways, with women (or others) involved in un-paid care work being
described within economic measurements as ‘dependent’, or ‘inactive’. Anyone who has

cared for a child knows how inaccurate such a depiction is.
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Aggregating this under-measurement of care up to the macro-level is a key aim of the
literature on social reproduction (Bakker, 2007, 2003; Bhattacharya, 2017; Dowling, 2016).
This literature highlights the essential nature of such work — without care work, the so-called
productive economy simply would not function. Social reproduction includes care work of
the type I have been discussing, but also other forms of paid and unpaid reproductive work
such as community work, education, environmental protection and anything else necessary
for the re-production of individuals and communities. Turning back to the Delors report,
reading into the silences can show how this type of economic activity is not part of the
underlying understanding of the economy. For example, the report claims that, “a distinctive
common feature of economic systems in Europe is the combination of a large degree of
freedom for market behaviour and private economic initiative with public intervention in the
provision of certain social services and public goods”(pg 16/17) This statement firstly lacks
any reference to the specific types of social or public goods, but more fundamentally in
claiming a similarity across the member states demonstrates that social reproduction is not
being counted in coming to such a conclusion. This is because, even in the relatively
homogenous membership at the time of the report, there were significant variations in the
regime of social reproduction, with some member states treating care work as more of a
public responsibility than others, and with different structures across the family and
community allocating responsibilities differently in different member states. The flattening
language of the report belies the lack of measurement of these differences, suggesting a lack
of measurement of social reproduction itself. The silence on social reproduction does not
indicate that EMU does not shape social reproduction — indeed such an omission may

indicate exactly the opposite (Elson, 1991; O’Dwyer, 2019)

The lack of measurement — and therefore appreciation of — of social reproduction work has

significant consequences for economic policy making. Palmer has described the prevalence

19



of unpaid care work as a ‘reproductive tax’ (Palmer, 1992), in that it is taken by the state, for
the functioning of the state. Or, as Williams puts it, “women subsidise the economy”
(Williams, 1994, p. 83) and “the formal economy is able to achieve the ultimate exploitation:
extracting increasing labour for the same value of labour power (from women) while at the
same time making it unmeasurable and thus irrelevant in macro-economic accounting”
(Williams, 1994, p. 77). This type of obscuring (mis)measurement can be seen in the Delors
document, as discussed above, but it is worth pointing out the history of EMU also includes
other transformations of the social reproductive sphere. As I mentioned above, one of the few
consistent references to women, or to gender equality, across the different phases of EMU
has concerned labour force activation. Leaving aside the way that much of this policy
discourse often starts from the premise of female ‘inactivity’, it does involve another shift in
the provision of care. Where the restructuring of the 1970s and 1980s were marked by re-
privatisation in that responsibility for social reproduction moved back to the family or
community and away from the state (Brodie, 1994), a further shift occurred since, where
much of the responsibility for such work was ‘privatised’ in another way, through the
development of private provision of child care and other reproductive work. This shift had
profound gendered, classed, and racialised consequences, given how it created opportunities
for some women — primarily white, highly credentialled, middle to upper class — to
essentially buy out of the exploitation bind described by Williams above. Through purchasing
care work within the market, they were able to enter or stay in the labour market (Bakker,
2007, 2003). Such care work was still primarily done by women, but now the racialised
nature of care work was even furthered, leading to feminist scholars to identify the
development of ‘global care chains’ where migrant women, in particular, provided care in
Western countries. In addition, this shift highlights how issues of measurement are not

confined to the inclusion or exclusion of unpaid work, but that actually measurement can be
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gendered through the value that it attaches to all types of work, in ways the interact with but

are not limited to pay.

