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Preface

Cristina Borderias and Bernard Harris

The chapters in this book are based on papers which were originally presented
at a symposium on Gender and Well-Being at the University of Modena in Italy
in 2006. The symposium formed part of a series of meetings funded by COST
(European Cooperation in Science and Technology). COST is an intergovernmental
framework which is designed to promote international collaboration across Europe
in areas of scientific and technical research. In 2006, 34 countries were directly
affiliated to COST and 23 countries included participating institutions. There was
also one country, Israel, which enjoyed the designation of a ‘cooperating state’.!

COST Action 34 is specifically concerned with the study of ‘Gender and well-
being: interactions between work, family and public policies’. It currently includes
individuals from 24 countries and is coordinated by the University of Barcelona.
The Action is chaired by Cristina Borderias and the Vice-Chair is Antoinette
Fauve-Chamoux. The Modena symposium was organised by Antonella Picchio
and Tindara Addabbo, with the assistance of Lina Galvez, Bernard Harris and
Helena Machado.

The Action has two central, but interrelated aims. Its first aim is to explore the
impact of economic and social change on the lives of females and males using
traditional indicators of well-being, such as income and wages, the allocation of
household resources, access to services, and health status. The second aim is to
explore the scope for the development of a new concept of well-being, and new
social indicators, which reflect the circumstances of both male and female lives.
It was hoped that the development of this concept would also contribute to the
emergence of a set of new criteria for evaluating the impact of social policies both
now and in the future.’

The Modena symposium was specifically concerned with the measurement of
well-being in past societies and the development of a new set of welfare indicators
for the study of gender differences in the present day. In addition to those sessions
which focused directly on the development and application of different welfare
indicators, it also included further sessions on the themes of health, the life cycle,
access to resources, and the production of well-being in the household, and

1 See www.cost.esf.org/?id=9#faq (accessed on 13 March 2008).

2 Theoriginal prospectus for the Action is set out in the Memorandum of Understanding
between the Proposer, Cristina Borderias, and COST, dated 28 April 2005. This can be
downloaded from the Action website at http://www.cost.esf.org/index.php?id=320.
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these sessions were complemented by two specially-convened panel discussions
which addressed the questions of interdisciplinary approaches to the definition
and measurement of well-being and the development of new statistical sources.
The organisers prepared a full report on the proceedings and this was accepted
formally by the Action’s Management Committee in April 2007 (see http://www.
ub.edu/tig/GWBNet/).

This book seeks to build on the achievements of the symposium in two main
ways. Part I aims to provide a historical introduction to the evaluation of the
impact of economic and social change on the well-being of females and males
in the European past. The chapters in this section seek to explore these issues
by exploring such questions as the impact of gender on incomes and earnings
(Wall); the use of height and weight as gender-sensitive indicators of well-being
(Baten and Guntupalli; Harris); the role of gender in the formulation of household
inheritance strategies in the Pyrenees (Arrizabalaga); the emergence of chlorosis
as a ‘female’ disease (Bernabeu et al.); and the conceptualisation of well-being
in the professional campaigns of female trade-unionists (Haggrén). The second
part of the book examines the relationship between gender and well-being in a
more contemporary perspective. The chapters in this section explore such themes
as the impact of fiscal policy on female labour force participation rates (Villota);
the relationship between violence and gender inequality in the UK (Anand and
Santos); the development of ‘non-androcentric’ welfare indicators (Carrasco); the
evaluation of living and working conditions in present-day Modena (Addabbo and
Picchio); attitudes to infertility (Machado and Remoaldo); and the relationship
between gender and time-use (Sauvain-Dugerdil).

Many of the contributors to the original COST Action have been influenced,
directly or indirectly, by the work of Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum. Sen
(1993:31) argued that traditional indicators of well-being had failed to take account
of what he called ‘functionings’ and ‘capabilities’. ‘Functionings’ represented
‘the various things that [a person] ... manages to do or be in leading a life’ and
‘capabilities’ represented the alternative combinations of functionings from
which a person might choose, and which they might achieve’. Although Sen was
primarily interested in the well-being of individuals, he has also recognised that
‘the conversion of personal resources into functionings is influenced ... by social
conditions, including public health care and epidemiology, public educational
arrangements, and the prevalence or absence of crime and violence’ in a particular
location (Sen 2007). Nussbaum (2000; 2003) extended his approach by suggesting
that certain capabilities, such as the capability of being able to live to the end of a life
of normal human length and enjoying good health and adequate nourishment and
shelter, should in fact be regarded as ‘central human capabilities’ which constitute
a fundamental entitlement of all human beings, regardless of their gender. These
ideas provide an important starting point for much of what follows.
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Chapter 1
Gender and Well-Being from the Historical
and Contemporary Perspective

Bernard Harris, Lina Galvez and Helena Machado

As the Series Editors have already explained,' this book is based on a selection of
papers which were originally presented to the introductory symposium of COST
Action A34: Gender and well-being: work, family and public policies. All the
papers have been extensively revised in light of the discussions which took place
at the symposium and subsequent comments. One of the main features of COST
Action A34 has been the broad range of social-science disciplines which have
been represented within it and we hope that this interdisciplinarity has also been
reflected in the construction of this volume. Although many of our contributors
would describe themselves as either economists or as economic and social
historians, the volume also includes contributions from individuals whose own
disciplinary backgrounds include medicine, anthropology and sociology.

