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The Narrative of

Homo
Economicus:

Neoclassical
economics can be seen as a meta-

,narrative. As a narrative or a story, it

/weaves together phenomena, causalities,
' and facts into a coherent whole, but it is

one of many possible interpretations of
what may be relevant for reality.' From
here, it is just a small move into
presenting economics as more than
"text" to be "read" but as a textual

productive enterprise" itself. As Nitasha Kaul
explains:

By Marvic M.V.F. Leonen

"The practitioners and practices are part of
the performance of an enterprise of knoivledge
creation which produces its oivn Real (the
economy) and then claimsprivileged access to it
as if it existed already peformed—the entiy
'economy' or the category 'economic as itself
the production of the very theories that are
supposed to reflect it. And this view of
economics as a text (of which economists are
themselves a part) helps us to {appreciate the
very particttlar locatedness of this text.
Economics, as a contingent episteme, is an
ideological product embodying Western
Enlightenment imperial colonial modernity.

The variability of human interactions
and relationships are not the concern of
economics.Rather than examining social
and cultural context, neoclassical

economics assumes that individuals have

complete agency. They are not
dependent on others. They are
autonomous. It further assumes that

each individual is faced with a pre
existing set of choices that could be
hierarchically arranged. These choices
are evolved exogenous to the system
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.  . . the traits of homo economicus

privilege "mosculine" troits ond
bockground "feminine" ideois.

analyzed by economics. How values,
beliefs, and choices are influenced by
social institutions or even by the
economic exchange itself is not part of
the theory. Power, in its multiple forms,
does not figure in the arrangement.
Autonomy, dominance of exchange,
objectivity of choices constitute the
individual units in neoclassical economic

theory. They make up the homo
economicus—the rational economic man.

Deploying feminist analysis, the traits of
homo economicus privilege "masculine"

"traits and background "feminine" ideals.
We borrow, for purposes of this essay,
the essentialism (generalization) used by
Janet Halley to distinguish feminism/s
as a separate discipline.^ The
"masculine" here refers to traits usually
imposed by patriarchy on men. The
subordination of the "feminine" here

results from the failure of neoclassical

economics to take into account

relatedness, asymmetries in relationships
(such as care), and dependency. That this
approach is not the only method is

• acknowledged. At some moments, some
strategic essentialism would be necessary.
As Spivak argues:

"7// deconstructive criticalpractices, you have to
be aware that you are going to essentiaJiye
anyway. So then strategically you can look at

essentialism, not a description of the way things
are, but as something that one must adopt to
produce a critique oj everything.

As an example of feminist analysis of
the authors and creators of homo

economicus, Edith Kuiper used object
relations tlieory to analyze y\dam Smith's
Theory of Moral Sentiments (TMS)\
She argues that Adam Smith, true to the
sentiments of his historical period,

focused on the moral sentiments of men

effectively excluding women. Reviewing
all the editions of this influential work,

she discovers that empathy was
conceived by Smith more as die product
of imagination rather than of
relationships. Quoting from the book
she highlights

'Though our brother is upon the rack, as long
as we ourselves are at our ease, our senses will

never inform us of what he suffers. They never
did, and never can, carry us beyond our own
person, and it is by the imagination only that
we can form any conception of what are his
sensations.

There is no requirement that the
observer communicates to the "brother

upon the rack" nor to anyone else who
has an emotional investment in the scene.

The observer "at..ease" simply imagines.

Furthermore, she asserts that Smith's

hierarchy of values dismissed as trivial
those traits considered feminine.

Discussing attractions to women and
love for instance, she quotes Smith as

writing:

"we may think his passion just as reasonable
as any of the kind,yet we never think ourselves
bound to conceive a passion of the same kind,

and for the same person for whom he has
conceived it. The passion appears to every body,
but the man who feels it, entirely disproportioned
to the value of the object [the woman]; and love,
though it is pardoned in a certain age because
we know it is natural, is always laughed at,
because we cannot enter into it. "
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Finally, she notices that the human being's
"internal spectator" (introspection) is
given more methodological validity in
terms of arriving at what is just and right.
Dialogue and communit}' were excluded.
Again from Smitli's work we find:

"The man of real constancy and firmness, the
wise and just man who has been thoroughly bred
in the great school of self-command. ..has never
dared to forget for one moment the judgment which
the impartial spectator would pass upon his
sentiments and conduct. He has never dared to

suffer the man within the breast to be absent one
momentfrom his attention.. .He does not merely
affect the sentiments of the impartial pectator.
He really adopts them. He almost identifies
himself with, he almost becomes himself that
impartial .pectator, and scarce even feels, but as
that great arbiter of his conduct directs him to
feel.'-

Smith's account of acceptable moral
values for a human being in relations of
exchange corresponds to the assumptions
of the rational economic man in

neoclassical theory. The individual acts
alone, autonomous from real world

relationships, and makes choices
objectively and introspectively. Social
phenomena such as community and life
partnersliips are not taken into account.

Recent studies on male psychology
confirm the existence of masculine traits

rational econonnic nnan . . . acts alone,

outononnous fronn real world relationships,
and makes choices objectively and
Introspectively.

socially expected of men. Joseph Pleck,
for instance, argued in 1981' that the
reaUty of social pressures on men to
conform to the values of independence
and emotional detachment actually

results in three types of male
dysfunctionalities.'" Steven Krugman
examined the role of social shame in

enforcing compliance with masculine
norms." Finding resources in relational
psychology, Stephen Bergman discusses
"male relational dread. Ronald Levant

argues that the mascuhne values of
selfless generosity, self-sacrifice, and
entitlement could serve as internal

resources to reconstruct mascuHnity in

the context of therapy and relationships
with empathy." Action empathy, similar
to Adam Smith's imaginative empathy, as
opposed to emotional empathy has been
established to be more prevalent in men
even in cross-cultural studies."

Feminist economics have challenged the
assumptions of the economic narrative
based on socially constructed or imposed
concepts of masculinity.

For instance Susan van Velzen has^.-
reexamined the ideas of Flazel Kyrk to
expose the concept of waste as central
to efficiency rather than simply
examining who gets better off." Some
have analyzed the concept of gift in
contrast to relations of competitive
exchange challenging the preoccupation
with the latter." Others have analyzed
the various motivations and forms of

caring labor and their consequences on
economic theorizing especially since
caring labor presupposes more
asymmetry, relatedness, and dependency
than neoclassical economics can

accommodate."
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Nitasha Kaul argued that feminism
within postmodern/poststructuralist or
post-colonialist methods provide rich
platforms to viably launch critiques wliile
taking into consideration the realit}^ of
multiple identities and varied localities.'^
She notes that these post' isms invite not

only an analysis of the impossibilit}^ of
die claim to universalit}' and generalit}^
of current economic theory. These
methods also provide avenues for
understanding the process of

universalisation and generalisation of a
particular form of knowledge
(neoclassical economics) based on a
specific model of human subjectivity
(rational economic man).

Marvic Leonen is one of the founders and

current chair of the board of the Legai Rights
and Naturai Resources Centre-Kasama ng
Kaiikasan (LRC-KSK). He is aiso Associate
Professor of the University of the Phiiippines
(UP), Coliege of Law and UP Vice-President
for Legal Affairs.

Note: The paper is drawn from a longer paper submitted in compliance with the final requirements of Feminist

Legal Theory under Prof Katherine Franke at Columbia University in 2003.
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