Finally, we can see a clear consequence of this issues of measurement within the Delors
report by attending to questions of inequalities. The report is not blind to potential and
existing inequalities, and indeed it sees the need for a commitment to measuring some
inequalities or imbalances — e.g. “If sufficient consideration were not given to regional
imbalances, the economic union would be faced with grave economic and political risks”(pg
18) However, as suggested by that quote, the type of inequalities or imbalances that the
report is concerned with are those based on regional or member state differences. These are
inequalities that are measured — and therefore they are inequalities that can be subject to
correction. By paying attention to social reproduction, however, we can see how other
inequalities are perpetuated or even generated by EMU. By understanding the various aspects
of social reproduction as having costs — whether in time or money — we can see how changes
in the systems of social reproduction are inherently distributive (Bakker, 2007). Throughout
the existence of EMU, certain crises or moments have led to a relaxation or even wholesale
lifting of restrictions on member states economic policies. This has happened informally,
whereby certain member states could accurately believe themselves to be unlikely to face
sanctions for breaches, or formally, as has happened in the case of natural disasters, or most
recently, the COVID-19 pandemic (Ladi and Tsarouhas, 2020). As is so often true, such
moments of exception are the most revealing. When the option to lift such rules turns out to
always actually have been available, it becomes possible to see the politics that underpins
such a supposedly de-politicised regime. It was never that the growing crisis of social
reproduction could not be addressed — not addressing it, or even engaging in discussions of it,

was a political choice.
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5. Conclusions

The COVID-19 pandemic has reinforced many of the core claims of feminist political
economy. The work, and costs, of social reproduction, both paid and unpaid, became
impossibly clear. Whether in schools, hospitals, communities, or homes the work that is done
to reproduce society — to keep things going — was shown to be essential, in the language of
many governments. The vulnerabilities of this system were also revealed, in particular in
member states that had experienced over a decade of austerity under EMU. Whether these

experiences will influence any reforms of EMU going forward remains an open question.

In responding to the pandemic, the EU has moved EMU into a new phase of its development,
with the adoption of a Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) meant to help member states
recover from the economic shock that accompanied the pandemic and various policy
responses such as lockdowns and travel restrictions. The RRF gives the EU a new policy
lever, through the deployment of grants and loans to the member states, to be spent in line
with National Action Plans submitted to and approved by the EU. This makes EMU an even
more straight-forwardly distributive system, meaning the questions that animate this paper
about the gendered nature of redistribution under EMU have perhaps never been more
relevant. The EU has come quite a way since the all-male Delors committee, though gender
equality in decision making is still allusive. The RRF regulation calls for consideration of
gender equality and gendered consequences, surely a welcome development even despite the
failure of some member states to follow such a call. However, while the time of complete
silences on gender in European economic policy may be coming to a close, it is far from clear
whether gender will be understood beyond an individual identity — that is, beyond the micro.
Early analysis of spending proposals raises serious concerns about this (Klatzer and Rinaldi,

2020; O’Dwyer, 2022).
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This paper set out to examine EMU from a feminist perspective by going back towards the
beginning and analysing a key document from a key moment. What the paper has highlighted
is that the gendered and gendering nature of EMU was built in from the start. This means that
the feminist literature on the gendered nature of the crises responses of the 21 century was
documenting a continuity, rather than shift. Moreover, it means that in light of increasing
discussions about the transformation of EMU, whether in changes to the European Semester
process, changes to the ECB mandate, or changes to the over-arching economic goals of
EMU, there is a significant need for feminist analysis. Indeed, as this paper has shown in the
discussion of the Delors report, proposals or debates that don’t take account of the gendered
nature of the economy, and of economic policy, are in fact the ones most likely to generate

gendered consequences.

This paper therefore also contributes to the project of feminist EU studies in understanding
the EU as a gendered, and gendering actor. It confirms the claim that economic policy has
been characterised by silences on gender, but it also shows more explicitely the gendered
aspects underpinning such silences. Given the finding that economic policy often served to
side-line gender equality policies within the EU (Abels and MacRae, 2016; Macrae, 2010),

this gendered nature of a core economic policy is particularly important.

Finally, this paper has shown the continuing relevance of key concepts of feminist political
economy — despite significant progress by feminists in some policy making spaces. The
Delors report was written and delivered at a moment of great transformation in the European
and indeed global economy. As we move through a similarly transformative moment, many
of the same concerns remain prominent. Questions around inflation, monetary policy, the

relationship between national and supranational fiscal policy, economic measurements such
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as inequality, growth or productivity, are all central to current economic debates, and as this

paper has shown, these are all gendered questions.
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