The interdisciplinary nature of the volume is also reflected in the organisation
of this introductory chapter. In Part I, we begin by looking at the ways in which
the relationship between gender and well-being has been studied by economic
and social historians, with particular reference to the long-running debate over
the development of the ‘standard of living’ during the course of the British
industrial revolution. We then consider the ways in which new ideas about the
conceptualisation and measurement of well-being in the disciplines of economics
and sociology have been reflected in the development of such concepts as ‘relative
poverty’, ‘social exclusion’ and ‘human development’, before moving on to explore
the emergence of alternative concepts of well-being in the more recent past.

Industrialisation and the Standard of Living

As the previous section has already suggested, the relationship between welfare,
well-being and the standard of living constitutes one of the most important and
long-running questions in the field of economic history. During the first half of the
twentieth century, historians of Britain’s industrial revolution devoted considerable
attention to the calculation of changes in real wages during the period between
circa 1770 and 1850, in the belief that even if wages were not exactly synonymous

1 See Preface.
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with the ‘standard of living’, they were nevertheless a primary determinant of
it (see, e.g., Clapham 1926; Gilboy 1936). This approach has continued to play
a very important role in the subsequent development of the discipline, as more
recent work by Feinstein (1998), Clark (2001; 2007) and Allen (2001) amply
demonstrates.

However, even though it would obviously be foolish to ignore the extent
to which incomes and wages are related to well-being, it is also important to
recognise their limitations as measures of well-being. Even if we were to confine
our attention to the individual wage-earner, it would still be necessary to take
account of a wide range of other factors including (but certainly not limited to)
such issues as the nature and quantity of the work needed to obtain an individual
income, the costs associated with the acquisition of the skills necessary to acquire
such work, the conditions under which it is undertaken, and the goods and services
which can be acquired as a result of it. However, even this would not allow us to
take a full account of the relationship between individual wages rates and the well-
being of society as a whole. As Hans-Joachim Voth (2003: 274) has argued:

To the extent that wages rise because they compensate for urban disamenities
or the riskiness of particular kinds of work, measuring income may seriously
overstate gains in the standard of living. Also, while income at low levels of
development is essential for purchasing additional food, housing or health care,
it is also often associated with the purchase of products that harm physical well-
being, such as alcohol and tobacco.

Several writers have also criticised the traditional approach to the measurement
of living standards from a more explicitly feminist standpoint. As Horrell and
Humphries (1995a; 1995b) have argued, we know rather more about changes in
male wage rates than we do about either the wages or the labour force participation
rates of women and children, and this has often led historians to neglect the
contribution which these individuals might also have made to the aggregate
income of the household as a whole (see also Camps-Cura 1998; Sarastia 1998).
It is also important to recognise the importance of non-monetary contributions to
household well-being. Even when women and older children were not earning
money, they were nevertheless making a vital contribution to the well-being of
their own and other people’s households through the provision of a wide range of
different forms of care and support (Chinn 1988; Ross 1993).

Many writers have also explored the question of inequalities in the distribution
of resources within the household. At the beginning of the 1860s, the government
inspector, Dr Edward Smith, reported that male labourers in many parts of rural
England ‘[eat] meat or bacon almost daily’, whilst their wives and children ‘may
eat it but once a week’ (qu. Harris 1998: 418), and this pattern was found in
many other parts of Europe during both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
In Germany, Stephan Klasen (1998: 446) has pointed out that ‘several authors
discuss contemporary reports about women receiving lowest priority in food
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allocation, with the survival of women often being considered less important
than the survival and well-being of livestock’. In Spain, Borderias, Pérez-Fuentes
and Sarasua (2007: 8) found that ‘although it is extremely difficult to quantify,
evidence from travellers, reformers’ reports and doctors clearly [shows] that ...
women eat [smaller] quantities of food, of poorer quality, lower price, [and] in
different places’.

Although much of this literature is based on documented evidence from
historical sources, it also draws directly on accounts from contemporary developing
countries. In a famous article, originally published in the New York Review of
Books, Amartya Sen (1990) alleged that more than one hundred million women
were ‘missing’ from the world’s population as a result of sex-specific inequalities
in the distribution of resources. It is difficult, and possibly even misleading, to
attempt to draw a direct link between the experience of women and girls in today’s
developing countries with those of women and girls in the European past, but it is
clear that both girls and women suffered different forms of discrimination which
had a direct bearing on various aspects of their well-being (see also Klasen and
Wink 2002; 2003; Harris 2008).

Feminist researchers have also raised questions about what might be meant, in
the broadest sense, by terms such as ‘living standards’ and ‘well-being’. As Sen
(1987: 1) himself observed:

the idea of [the standard of living] is full of contrasts, conflicts and even
contradictions ... You could be well-off without being well. You could be well,
without being able to live the life you wanted. You could have got the life you
wanted, without being happy. You could be happy, without much freedom. You
could have a good deal of freedom, without achieving much. We can go on.

