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I was, for a good many years Director of
Undergraduate Studies, which afforded me the
opportunity to do a lot of advising, While much
of it was routine, I enjoyed helping some stu-
dents with difficult problems. Because I was
very rarely given the opportunity to teach gradu-
ate courses, my contact with graduate students
other than my teaching assistants was with a
few who sought me out personally. In time,
however, I also met young women at profes-
sional meetings and was most pleased that they
began to seek my advice with their research. I
consider that one of the most rewarding as-
pects of having become a “senior scholar.” I
should add that, oddly enough, not publishing
until I was almost 50 years old has made me a
useful role model for a substantial number of
women. It helped them realize that one can have
a respectable career even after getting a late
start.

Q: Do you think your accomplishments
have made it easier for women coming
after you?

There is some evidence that the presence
of women faculty is helpful. Some time ago,
Helen Berg and I found that graduate students
who had come to know some faculty member
well were significantly more likely to complete
their Ph.D. We also learned that women stu-
dents were far less likely than men students to
get to know male faculty members well. Simi-

larly, having women colleagues, especially if
they have similar interests, is a great advan-
tage. It made all the difference to me when Fran
Blau joined the faculty here! So, the growing
number of women in academia has been an
improvement, but we are still far from a level
playing field in economics, As I see it, a woman
still has to walk on water to be really success-
ful, while a lot of mediocre men do very well.

Q: What advice would you give to young
female economists in the profession?

I think you should think carefully what
your priorities and goals are. If you are intent
on moving all the way up in the hierarchy, you
probably have to “play the game” and conform
to current standards - whatever they are. If, on
the other hand, you want to do what you think
is really worthwhile because that gives you most
satisfaction, then don’t worry too much about
this sort of thing. For instance, people will tell
you that you will never get a position at a re-
search university, let alone become a full pro-
fessor, if you work on women’s issues or if you
are too outspoken. Admittedly, that will make
it harder, but I got much further than I expected
to and that was certainly not because of my
contributions to mathematical modeling or
because I ever refused to say what was on my
mind. Regrettably, that may however be harder
now that universities hire increasingly more
people for non-tenure track positions.

Q: How did you get involved in the
founding of IAFFE?

I became one of the founding members
of the International Association for Feminist
Economics in part because several friends
urged me to get involved, but that was certainly
not the only reason. In spite of my continued
allegiance to CSWEP - I served on its board for
a couple of terms - I found an organization that
is further to the left and explicitly international
very appealing. In addition, I think that IAFFE
has been very useful because it made CSWEP
look as moderate as it really is.

As for my involvement in feminist eco-
nomics, like many other major turns in my life,
it came about by happenstance. One day I re-
ceived a call from Julie Nelson, a young woman
I did not know. She asked me if I would chair a
session on feminist economic theory. I told her
that I did not know anything about it, but she
persuaded me that a chair didn’t need to know
much, so I agreed. As it turned out, the session
was amazingly well attended and afterwards a
friend of Julie’s who worked for a major pub-
lisher asked us whether we would be interested
in editing a book on this subject. Julie agreed
to develop a proposal and persuaded me to
work with her. As it turned out, it was the Uni-
versity of Chicago Press that eventually pub-
lished Beyond Economic Man: Feminist
Theory and Economics in 1993 and is about
to publish a second volume on the tenth anni-
versary.

An Interview with Francine D. Blau
Frances Perkins Professor of Industrial and Labor Relations,
Cornell University
2001 Carolyn Shaw Bell Award Co-recipient

Interviewed by Barbara M. Fraumeni, Chief Economist, Bureau of Economic
Analysis

Q: Why did you go into industrial and
labor relations and then off to economics?
I grew up in New York City and I wanted
to go away to school. There wasn’t a lot
of money in the family. Cornell is part
public and part private; the state
colleges—agriculture, home economics,
and industrial and labor relations
(ILR)—have considerably lower tuition.
I wasn’t exactly sure what ILR was, but
it sounded more interesting to me than
the other two. I had also learned about
Frances Perkins who was FDR’s
Secretary of Labor, and was one of the
great women in American history. She
became a role model for me in entering

this field.
I don’t think I fully realized what
overwhelmingly male fields ILR and
economics were at that time. When I
applied to ILR there was actually a
quota on women; they would not accept
more than 15 women out of a class of
100. The reason that we were given for it
was that there was limited space in the
dorms for women.

Q: Did you ever feel isolated in graduate
school?

