INsTITUTE FOR WOMEN'S PoLicy RESEARCH

-

—uly 1976

" Briefing Paper

A FEMINIST PERSPECTIVE ON THE FEDERAL BUDGET: A SUMMARY'

The economic gap between women and men--the wage gap, the gap in occupational
representation, the gap in the amount of time spent caring for family members and doing
housework--is slowly closing. There have been vast gains in women’s earnings and in their
entry into better jobs, and there have been small gains in men doing housework and child
care. There has also been progress in getting women who head families alone out of
poverty, although they still bear a disproportionate share of poverty.

The public policy gap, however, remains large. There has always been a lag between
public policy and the reality of people’s lives, but the lag appears to be growing. Much
public policy in the United States, from the income tax structure to the social security
system, is based on a model of a traditional nuclear family, founded on heterosexual
marriage between a man and a woman, designed to produce children and last an entire adult
lifetime (and in which the woman works at home while the man brings home the paycheck).
But no longer is this the reality.

Society must adjust its public policy to new realities. There are many diverse ways
of living--alone, in groups, with partners of the same sex or opposite sex, in marriage or not.
Today, most married women and mothers also work outside the home, as well as single,
childless, and divorced women. As a result of these social changes, the traditional nuclear
model applies only to a minority of all families and households, and public policies based on
this traditional model fail to meet the needs of the vast majority.

Public policies are, of course, established through the government’s expenditures and
its tax collections. Thus, knowledge of the federal budget is key to understanding current
policy priorities. This summary briefly sets forth a feminist analysis of federal expenditures
and proposes a "feminist budget" that would readjust priorities to reflect women’s interests.

! This paper is based upon a speech given by Heidi Hartmann at the Feminist Expo ’96,
convened by the Feminist Majority Foundation in February. The budget calculations are
based upon the "Help for Working Parents” plan by Barbara Bergmann and Heidi Hartmann,
"The Woman’s Budget" by the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom
(WILPF), February 1996, and other sources, adjusted by the author. The main difference
between the budget shown here and the WILPF budget is that health care (long term care and
universal coverage for low income families) and assistance for working parents (child care
and EITC) are increased much more, while basic income supports are reduced somewhat as
more parents are expected to be working.
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Chart 1
President Clinton’s Proposed FY 1997 Budget

MANDATORY

OTHER MEANS - TESTED
ENTITLEMENTS 71

" MEDICARE
e SOCIAL
SECURITY
22%

REMAINING
ENTITLEMENTS

6%

DISCRETIONARY

Total: $1.635 Trillion

Note: Numbers do not add due to rounding.

' Means-tested entitlements are those for which eligibility is abased on income. The
Medicaid program is also a means-tested entitlement.

Source: A Citizen’s Guide to the Federal Budget: Fiscal Year 1997, Washington, DC:
Government Printing Office, 1996.
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