These arguments are as relevant to our understanding of the lives of people in the
past as they are to Sen’s own aim of understanding the lives of people today.
During the last three decades, economic historians have utilised a range of
measures which have been designed to reflect a broader conception of the nature
of well-being. One such approach, inspired by the work of Nordhaus and Tobin
(1973) and pioneered among economic historians by Peter Lindert and Jeffrey
Williamson, is to attempt to estimate the extent of the ‘urban disamenities’
associated with industrialisation by adjusting conventional measures of the
standard of living to take account of changes in infant mortality and urban density
(Williamson 1981; Lindert and Williamson 1983). A second approach involves
the search for an alternative index of well-being which is capable of incorporating
all the aspects associated with the ‘quality of life’ in a single measure. In 1984,
Roderick Floud suggested that the average height of a population might represent
one such measure because it ‘already include[s] the effects of environmental or
exogenous influences on welfare which are not included within conventional
measures of income’ and is therefore ‘much closer to what we think of as welfare
or the standard of living than artificial constructs such as national income per
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capita or the real wage’ (1984: 19-20). However, he also conceded that it was
much more difficult to use height as a measure of individual well-being and that
it was extremely difficult to isolate any single factor which might influence the
growth rate of children at any particular age (Ibid: 22).

In more recent years, a number of authors have sought to develop a third
approach, based on the methodology associated with the construction of the
United Nations’ Human Development Index. This index, which is directly related
to Sen’s original work, attempts to summarise the welfare of different populations
by combining information about national income (using the logarithm of gross
domestic product per head), literacy and expectation of life at birth (Steckel and
Floud 1997: 11). In addition to this, efforts have also been made to extend the
‘conventional’ Human Development Index to take account of other factors, such
as civil and political freedom and democratic accountability (Dasgupta and Weale
1992). Crafts (1997: 634) concluded that when all these factors were taken into
account:

the correlation between real GDP per person and measures of the quality of
life [in mid-nineteenth century Britain] seems to be weaker than for recent
times. This suggests that an approach ... based on capabilities and well-being
may be even more important for economic historians than for contemporary
development economists.

Poverty and Social Exclusion: The Absence of Well-Being

While historians are interested in measuring changes in the standard of living
over time, economists and sociologists have often been more concerned about
identifying sections of the population whose standard of living falls below
minimum accepted levels and to compare differences in living standards across
populations. However, although many of these investigations are primarily
concerned with the identification of the levels of income needed to lift individuals
out of poverty, they are also directly connected to broader questions about the
definition of well-being.

In Britain, one of the earliest attempts to measure the incidence of poverty
‘scientifically’ was undertaken by the chocolate manufacturer, Seebohm Rowntree,
in his home city of York, in northern England, in 1899. Rowntree tried to estimate
the number of people living in what he called ‘primary poverty’ by comparing the
normal weekly income of each household with the cost of those items which he
regarded as necessary for the maintenance of ‘merely physical efficiency’. He also
used the term ‘secondary poverty’ to describe those households which displayed
signs of ‘obvious want and squalor’ even though their incomes were theoretically
sufficient to lift them above the ‘poverty line’ (Rowntree 1902: x, 296-8). At the
time of publication, Rowntree’s attempt to estimate the overall extent of poverty
(including both primary poverty and secondary poverty) on observational or
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impressionistic grounds was strongly criticised, and this led him to focus most
of the energy he devoted to the study of poverty in subsequent surveys on the
application and development of the ‘primary poverty’ line (Harris 2000: 72).

In order to estimate the number of families in primary poverty, Rowntree needed
to be able to identify those goods which were deemed necessary for the maintenance
of ‘merely physical efficiency’. When he conducted his initial survey, he divided
these goods into four main areas — food, fuel, clothing and rent. However, because
he recognised that there was a difference between the concept of a poverty line and
the experience of poverty, he also attempted to modify this poverty line in order
to take account of the kinds of expenditure which were associated with living a
‘normal’ life in the society of his day. This meant that when he published his second
survey of York in 1941, he based his findings on a revised list of ‘essential’ items,
derived from his studies of the ‘human needs of labour’ in 1918 and 1937. This
list included a number of additional items, including expenditure on newspapers,
incidental travel, recreation, children’s presents, beer and tobacco, subscriptions
to religious organisations and membership of sickness and burial clubs, stamps,
writing-materials, hair-cutting, and drugs (Harris 2000: 71-5).