Yes I did. At Harvard, there were over 50
students in my year and only three or four
women. One of the things that made it more
difficult for me was a lack of consciousness

about the problem. The women’s movement is
often dated to 1963 when Betty Friedan pub-
lished The Feminine Mystique, but when I at-
tended college and started grad school in the
mid-to-late 1960s, I was almost entirely inno-
cent of those ideas. The goal of many of my
female classmates in college was what we used
to call a Mrs. Degree—marriage. I wanted to
have a career and that sometimes made me feel
a bit different from my peers. I was not greatly
aware of inequities women faced, or even any
special difficulties. When I did hit problems or
obstacles I tended to think, “that’s the way it
is” or even somehow that it was my fault. In
her book, Betty Friedan talks about “the prob-
lem that has no name.” She was actually refer-
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ring to the emptiness a lot of women felt who
had chosen to become housewives. I’m not
using it in that sense, but I think it is an apt
description of my situation. As I became fa-
miliar with the ideas of the women’s movement,
it was a great relief to have a label to put on
the problems I was experiencing. They were a
lack of role models and a lack of female peers,
as well as occasionally overt discrimination.

Q: How did you get involved in the
founding of CSWEP?

I lived in New Haven for a few years while
working on my dissertation for Harvard. I got
to know the women grad students at Yale. Many
of us were active in URPE (the Union for Radi-
cal Political Economics). We started talking
about the issues confronting women in the field
of economics and sharing ideas with women
in other cities. We developed the goal of found-
ing a committee on the status of women. Some
of us attended the 1971 AEA meetings and put
signs out: “Women who want to talk about the
status of women in the economics profession
meet in such and such a room.” We got this
great turnout and drafted a resolution for the
establishment of CSWEP. Carolyn Shaw Bell,
who emerged as our natural leader, presented
the resolution at the business meeting. The
proposal was hotly debated but we had packed
the meeting with our adherents. Some people
spontaneously emerged as eloquent support-
ers, including Bob Eisner of Northwestern. The
resolution passed. After it was over I walked
over to Bob and said, “Can I shake your hand
and thank you?” He said, “Oh, don’t tell me,
tell my daughter.” In 1974 the AEA amended
the rules, so there are no more surprises like
this at the business meeting.

Q: I want to pull you back to the question
of whether you think women’s isolation
in graduate schools is a thing of the past.

I am not aware of any graduate programs
that have a substantial number of women. I
believe this minority status can create difficul-
ties for women, and it doesn’t necessarily re-
quire that people discriminate against you.
Women may face some feeling of isolation and
not even realize it. I would advise women stu-
dents to seek out each other and women fac-
ulty. I’d also like to say that I don’t feel iso-
lated anymore because, in addition to seeking
out other women, I have developed very good
friendships with my male colleagues. After a
while you get used to your minority status and
you don’t really notice it.

Q: Getting back to CSWEP, you said that
Carolyn emerged as the natural leader.
How did you end up being co-opted,

selected…?
I am not sure. Perhaps it was because I

was in something of a leadership role as one of
the people who had come to the meetings to
try and organize the committee. I was the only
grad student on the CSWEP Board. It was a tre-
mendous experience for me personally. I did
have a mentor as an undergraduate, Robert
Ferguson at the ILR School who had encour-
aged me to go to graduate school, and another
professor, George Hildebrand, who was also
very supportive. But at Harvard I really did not
have a mentor. There were no women faculty
when I was a student. Richard Freeman joined
the faculty after I had begun work on my dis-
sertation and became a member of my com-
mittee. He was and continues to be a great in-
spiration to me, but he wasn’t exactly a mentor
since I hadn’t studied with him and I was not
in residence at Harvard when I worked on my
dissertation. So being involved in the organiza-
tion of CSWEP and actually having the honor of
being a member of the Board were absolutely
stupendous for me, as well as getting to know
these wonderful women who had far harder
roads to hoe than I did. Front and center are
Carolyn Shaw Bell and Barbara Reagan, former
chairs, and Phyllis Wallace, an African-Ameri-
can woman who received her Ph.D. from Yale
in the 1950s.

It’s very important to me, to try to be a
mentor to younger people. I thanked Carolyn
recently in a letter for being such an inspira-
tion to me. She wrote back that she really didn’t
remember doing anything special. I think that
says it all about Carolyn—mentoring younger
people was just “business as usual” for her. That
would be my goal.

Q: What about personal life, family, and
work? After many years at the University
of Illinois you moved to Cornell. How
difficult was it to move a two-career
family?

