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Among theorists concerned with economic inequality, discussions about distributive justice and discussions about social power often seem to occur in two different worlds. For distributive justice theorists, power relationships among people clearly must be precluded from contexts in which determinations of justice and injustice are made -- and beyond that, apparently, little need be said. For theorists of the role of power in economic inequality, distributive justice theorizing is mainly superfluous since power relationships, i.e., relationships of domination, are obviously unjust and the matter requires no further elaboration. But is it so clear, on the one hand, that power must be precluded from determinations of fair social rules? Or better, what is it precisely about power relationships that makes it so? On the other hand, what exactly is meant by power relationships being unjust? In precisely what sense are they so? This paper ponders those questions in the spirit that ideally these two distinct directions of inquiry and discourse on economic inequality ought to have plenty to offer each other.


Power theories of economic inequality argue that social power is the most critical determinant of certain material inequalities among people. Probably most "traditional" or "old" institutionalist economists today abide by a power theory of the overall distribution of income and wealth, i.e., a theory according to which those in power not only get most of the goods but also determine who else may have some of the goods. 1 A major stream of feminism, perhaps still the dominant one, argues that patriarchal power relationships are the critical factor in the determination of the distribution of economic well-being between men and women [Hartsock, 2001]. The term "radical", as appended to "institutionalist" or "feminist", indeed may be taken as referring to those particular theorists in each of these broader groups who abide by a power theory rather than some other theory of the inequalities at issue. Most Marxists, of course -- probably all but the strictest of structural determinists -- argue similarly about the role of class power in the distribution between property-owners and wage-employees (most today would also argue that the distribution within the working class is a consequence of class power as well). 2 


These theories invariably condemn the inequalities at issue as unjust because they arise from social power: it is the fact that power is the root cause of inequalities between men and

women, or between owners and workers, for example, that constitutes the essential critique of these inequalities as unfair. Power is, in effect, condemned as itself an injustice. But in what sense precisely is it unjust? What exactly is it about power relationships that makes them so? Are economic inequalities associated with power relationships and structures necessarily also unjust? Distributive justice theorizing ought to be of at least some help for further comprehending the injustice of power and of the economic inequalities associated with it. 


Distributive justice theorizing mostly is of two kinds. In one, theorists reason from basic philosophical insights to principles of just economic distribution. For example, that humans are fairly equal in their potential for contributing to their communities, and that human communities are in need of a great variety of such contributions, might form basic insights (perhaps alongside others) from which might be developed a principle of "equal opportunity for the development of personal capabilities", i.e., that all members of a society should be assured the same opportunities for pursuing their aspirations. Other philosophical principles might form the basis for alternative principles, for example, one stating "to each according to his or her contribution", that is, that each person should receive from society a value equivalent to that of his or her contribution to society. From such principles, of course, more concrete rules of social structure are then derived, e.g., universal free public education, or free competitive markets. 3

The other kind of distributive justice theorizing is "contractarianism". Contractarians argue that justice is constituted by the members of a society agreeing at some essential level on certain kinds of behavior as "fair".  Principles of justice are derived from a kind of "social contract" among the individuals of a society: individuals agree to abide by these principles on the basis that they are fair, even though some individuals may end up on the "short end" of whatever benefits may come from following the principles. Contractarians argue that specifying the nature and context of this social contract, as well as various attributes of people as agents of the contract, suffices then to deduce the principles of justice that such a contract would specify. John Rawls's A Theory of Justice [1971] is the primary reference in contractarianism today, and this paper will focus almost entirely on that work. Rawls and others are egalitarian in the principles they argue are derived from the social contract.4 Ronald Dworkin [1981, a & b], for example, argued that in the ideal case, deliberations on distributive justice in a society would conclude with an initial state of "equality of resources", to be followed by free exchange in private property in the context of welfare state capitalism. 5 Other contractarians are not so egalitarian. For Robert Nozick [1974], the social contract would yield principles of economic distribution that would imply laissez-faire government policy on markets and the primacy of private property rights over any re-distributive inclinations. 