As this list suggests, Rowntree’s conception of the nature of poverty extended
well beyond the concept of subsistence, but he was reluctant to go further and
acknowledge that one of the logical corollaries of the concept of human needs
was that the meaning of poverty was also likely to change over time, and this
was the major difference between his conception of poverty and the conception
articulated by the leading British sociologist, Peter Townsend, at the beginning of
the 1960s (see Harris 2000: 75). Townsend (1962: 210) went much further than
Rowntree in arguing that ‘both “poverty” and “subsistence” can only be defined in
relation to the material and emotional resources available at a particular time to the
members either of a particular society or different societies’. In his landmark study
of Poverty in the United Kingdom he expressed this idea in the following terms:

Individuals, families and groups in the population can be said to be in poverty
when they lack the resources to obtain the types of diet, participate in the activities
and have the living conditions and amenities which are customary, or are at least
widely encouraged and approved, in the societies to which they belong. Their
resources are so seriously below those commanded by the average individual or
family that they are, in effect, excluded from ordinary living patterns, customs
and activities (1979: 31).

Townsend’s idea of relative poverty is arguably the most important conceptual
contribution to British empirical social research in the postwar period. It influenced
a generation of poverty studies in the 1980s and 1990s (e.g., Mack and Lansley
1985; Gordon and Pantazis 1997), and is closely related to the concept of ‘social
exclusion’, which has played an increasingly important part in the development of
European social policies since the 1970s (see, e.g., Atkinson and Davoudi 2000).
However, as several authors have pointed out, the concept of social exclusion is
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also more wide-ranging than the concept of poverty, because it recognises that
individuals may be excluded from the normal activities of their society by factors
which are not, in themselves, directly or exclusively associated with the lack of
material resources (see, e.g., Barata 2000; Sen 2007). This is also reflected in the
Council of the European Union’s (2004: 9) definition of social exclusion, which
reads as follows:

Social exclusion is a process whereby certain individuals are pushed to the edge
of society and prevented from participating fully by virtue of their poverty, or
lack of basic competencies and lifelong learning opportunities, or as a result of
discrimination. This distances them from job, income and education opportunities
as well as social and community networks and activities. They have little access
to power and decision-making bodies and thus often feel powerless and unable
to take control over the decisions that affect their day to day lives.

From the point of view of this volume, the concept of social exclusion is particularly
important because of the extent to which it recognises that gender itself can be a
cause of exclusion from ‘normal’ social life. This is only partly related to the
fact that women often face a higher risk of poverty as a result of differences in
employment rates, pay and lifetime earnings. As the European Commission’s
Expert Group on Gender, Social Inclusion and Employment has recently concluded,
‘there are [also] gender differences in how men and women experience the stresses
and social isolation of life on a low income, as well as gender differences in health
and life-expectancy, the experience of crime, and homelessness’ (Expert Group on
Gender, Social Inclusion and Employment 2006: 7).

Development and Well-Being

As the previous section has demonstrated, many sociologists and social
investigators have attempted to measure levels of well-being by identifying
sections of the population whose standard of living falls below generally accepted
levels, either because they lack the resources to purchase a minimally acceptable
basket of goods and services, or because they are excluded from some or most of
the activities which the majority of the population takes for granted. An alternative
approach seeks to compare average levels of well-being across populations as a
whole, either by comparing levels of national income per head or by developing
more broad-based indicators of the ‘standard of living’.

One of the earliest attempts to devise a suitable method for comparing national
living standards was undertaken by the American food economist, Merrill K.
Bennett, in 1937. Bennett identified fourteen sets of statistical series which could
be grouped under three main headings to provide a composite picture of ‘the
per capita quantum of goods and services utilised annually by the inhabitants
of a country’, and these are summarised in Table 1.1. Based on these indicators,
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Table 1.1 Indicators for the measurement of relative national standards
of living, 1937

Field Indicator

Professional services . Deaths per 1,000 inhabitants, inverted
. Births per 1,000 inhabitants, inverted
*  Percentage of total occupied population
engaged in professional service
*  Percentage of population aged 5-20 attending
elementary and secondary schools
e Pieces of mail per capita handled by postal

services
Transport and communication e Telephone instruments per 1,000 inhabitants
*  Mileage of telephone and telegraph wire per
100,000 inhabitants

. Railway locomotives per 100,000 inhabitants
*  Motor vehicles per 1,000 inhabitants

Food consumption e Raw sugar per capita domestically retained
*  Tobacco per capita domestically retained
*  Tea, coffee and cacao per capita domestically
retained
e Citrus fruits and bananas domestically
retained

Source: Bennett 1937: 322-3.

Bennett attempted to divide the populations of these countries into five separate
groups. The United States enjoyed the highest standard of living, followed by
Britain, Switzerland, Holland and Belgium. The third group consisted of Sweden,
Germany, Norway and France. The fourth group included Finland, Italy and Spain.
The country with the lowest standard of living was Portugal and, like the United
States, it also stood alone.