What I like to say when people ask me
about balancing personal life, family and
work—is to paraphrase W.C. Fields—at least
I think it was Fields. When he was older some-
one asked him how it felt and he replied, “Well,
it beats the alternative.” If you want children,
having them is just a wonderful thing. Having
my career is extremely important to me too. I
feel really lucky that I was able to do both. There
were costs, of course, but there were also enor-
mous benefits. I was able to get tenure at a
young enough age to have my two kids after-
wards. That takes some of the stress off, but it
takes off less than you would think because what
the tenure process is in part is a socialization
process. After getting tenure, you still have very
high goals and standards for yourself and you
have a lot of commitments to collaborators. I

had kind of an interesting, really lucky, two-
career situation. My husband, Larry Kahn, likes
to say (humorously) that it was good plan-
ning—we met when we were both assistant
professors, so we didn’t face the problem of
locating two jobs in the same place. We were
both hired at the University of Illinois at the
same time, possibly for the same job. (Illinois
was a large department and in those days—
the 1970s—they were willing to make multiple
offers for the same position.)

One of the things that we like about be-
ing married is being in the same place. We were
very happy at Illinois and both got tenure there,
so we would not have moved unless it was a
good opportunity for both of us. When Cornell
approached us, we found the offers profession-
ally very attractive. It was also an opportunity
for me to go back to my alma mater, back to
the ILR school itself. And, I was offered a Chair
named for Frances Perkins who inspired my
initial entry into the field; that was very excit-
ing. Our children were born and raised in
Champaign-Urbana and were not eager to move.
When we moved, one was going into eighth
grade and the other into sophomore year of high
school. (They are now 20 and 22.) But it turned
out to be a wonderful experience for them too.

Q: How did you find researching topics
related to women and so forth, starting
with your dissertation?

The acceptability of researching topics
related to women was not high at the time that
I started. Some members of the profession just
didn’t think the topic was that interesting and
there was a presumption that a woman could
not objectively research this area. There’s been
an enormous advance in the amount of research
on this topic and in the acceptability of research
on this topic. A lot of that advance owes itself to
the hard work of the women and men who’ve
been doing the research, showing it to be very
interesting, and showing that it can be objec-
tive. The question that sometimes still gets
raised is whether it the best thing for a woman
to go into, will it lead to problems? I have very
strong feelings about this. The best thing for
anyone, male or female, to go into is what in-
terests them. If you do that, in a sense, you can’t
fail because you’ve marked out for yourself an
interesting and rewarding line of work.

Q: Given that your award is with Marianne
Ferber, say something about your
experiences with collaborative research
with each other and with others.

I’ve been really lucky in regard to col-
laborative research in finding co-authors that
not only have a lot to contribute professionally,
but are also close personal friends. Marianne
Ferber is towards the head of that list, but I
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have to also mention my husband, Larry Kahn,
and there are others who’ve been very impor-
tant to me as well. Now some people think of
collaboration as just a kind of pragmatic thing,
“With a co-author you can be twice as produc-
tive.” I think that’s totally untrue. What goes up
is the quality of the work. The quantity of the
work might go up a little, but not as much as
you might think. You’re in it with somebody
else, you’re debating it, you’re talking about it.
Research can be a little lonely and collabora-
tive work obviously is far less lonely. People
tend to have different strengths and weaknesses.
The whole tends to be better than the sum of
the parts for that reason. Collaborative research
also keeps me at it, keeps my nose to the grind-
stone. I might be willing to disappoint myself,
but I’m sure as heck not going to disappoint a
co-author.

CSWEP-Sponsored Sessions at the Western Economics
Association Annual Conference

CSWEP sponsored two well-attended ses-
sions at the WEA meetings in Seattle this year.
The first, chaired by Professor Mary King of the
University of Portland, was entitled “Women’s
Economic Well-Being.” The papers presented
in this session included “Defining and Measur-
ing Patriarchal Regimes” by King; “The Role of
Contingent Work in the War Against Poverty”
by Catalina Amuedo-Dorantes and Cynthia
Bansak, San Diego State University; and “Health,
Wealth, and Gender: Do Health Shocks of Hus-
bands and Wives Have Different Impact on
Household Wealth” by Jennifer Ward-Batts of
Claremont.

King defines a patriarchal state as one that
combines a weak welfare state, a strong family
network, low female labor force participation,
and the concentration of unemployment among
young people. Using the Luxembourg Income
Study micro-data, she finds that several South-
ern European economies may be said to be
patriarchal but familial. For example, Italy does
not suffer the concentration of poverty among
women and children that is found in the U.S.,
in part because children are much less likely
to live in female-headed households. The U.S.,
on the other hand, has higher female labor
force participation, but low wages for women
and weak families, leading to a second type of
patriarchal regime.