After decades of extensive criticism of every facet of his Theory, Rawls remains the pre-eminent contractarian theorist of distributive justice, and rigorous discussion of his work continues to the present. Criticism of his work, and alternative theories developed along with that criticism, have moved the discussion of distributive justice through several major twists and turns, but his work remains a prime reference point and methodological standard for nearly all thinking on the subject. Egalitarians and non-egalitarians alike must deal with it. 


Rawls offered a formal model of what he called an "original position" in which the members of society agree to principles of distributive justice, principles by which they would then voluntarily abide regardless of the consequence for each of them individually. The original position was necessarily characterized by a number of quite restrictive assumptions about the individual attributes and social relationships which must be present in order for "fair" principles of economic distribution to be developed, i.e., principles to which all members of society would agree. Power relationships were precluded as contrary to the requisites of the original position. While the preclusion seems intuitive enough, precisely what is it about power relationships that they must be absent from deliberations on social justice? What exactly is power that it is so unfavorable even to deliberations about justice? Let us look more closely first at Rawls's theory. 

Agreeing on fairness  

How is it possible to get people to agree on principles of just relations? What exactly is going on when people do agree on what is just and what is not? Rawls's "original position" is characterized by, first, full equality among participants in the social decision on principles of distributive justice. Once such principles are agreed upon, presumably economic inequalities will arise as people proceed with their daily lives, and the first and foremost requisite for getting full agreement on such inequalities in advance is that people have equal voice in the social decision involved in determining what are just vs. unjust economic inequalities. Full equality of voice, or democracy, moreover requires consensus decision-making: each individual may veto the social decision on distributive justice principles if he or she finds it disagreeable. 


Arranging democratic consensus decision-making is actually quite problematic. Indeed while the requisites of merely majoritarian democracy are well understood, achieving even them in the real world is difficult. 6 Presuming that democratic consensus decision-making processes are achieved in the ideal case of the original position, individuals involved in the social decision on distributive justice principles are, in effect, in a "protected" position, in the sense that they need not be concerned about threats of recrimination or other consequences of power: in an original position of full equality, power relations (as will be elaborated further below) are simply eliminated.


Still it is not clear that some individuals participating in the social decision process will not perhaps lie opportunistically, in hopes of misleading or deluding others in order to set things up in their own favor. Others with similar motivations may be inclined to wield their veto power in the process unless the social decision goes their way. How can full agreement be reached when people are motivated by self-interest? Rawls insisted on pure self-interest, and concluded that full agreement without possibilities of opportunistic disruption of the decision process could be achieved if the participants were, first, ignorant of their own abilities and identities, and second, risk-averse. In that case, each would agree to principles that yield him or her the best possible prospects given that he or she could, with unknown probability, actually end up on the short end of the distribution of economic well-being. Since in addition the agreement is to be universally binding, finally, all who must live under the rule of the principles decided upon will participate in the process of deciding them. 


The upshot of a social decision process in such circumstances is Rawls's famous two principles of distributive justice:

(1) 
"each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive total system of equal basic liberties compatible with a similar system of liberty for all"; and

(2) 
"social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both (a) to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged ... and (b) attached to positions and offices open to all under conditions of equal opportunity". 7  


This theory is quite egalitarian not only in its construction of the original position, but also in its conclusion of total equality of liberty and material opportunity as presumptive principles of economic distribution, and of material inequalities permitted only insofar as they arise in processes benefitting the least advantaged. The appeal of the theory lies partly in its attempt at methodological objectivity by stylized theoretical logic and argumentation, but its commitment to a reasonable egalitarianism has sustained it as a major reference in all discussions about distributive justice, even after extensive criticism from other egalitarians [e.g., Roemer, 1996, Ch. 5]. Consistent with the principles Rawls deduced is a condemnation of not only laissez-faire and modern welfare-state capitalism but also state socialism, yet democratic and market socialist egalitarians as well as liberal egalitarians find considerable common ground, even if often not complete agreement, with his theory. 8 


Disputation over Rawls's theory has been exhaustive in both breadth and depth (e.g., Roemer, 1996; Barry, 1995]. One issue that is quite cogent in the present context concerns the appropriate broad interpretation of Rawls's "original position". Much discussion has occurred over the particular individual attributes of people in the original position -- the "veil of ignorance" and the assumptions of pure self-interest and risk-aversion. Many analysts have agreed that these are rather restrictive and extreme as assumptions of a model of the original position. But there is a bigger issue there. 