Following the publication of Bennett’s article, a number of international
organisations, including the International Labour Office (1938), the Food and
Agriculture Organisation (1949) and the United Nations’ Department of Social
Affairs (1951) carried out enquiries into different aspects of the standard of living,
and in 1952 the UN General Assembly instructed the Secretary-General to convene
an Expert Committee ‘to prepare a report on the most satisfactory methods of
defining and measuring standards of living ... in the various countries’ (United
Nations 1954: iv). The Committee identified a total of 40 separate indicators which
could be used to measure differences in health, food and nutrition, education,
conditions of work, employment, consumption and savings, and transportation,
but it was unable to identify suitable indicators for measuring housing, clothing,
recreation and entertainment, social security, and human freedoms. It also
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identified eight ‘priority indicators’ (expectation of life at birth, infant mortality,
average food supplies, proportion of children in school, literacy, the percentage of
the population which was ‘economically-active’, the distribution of economically
active people by industrial and occupational category, and personal consumption),
and three ‘priority synthetic indicators’ (national income, the relationship between
changes in national income and changes in the population, and average expectation
of life at different ages), but it concluded that the majority of countries lacked the
data needed to measure differences in the standard of living under most of these
headings. Its overall conclusion was that ‘it is not realistic ... to expect that annual
changes can be measured in the components of levels of living for purposes of
either national or international comparison’ until more efficient methods of data
collection had been developed (United Nations 1954: 59-64, 79-91).

The UN also devoted considerable effort to the development of a standardised
set of national income accounts, culminating in the publication of 4 System of
National Accounts and Supporting Tables in 1953 (United Nations 1953).
However, as Nordhaus and Tobin pointed out, national income, or GNP, is an
index of production rather than consumption and cannot therefore be regarded as
measure of economic welfare (see also United Nations 1954: 39). They attempted
to address the problem in three main ways: first, by reclassifying GNP expenditure
as consumption, investment and ‘intermediates’; second, by imputing values for
the services of consumer capital; and, third, by making allowances or adjustments,
for the ‘disamenities’ of urbanisation (Nordhaus and Tobin 1973: 512-3).

Nordhaus and Tobin’s paper reflected a growing apprehension about both the
benefits and the inevitability of economic growth (see also Steckel and Floud
1997: 10), and breathed new life into the search for alternative measures of living
standards and well-being. During the 1970s, Amartya Sen (1973; 1974; 1976;
1979) highlighted the need for measures which took account not only of the size
of a country’s national income but also the way in which it was distributed (see
also Kakwani 1981; Dagum 1990; Atkinson 1997; Gruen and Klasen 2008), and
Morris D. Morris (1979) developed the concept of the ‘Physical Quality of Life
Index’, based on two health measures — infant mortality and expectation of life at
the age of one — and an educational measure — basic literacy. In 1990, the United
Nations introduced the Human Development Index, incorporating indices based
on the logarithm of gross domestic product per head, literacy and life expectancy
at birth (United Nations Development Programme 1990). Dasgupta and Weale
(1992) sought to extend this concept with the aid of statistics based on indices of
civil and political freedom, although the introduction of these additional variables
made little difference to the overall ranking.

Although the HDI is now widely accepted as ‘an alternative to GNP and ...
the neoclassical measure of “consumer utility”” (Sharma 1997: 60), it also faced
strong criticism as a result of its failure to take account of gender-differences in the
level of development in different countries, and this led to a series of proposals for
the development of more gender-sensitive indicators, such as the Gender-related
Development Index (GDI) and the Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM),
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both of which were adopted by the United Nations in the Human Development
Report for 1995. The GDI attempts to identify differences in the level of human
development with the aid of separate figures for life-expectancy at birth, education
(a composite of adult literacy and school enrolment rates) and share of national
income (calculated by combining sex-specific wage rates and employment rates).
The GEM seeks to measure the extent of women’s participation in economic,
professional and political life, using a combination of statistics based on women’s
share of national income, the proportion of jobs in professional, technical,
administrative and managerial grades, and women’s share of Parliamentary seats
(United Nations Development Programme 1995: 72—-86).

However, despite these advances, neither the GDI nor the GEM has been
accepted without criticism. As Dana Schiiler (2006) has argued, the GDI is not
in itself a measure of gender inequality, and therefore needs to be interpreted in
conjunction with the HDI, and not as an alternative to it. However, even then it
becomes clear that the GDI does not add a great deal to the HDI because it is largely
dependent on the same sources of information about income, life-expectancy,
school enrolment and literacy. This has led a number of commentators putting
forward proposals for alternative indicators, such as the Relative Status of Women
(RSW) Index (Dijkstra and Hanmer 2000). This index differs from the GDI in that
it is explicitly designed to measure the degree of inequality within countries rather
than measuring differences in the level of human development attained by men
and women between countries.

The UN also attempted to measure the degree of female empowerment by
means of the GEM, but this index has also been subjected to criticism. As both
Pillarisetti and McGillivray (1998) and Schiiler (2006) have pointed out, the GEM
may underestimate the extent of female political empowerment in certain contexts
because it is primarily concerned with political representation at the national rather
than local level. At the same time, the index may also overestimate the extent
of women’s economic participation, particularly in developing countries. This is
because the income variables are largely dependent on information obtained from
the non-agricultural sector, in which women’s economic participation can often
be greater.