Amuedo-Dorantes and Bansak focus on
the practice of pushing welfare recipients into
temporary or “contingent” work. Using data
from the NLSY79, the authors examine the prob-
ability of taking a contingent job, conditional
on past welfare dependency and poverty status
and the probabilities of either going on welfare

or entering poverty for those in contingent and
other jobs. They estimate a simultaneous equa-
tions probit model for welfare and contingent
work. The results suggest that being on welfare
increases the probability of taking a contingent
job, although the reverse is not true. Rather, it
is the other characteristics of the contingent job
(low pay, lack of benefits, etc.) which increase
the individual’s probability of being poor. The
discussant, Jennifer Ward-Batts, suggested that
it would be useful to distinguish between high
and low skilled jobs, and that some of the ex-
clusion restrictions were questionnable (i.e.
that the presence of young children affected
welfare but not contingent job holding).

Ward-Batts elucidates the mechanisms
for health to affect household wealth, and asks
whether shocks to husbands and wives have
differing effects. She examines married couples
in four waves of the Health and Retirement Sur-
vey, and examines the effect of the onset of vari-
ous health conditions on household wealth. Her
estimates of whether the effects of health shocks
are larger for husbands and wives are mixed.
In her comments, King suggested that it would
be useful to more fully understand the ways that
health affects wealth, as well as finding a way
to include those with zero or negative wealth.

The second session, chaired by Shelly
Lundberg of the University of Washington, was
called: “Household Bargaining and Household
Production” and featured a paper by Lundberg
entitled “Limits to Specialization: Family Policy
and Economic Efficiency,” a paper by Gaelle Le
Guirriec of the University of Paris II and Reims
Management School called “The Allocation of
Time Within Single-Person Households and

Single-Parent Households,” a presentation by
Elaina Rose of the University of Seattle on “Mar-
riage and Assortative Mating,” and a paper by
Bridget Hiedemann (Seattle University) and
David Byrne, Michelle Goeree, and Steven Stern
(all of the University of Virginia) on “Long-Term
Care, Formal Home Health Care, and Informal
Care.”

Lundberg presented a model of bargain-
ing in a two-person household which showed
that an inability to commit to contracts within
marriage could lead to an inefiiciently low level
of investment in household public goods, such
as children. The popular belief that changes in
divorce laws making it easier to disolve mar-
riages have made women better off is thus not
necessarily correct. Other changes in the law,
such as those guaranteeing women a greater
claim in the event of divorce may have counter-
balanced this tendency, however. Moreover,
making divorce more difficult moves the couple
towards an efficient solution only if renegotia-
tion in the second period, when women’s bar-
gaining power has been reduced due to spe-
cialization in household production, can be
prevented. Lundberg suggests several family
policies which may provide a partial solution
to the inefficiency generated by lack of ability
to commit, such as childcare subsidies, family
leaves, and income support for lone mothers.

Le Guirriec examines the determinants of
demand for products and services that substi-
tute for home production among single-parent
households using data from a 1998/99 French
household survey. In her model, the demand
for these goods and services depends on the
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Q: Do you think it is easier for women to
be leaders in academia today? What
advice would you give to young female
economists in the profession?

I do think it is easier than it used to be
for women both because there have been
women who’ve gone before and there is now
an increasing number of women. My advice can
be summarized with a line from Shakespeare,
“To thine own self be true.” This relates to fol-
lowing your own interests, doing research on
what really motivates you. Of course you should
be aware of how your work is received, but, in
my estimation, the really hard thing about be-
ing a female economist or may be just a per-
son, is developing some level of comfort with
yourself. Once you’re comfortable with your-
self it’s surprising how much easier other chal-
lenges are.

Q: Are there any other experiences or
lessons that you would like to relate to
the readers of the CSWEP newsletter?

I’d like to add that with family there are
conflicting commitments and there are ups and
downs with balancing work and family, but they
complement each other very well, and people
don’t always realize that. Your family gives you
a dimension of your life outside of your work.
You may get an article rejected by a journal,
but your two-year-old is still going to run over
to you as if you’re the greatest person in the
world. Or your two-year-old could throw a ter-
rible tantrum, but you might get a letter of ac-
ceptance from a journal. So you have alterna-
tive sources of gratification that help to keep
you balanced and give you a sense of perspec-
tive.