In one interpretation, especially widespread in the earlier decades of the discussion of Rawls's work, the original position represented merely a "counterfactual" or "hypothetical" reference point for talking about justice, and the process of arriving at the "social contract" was seen as a quite abstract story. Obviously the story cannot describe the real world, nor can it represent, in this view, something that real people experience in any way or struggle or strive toward achieving. A bit like the model of perfect markets in economics, the model of the original position that Rawls offered seemed, in this interpretation, certainly interesting and engaging but ultimately a bit arid and possibly irrelevant for life in the real world (too bad most mainstream economists do not come to similar conclusions about their favorite formal model!).


In another interpretation of Rawls's original position, however, it is urged that one must more faithfully acknowledge his intentions, as expressed throughout his Theory and in his later discussions with other analysts. 9 Too close an adherence to his formal/literal model of the original position may lead, as often occurs with any model, to forgetting what it is the model is intended to show: formal models may be mis-leading or mis-constructed, and often need replacing with better models for illustrating the intended realities. In this case, Rawls clearly intended his original position to focus upon the most essential aspects of actual deliberations and struggles for justice, what people actually seek and expect of each other in just relations. Rawls concluded that when people are able to put aside their positions and interests, their expectations and prospects, their identities and statuses vis-a-vis each other, then and only then are they able to discuss and decide the matter fairly. He hoped his readers would "appreciate the force of hypotheticals" [Barry, p. 56], and specifically, that his model would invite people to "put themselves in others' shoes in order to concentrate their minds on what they should think is fair while wearing their own shoes" [Barry, p. 56]. He hoped that the actual absence of consent by those actually on the short end of actual economic inequalities would be taken seriously [Barry, p. 70-71]. In his Theory, Rawls "intended to appeal to his readers' sense of justice, not their self-interest" [Barry, p.57] 


In this interpretation of the original position, other formal constructions than Rawls's might do the job of fulfilling his intentions better than his own. In one such construction, that of T.M. Scanlon [1982; see also Barry, 1995, Sec. 11], individuals in the original position are to meet as full equals in discourse (including veto power) and free of any coercion; but instead of being possessed of Rawls's attributes, they are fully informed of their own abilities, identities and interests, and are motivated not only by self-interest but also by a desire to find principles on which they agree. The latter desire, it is argued, ought to incline them away from opportunistic behaviors in deliberations in the original position. If it is Rawls's intentions with which most of his readers most agree, then perhaps such a model might be more compelling. 


For present purposes, this interpretation of Rawls, and Scanlon's [and Barry's, 1995] alternative construction of the original position, directly raise the issue of power not merely in some formally constructed hypothetical or counter-factual story-book model situation, but in the real world of real people striving for just relations with each other. In this view, power, understood abstractly as perhaps the most critical kind of social relationship to be precluded in any formal model of an original position in which principles of distributive justice are to be determined, becomes also the most critical negation of people's actual ability to come to fair agreements on actual principles of right behavior with each other in the real world. Power then becomes perhaps the single most important reality against which distributive justice sets itself. 

Power

Because the term power has several distinct meanings, people often use it at cross purposes. Thus it is important to be clear about it. Three different kinds of "power" may be distinguished from each other, although they are closely connected:


- power to do or accomplish things ("capability"), which may afford a person...

- power to affect other people ("influence"), a particular variety of which is...


- power over people ("domination").


The first of these meanings is quite close to Sen's [1993] idea of "capabilities". The investigation of capabilities suggests this connotation of power as something that is quantifiable, at least ordinally [Roemer, 1996]. Mainstream economists are inclined to move no further than the first of these three senses at best [Bartlett, 1989; Schutz, 2001], but as long as our concern is with the study of humans as social beings, we must acknowledge the importance of power in at least the second sense. As long as power in the first sense is quantifiable, power in the second sense is too, and an individual may be said to have "more" influence over another than the other has reciprocally over her. We could then say that person-A has power "over" person-B when A can affect B "more" than B can affect A. For some analysts, that is all that is meant by power as "domination". Yet there is also the critical case in which dominated individuals are subject to power in a negative sense, that is, against their preference or interest. Thus power "over" people usually refers to cases in which A can get B to do something that is against B's interest. That is the sense in which I will be using the term here. 