Well-Being, Happiness and the Quality of Life

Although there is now a vast amount of evidence which demonstrates that there
has been a substantial improvement in the material well-being of most of the
world’s population over the course of the last century, many observers have
questioned the extent to which these improvements have also been associated with
increases in happiness or subjective well-being (see, e.g., Diener 1984; 1994). As
the economist, Richard Layard (2005: 3) has argued: ‘There is a paradox at the
heart of our lives. Most people want more income and strive for it. Yet as western
societies have got richer, their people have become no happier’.
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One of the main problems associated with the development of what Layard
calls the ‘new science’ of happiness is the problem of measurement; as Bertrand
and Mullainathan (2001: 60) have pointed out, there is a natural tendency to be
sceptical about the objective value of subjective statements. However, there is now
a very substantial psychological literature which suggests that attitudinal surveys
do reflect real differences in the way people feel and are not simply reflections of
underlying personality differences. As a consequence, the results of these surveys
are now widely accepted as genuine indicators of subjective well-being (Kahneman
and Krueger 2006: 3; Clark, Frijters and Shields 2006: 8—12).

However, although it is undoubtedly important to know how individuals
feel about their own well-being, there are also dangers in assuming that this
constitutes a universal measure. As Amartya Sen (1999: 62) has pointed out,
‘concentrating exclusively on mental characteristics (such as pleasure, happiness
or desires) can be particularly restrictive when making interpersonal comparisons
of well-being and deprivation. Our desires and pleasure-taking abilities adjust to
circumstances, especially to make life bearable in adverse situations’. It is also
important to acknowledge the possibility that our appreciation of improvements
in objective standards of living may be undermined by the ‘hedonic treadmill’
of rising expectations. As Richard Easterlin (2001: 481) has often argued, ‘the
increase in income itself engenders a corresponding rise in material aspirations,
and experienced utility does not rise as expected’ (see also Easterlin 1974: 90;
1995: 36).

One of the most controversial aspects of the study of happiness concerns its
relationship to gender. During the last thirty years, it has often been pointed out that
women command a smaller proportion of the world’s resources than men and tend
to devote a disproportionate amount of their time to the performance of routine
household tasks (see, e.g., Addabbo and Picchio’s contribution to this volume) but
the majority of social surveys have concluded that there is little difference between
women and men in the way they assess their own well-being (see, e.g., Offer 2006:
29; Van Praag and Ferrer-i-Carbonell 2008: 116—37). Many feminist writers would
argue that this constitutes a good example of the extent to which the assessment
of well-being can be distorted by the kind of ‘adaptive preferences’ to which Sen
referred (see, e.g., Annas 1993: 281-2; Nussbaum 2000: 111-66).

However, although one should certainly be cautious in interpreting the results
of these surveys, it would surely be wrong to ignore them altogether. This is
particularly true of those surveys which have explored the direct relationship
between happiness and economic well-being. If it is indeed the case that continued
economic growth has failed to make people happier, what are the reasons for
pursuing it?

In fact, recent research into the relationship between happiness and economic
growth suggests that the real picture is a little more complicated than this summary
suggests. In the first place, it seems fairly clear that income is correlated quite
closely with happiness within countries; and, secondly, there is also growing
evidence that improvements in objective living standards can lead to significant
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improvements in subjective well-being in poorer countries (Diener and Biswas-
Diener 2002; Frijters, Haisken-DeNew and Shields 2004; Clark, Frijters and
Shields 2006: 6). The main problem concerns the relationship between happiness
and well-being in countries which are already wealthy and this is why some
observers have concluded that the benefits of economic growth diminish as
national wealth increases.

If this is the case, then it is clear that one of the main challenges facing
many European countries today is the challenge of devising new ways of living
which are capable of combining continued economic growth with an increase
in subjective well-being. As many of the essays in this book will indicate, the
search for a solution to this problem will almost certainly raise questions about
the relationships between men and women, and between people of both sexes and
their environment.’

Gender and Well-Being

As we have already indicated, the remaining chapters are divided into two sections.
Part I is concerned with the analysis of gender and well-being in past societies, and
includes chapters which focus on both the conceptualisation and measurement of
well-being among historical populations. Part II has a more contemporary focus.
The chapters in this section are concerned with the definition and measurement
of well-being in different parts of Europe in the present day. By bringing these
papers together, we hope to shed new light on the origins and nature of gender-
inequalities at different points in time and explore the continuities between past
and present. We also hope to contribute to the development of alternative sets of
social indicators which may lead to advances in the measurement and definition of
well-being in the future.

In Chapter 2, Richard Wall takes a wide-ranging look at the relationship
between economic inequality and women’s perception of well-being in a variety
of historical settings. He begins by looking at the relationship between female
and male earnings in a rural area of southern England (Corfe Castle) at the end
of the eighteenth century and contrasts this with the situation which existed in the
London parish of St George’s-in-the-East in the mid-nineteenth century. He then
examines a number of different dimensions of well-being including health, leisure,
workplace autonomy and the valuation of domestic labour, before going on to
look at women’s ability to shape their home environment and their responses to
adversity. Although he recognises the problems involved in attempting to evaluate
such a diffuse concept as well-being over a long period of time, he concludes that

2 Therelationship between feminist and environmental approaches to the measurement
of well-being is also discussed at much greater length in the paper which Lina Galvez and
Esther Velazquez presented at the Symposium on Gender and Well-Being in Modena in
2006 (see Galvez and Velazquez 2006 for further details).
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even though income differences may have narrowed as a result of urbanisation,
‘evidence abounds that power within the household remained in male hands
through their control, direct and indirect, of the household’s finances’.

The following two chapters are both concerned with the use of anthropometric
indicators to explore differences in male and female well-being. Aravinda
Guntupalli and Jorg Baten begin by looking at the question of whether differences
in the size of males and females — or ‘gender dimorphism’— should be attributed to
biology or to gender inequality, before examining a number of different settings in
which male and female heights appear to have diverged. They use archaeological
evidence to suggest that the gap between male and female heights, and therefore
male and female living standards, narrowed during the Renaissance of the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries. They then examine a range of published studies which
appear to suggest that the gender differential in height widened in both Britain
and Germany during the first half of the nineteenth century, before narrowing
thereafter. In the final part of their paper they examine trends in the average heights
of girls and boys in eastern Germany after Reunification, before concluding with a
brief summary of studies of male and female heights in ‘middle income” and Less
Developed Countries and a call for further research.

Although Bernard Harris’s chapter draws on a similar range of material to
Guntupalli and Baten, he focuses more directly on the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries and does not always share their conclusions. After a brief survey of
the literature on the relationship between stature and the standard of living, he
examines some of the main sources for comparing male and female heights and the
methodological problems associated with doing so. He then looks at the available
evidence of changes in the heights of male and female children in different parts
of Europe during the twentieth century, before examining the heights of adults in
both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Although his account draws on the
many of the same sources as those consulted by Guntupalli and Baten, he is more
sceptical of claims that there was a divergence in the heights of men and women
during this period, but he also draws attention to new work on adult weights which
may provide more unambiguous evidence of gender differences in health and
well-being.

In Chapter 5, Marie-Pierre Arrizabalaga explores different aspects of the
relationship between gender and well-being in the Pyrenean stem-family system,
which emphasised the welfare of the family and household as a whole above that
of the individuals within it. During the period of the ancien regime, Pyrenean
families sought to protect the integrity of their property across the generations
by means of a system of primogeniture, but this system was outlawed by the
Napoleonic Code of 1804, which insisted that all children should be treated equally.
However, despite this prohibition, families in the Basque Country continued to use
the inheritance system to ensure that their property was not broken up. The main
aim of Arrizabalaga’s chapter is to examine the implications of this system for the
welfare of males and females within each family. Although the welfare of heirs
and heiresses was usually greater than that of non-heirs and non-heiresses, male
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heirs fared better than female heirs, and male non-heirs fared better than female
non-heirs. Arrizabalaga therefore concludes that even though the Napoleonic Code
was designed to create greater equality, it had the effect of increasing the degree of
inequality between the sexes.

In the following chapter, Josep Bernabeu-Mestre, Maria Galiana, Ana Cid and
Josep Esplugues attempt to reconstruct the history of a now-forgotten disease,
chlorosis, which affected — or appeared to affect — large numbers of Spanish
women in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. Although some doctors
regarded chlorosis as a consequence of poverty and overwork, others attributed it to
what they regarded as the ‘peculiarities’ of either female physiology or the nervous
system, and this means that it is difficult to establish how far it represented a ‘real’
condition as opposed to a diagnostic category. At the end of the chapter, Bernabeu
et al. point out that the ‘chlorotic category’ disappeared from medical texts and
hospital statistics in the early decades of the twentieth century, but they conclude
by asking whether the symptoms which had previously been associated with the
condition were not simply ‘transferred’ to new diagnoses such as neurasthenia,
fibromyalgia and, most recently, chronic fatigue syndrome.

We return to the subject of health in Chapter 7, but in a very different context
and country. In this chapter, Heidi Haggrén explores the history of the professional
campaigns of Finnish nurses from the 1940s onwards. Her focus is not so much
on health as an index of well-being as on the conceptualisation of well-being by
a key group of health workers. As she points out, during the nineteenth and early-
twentieth centuries the professional image of the nurse was built on the idea of
nursing as a vocation, but this could also be seen as a form of ‘prison’. After the
Second World War, Finnish nurses sought to expand their horizons by campaigning
for greater autonomy at work and greater financial reward. Haggrén argues that the
concept of a fair wage became integral to nurses’ sense of well-being during this
period, but their pursuit of this goal was nevertheless constrained by social norms
and structures that had a gendered nature.

In the opening chapter of the second part of the book, Paloma Villota examines
some of the causes of variations in the levels of paid female employment among
the fifteen member states of the European Union in 2001. Although she recognises
the fact that employment itself is not the sole determinant of well-being and that
levels of employment are likely to reflect the influence of a wide range of factors,
including the provision of public services such as nursery care, her main focus is
on the impact of fiscal policies. She points out that in some countries, each earner
is treated independently and therefore enjoys a tax-free allowance on part of their
own income, whereas in other countries the unit of taxation is the household, and
so the second earner in the household is likely to pay tax on the whole of their
income. She argues that this is more likely to discourage women from entering the
labour market, because it means that they are subject to higher rates of taxation than
women who live in countries where the second earner is taxed independently.