Here is a definition of power over people, i.e., power as domination, that highlights a couple of the characteristics of power relationships that are particularly relevant in the present context: 

(3)
If by virtue of their particular situations in the larger social context, A can take some action that gets B to do something that is not in B's interest, then A has power over B.

Thus, first, power over people comes from having a certain kind of position in a larger social context. And second, people in power positions are agents, that is, they may take actions for which they are individually responsible that affect those over whom they have power.


This is an "interest-based" definition of power as domination, and I would argue that is the best kind of definition [see especially Lukes, 2005]. Nonetheless, interest is a difficult idea: exactly how may we know that B's behavior, insofar as it is affected by A, is not actually in B's interest? We could simply equate interest with preference: if A can get B to do something that is against B's own preferences, then that is most definitely power as domination. Bowles and Gintis [1990] take this approach. However, since it cannot be denied that B chooses, in an important sense, to behave in the fashion in which A has induced her to behave, in that sense it may be taken as being "in her interest" to behave in that fashion, even though she would actually "prefer" not to. Even a slave chooses to obey or not to obey his master in the sense in which economists use the term choice. Interest and preference then need to be clearly distinguished. 


Moreover, people who are subject to power as domination can sometimes be distracted, misdirected, deceived and even deluded about their own "interest": that is indeed part of what it may mean to be a subject of domination. How then can we clarify interest? Suppose we could contrive a situation in which the person who we believe is subject to someone's power could be removed from that position, i.e., not subject to whatever possible recriminations or material threats, etc., are part of his subordinacy, and be given all the relevant knowledge required to assess his own relationship with the person in power, including knowledge about whatever social structures and apparatuses may be involved, as well as the alternatives. Since he is then fully knowledgeable and free to choose, we could simply ask him whether he would consent to the other person's getting him to act in the particular ways at issue. Here then is a definition of power that I have suggested elsewhere [Schutz, 1995 & 2001]:

(4) 
If A can, by virtue of the larger context of which she and person B are a part, act in some manner to get B to do something, and B, were he free to choose with full knowledge from among all possible alternatives, would not give his full consent, then A has "power over" B. 

Note that it is those specific aspects of the "larger context" to which B would not give his consent that most importantly define their relationship as one of power. Given that context, and given A's action, B chooses to act in a certain way, hence cannot be said to prefer acting some other way given those circumstances. Thus, it is either A's action, or else the larger context permitting her to act that way, from which B must dissent in order that it be definable as a power relationship. Since A could choose not to act that way, and yet still be in a position in which she could act that way if she wished, it must be the larger context itself (i.e., certain specific aspects of it) from which B must dissent in order to define their relationship as one of power. 10

The fact that power is situational requires attention to at least the general nature of the kind of situations that constitute power relationships, and we can indeed be more clear about them. Many other people are almost invariably involved in a particular power relationship besides the two individuals in the power "dyad" itself. For example, the police and other social enforcement apparatus, along with cultural institutions promulgating appropriate public opinion, were obviously involved in the constitution of the slave system. What can be said about the general nature of the connections among all the people involved in the social structures that constitute a power relationship? 


A relationship of power as domination is the diametric opposite of a democratic relationship, that is, one in which there is perfect equality of participation in whatever social decision-making affects the individuals involved. The larger social context that constitutes a power relationship is not one of full democracy, since at the least those subject to the relationship, by definition, must be in some way excluded from participation in the social decisions involved in creating, maintaining and modifying whatever social structures sustain it. Here, full democracy means not merely electoral democracy, although that may be a (small) part of it, but also democracy in discourse and all other processes involved in making and executing social decisions, in which all people affected are enabled to participate fully and honestly and without adverse consequence from each other. 