In the following chapter, Paul Anand and Cristina Santos concentrate on one
of the ‘central human functional capabilities’ identified by Martha Nussbaum in
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Women and Human Development, namely the capability of living a life which is
free from the threat of physical violence (see, e.g., Nussbaum 2000: 78). Using
data from a survey undertaken by members of the Open University in the UK,
they begin by comparing men’s and women’s relationship to violence under three
main headings, namely the experience of violence, current fears and self-reported
vulnerability. They then explore the interrelationship between the experience of
violence and feelings of anxiety, and vulnerability, before going on to discuss
the relationship between violence and ‘happiness’ or, to use their own term,
‘life satisfaction’. Their findings suggest that even though the risk of violence
diminishes as household income rises, the most ‘conflictual’ households are those
in which women contributed a higher proportion of total household earnings. They
also found that there were marked differences in the type of violence experienced
by women and men and that the fear of violence was strongly related to local
experience. One of their most striking findings was that it is not so much the
experience of violence itself as the feeling of vulnerability engendered by the
experience of violence which has the greatest impact on subjective well-being.
This was particularly true for women, although this may reflect differences in
the type of violence experienced by men and women, rather than sex-specific
differences in the way in which men and women respond to the same experience.

In Chapter 10, Cristina Carrasco extends the argument about gender and well-
being by presenting a series of proposals for what she calls ‘non-androcentric
indicators’. She argues that the conventional approach to ‘gender indicators’ or
‘gender-equality indicators’ has failed to recognise the need ‘to break with the
current androcentric model by naming and valorising the activities, traditionally
developed by women, which have been devalued by patriarchy’. She then outlines
a series of ‘capabilities’ and ‘indicators’ which build on the work of earlier authors
such as Amartya Sen (1993), Martha Nussbaum (2000; 2003) and Ingrid Robeyns
(2003). In the final part of the chapter, she focuses on two particular capabilities,
and their associated indicators, which are designed to illustrate the broader
dimensions of her approach, namely ‘access to adequate mobility and territorial
planning’ and ‘access to care’.

Tindara Addabbo and Antonella Picchio’s chapter is also informed by the search
for ‘an extended engendered definition of living conditions that includes domestic
and care work’. In their study of living and working conditions in Modena, they
use a range of indicators to compare different aspects of women’s and men’s lives,
including paid employment, income, unpaid domestic labour, health and access
to safe, secure and adequate housing. Even though Modena is a comparatively
affluent area, with high rates of both male and female employment and good public
services, their empirical research still reveals the existence of significant levels
of gender inequality in each of these domains. However, they also demonstrate
the need for a more expanded concept of well-being, which takes full account of
the need to achieve ‘a good and sustainable life, for everybody, as the tensions
between the processes of production of commodities and social reproduction of
people are not a woman'’s problem but a deep structural contradiction’.
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In Chapter 12, Helena Machado and Paula Remoaldo explore the question
of reproduction from a rather different angle. Their main concern is with the
experience of infertility and the different ways in which this is interpreted and
represented by the individuals who participated in a qualitative study undertaken
in north-western Portugal in the summer of 2005. They find that women and men
respond to the experience of infertility in very different ways — whereas the women
in their survey reported feelings of ‘incompleteness’, the men felt threatened by
their incapacity to procreate and attempted to compensate for this by appearing
both ‘cooperative’ and ‘strong’. Machado and Remoaldo also examine the ways in
which the development of assisted reproductive technologies, or ARTs, contributes
to these discourses. Although they are ostensibly designed to give women more
control over their bodies, they conclude that the new techniques restrict choice by
reinforcing the view that it is a woman’s biological destiny to give birth.

As we have already noted, it can often be difficult to devise an objective
measure of subjective well-being. In Chapter 14, Claudine Sauvain-Dugerdil
describes her own attempt to overcome this difficulty with the aid of a time-use
study conducted among 2000 young men and women between the ages of twelve
and thirty in the west African state of Mali. She argues that the amount of time one
is able to devote to oneself and the ways in which one uses that time can be used to
capture both the objective and subjective dimensions of well-being, and her results
illustrate the extent to which both the amount and the use of such ‘residual time’
vary by gender. Although the chapter highlights the need to situate time-use within
the context of the value-systems within which it is embedded, it also demonstrates
the extent to which such studies can shed new light on the relationship between
gender and well-being.

Although the chapters in this book vary considerably in terms of their choice
of both period and location, as well as in their disciplinary backgrounds and choice
of indicators, they are united by a common awareness of the impact of gender
differences on traditional measures of well-being and the inability of many of
those measures to capture the full complexity of both men’s and women’s lives.
By bringing them together in this volume, we hope to draw renewed attention to
the problem of gender inequality and the need to develop new measures of well-
being — and even new ways of living — in the future.
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