Like "interest", democracy too is a complex and problematic concept. Yet it has been deeply explored and is widely and reasonably well understood. 11  Here then is another definition of power on its basis that I have also used elsewhere [Schutz, 1995 & 2001]:

(5)
If A can, by virtue of some aspect of the larger context of which she and person B are a part, act in some manner that gets B to do something, and B, in a completely democratic, consensus-based decision-making process, would not give his full consent, then A has "power over" B. 




In the "theory of democracy" alluded to here, democracy in the fullest sense requires consensus decision-making: full equality of voice in social decision-making is clearly established only when each individual involved has the ability to veto [Barry, 1995, Sec. 11]. 


Readers cannot but have noted the parallels between these conceptualizations of power and the characterization of the original position in contractarian distributive justice theory as discussed earlier. In definition (4), ascertaining that a person is subject to power requires that he be placed in special "protected" circumstances of some kind (so that he is "free to choose", i.e., to discuss dispassionately his actual situation), and be given full knowledge of all relevant circumstances (some of which he may have been denied or which may have been distorted, etc.). Alternatively, in definition (5) the individual must be placed in circumstances in which those aspects of the larger situation by virtue of which he is subordinated can be subjected to a democratic social decision in which he (along with everyone else involved) has individual veto power: if he is actually subject to power, then in the special circumstance of a democratic consensus deliberation, he would veto by declining to consent. (Of course, "democratic" here refers to the whole collection of things necessary to assure not only equality of voice but also full knowledge of all relevant aspects of the relationship such as occurs only in free public discourse.) 


A "formalist-literalist" Rawlsian might object that these requirements on the determination of a relationship as one of power are not sufficiently "protective" of the original position: in order to prevent opportunistic behavior in the decision process, instead of being given full knowledge perhaps the individuals involved ought to be placed behind a "veil of ignorance". On the other hand, as discussed earlier, Barry [1995] and Scanlon [1982], at least, offer an alternative interpretation of Rawls, and suggest an alternative original position of full knowledge, with which definitions (4) and (5) would appear to be consistent. In that interpretation then, the free and informed consent that those subject to power are denied is precisely the same free and informed consent required for a determination of rules of justice. From the viewpoint of at least one strand of contractarian distributive justice theory, the injustice of power is fundamental and transparent: it follows from the analysis of justice itself. 


From that viewpoint, what is wrong with power relationships is that they prevent people from participating in deliberations on rules of justice that may affect them. In effect, people subject to power are at least partly excluded from the community in which they live, in that they are excluded from deliberations about things affecting their well-being: they are less than full members of the community, they are not full participants in its social contract. There is more to the injustice of power, however, than its violation of the requisites of a fair social contract. To see this, consider some of the further ramifications of the concept of power. 

Structure, power and morality 

The larger social structures that constitute a power relationship between two individuals in principle can be very complex, especially in modern times, where the degree of specialization of social and economic roles and the corresponding extensive interdependence of people who would otherwise be quite distant from each other socially, economically and geographically are enormous. With such complexity comes also a certain opacity of modern power relationships, to the extent that, in principle, those who are enmeshed in them may be unaware to one degree or another of their positions. And since deliberate distraction and deception may be important elements in an individual's sustaining and using a power position, unawareness of power relationships may be particularly common, especially among those most subject to them. Even those in power positions, however, may be more or less unconscious of the fact. 


Without awareness of their abilities to affect things, people in such positions, it might be argued, do not have actual "power" over people. In fact, it may be argued that the degree of complexity and social interdependence of modern times, along with the opacity they engender, have progressed so far that no individuals any longer really have power at all, for all are compelled by the social structure itself into the roles they fill and the actions they take in those roles. Indeed, structural determinism may be thought to apply to all of human experience, and individual human agency, it may be argued, is merely an illusion. Power, of course, cannot be attributed to anyone when all are totally subject to "larger forces". Variations on such a view include the idea that only organizations or defined groups, e.g., social classes, can be said to have power, while individuals cannot. 


While the "structure vs. agency" debate will almost certainly continue indefinitely into the future, the viewpoint advanced by an individualist theory of power such as that given here is definitely on the side of agency. 12 In such theories of power, individuals are seen as having responsibility for their behaviors. They make choices about things and can be held accountable -- individuals themselves actually "do" things and have real capabilities of their own. Thus the lexicon of power is shared by that of morality, and hence of justice, i.e., morality understood at the level of the larger society. What precisely is immoral about exercises of power as in definitions (4) or (5) above? 











They are immoral because those in power could, in principle, choose to use their positions in the interest of those subject to their power rather than in their own interest and against that of those subject to it. 13  However, the issue should be stated more strongly: having power means that one is able to treat another human as less than fully human. To the extent that his power position enables A to make decisions about things of value or relevance to B, about which B would rather decide for herself, A is choosing for B as if B cannot decide for herself. When A exercises his power and gets B to do something, B then is induced to act for A's purposes and not her own, as if her own purposes, whatever they might otherwise be, were irrelevant as far as the specific time and energy she must expend on A's behalf are concerned. Exercises of power violate the most basic of principles of interaction among humans: that fellow humans be treated as nothing less than human. Making choices for another human as if the latter could not, and doing so in one's own interest instead of the other's, as if the other's purposes are irrelevant, is the strongest possible violation of equal treatment: humans only treat "lesser creatures" that way.


Arguably contractarian distributive justice theory says the same thing about power relationships, albeit in less forceful, more roundabout terms. There, saying that some particular behavior toward others is unjust is the equivalent of saying that it treats others as something less than they should, as fellow humans, be treated. Thus, denying others full, informed and effective consent to something that one may impose upon them is treating them as less than human. Putting it this way does raise the question of whether a right to full, informed and effective consent is part of what being human entails -- whereas an appeal that fellow humans be treated as having their own purposes and capacities for choice, just like oneself, gets around that issue. But the contractarian approach insists that members of a human community do indeed all have such a right: anyone who is denied it is being treated as less than fully human. 

Inequality and power

Power theories of economic inequality lead to a most compelling conclusion about the distribution of income and wealth: the latter is, to the extent that it has to do with power, straightforwardly unjust. Contractarian distributive justice theory has not primarily concerned itself with economic inequalities that arise in association with power relationships, but it ought to be helpful nonetheless in clarifying precisely what is wrong with such inequalities. 


To begin with, what exactly is the connection between power and material inequality? Power positions yield those occupying them benefits that are, in effect, taken from those subject to their power: when A gets B to do something in his own interest that is counter to B's interest, it is the equivalent of taking benefit from B. B's activity, no longer totally of her own choosing, is now a kind of work. And the benefit A gets from it is material or at least economic in form and the very definition of exploitation. Economic redistribution therefore follows directly from power relations as defined here. 


This terminology is not merely figurative. In power-based theories of the distribution of income and wealth in market economies, the benefit of a power position is at least partly monetary. Thus in radical analyses of the modern market economy, i.e., capitalism, business ownership is a power position that enables those occupying it to take unearned income in the form of profit from those subject to their power, business employees: the latter, in effect, work partly not for themselves but for their employer. In similar analyses of patriarchal power, women work in the home partly for men's unearned material benefit, and outside the home their lower wages yield "super-exploitative" benefit to business owners, the latter being predominantly men. Racial and ethnic oppression too can be similarly analyzed in terms not merely of "discrimination" but of the power of the oppressing group taking economic benefit from the oppressed group. 


Of course material inequality may arise from other sources than power, and it is therefore possible for exercises of power to function in an equalizing 
rather than a disequalizing manner, i.e., to reverse to some extent inequalities that are due to other things. That is not necessarily how it works, however, and the usual case is that the redistributive effects of power reinforce material inequalities that are due to other things. This is so because at the same time that power redistributes economic benefit to the powerful, economic inequalities whatever their source, including those arising due to power, serve to undergird, sustain and strengthen power relationships and structures. Not only does power lead to material inequality then, but inequality leads to power. That is the essential reason why "the rich get richer and the rest get screwed": in effect, first, the rich have power by virtue of being rich; they use their power to get further riches, which serve to expand their power further yet... and so on. 


The general principles making this so are straightforward. The wealthy, in a world in which others lack wealth, can "buy" (a) power positions over those lacking wealth, and (b) means of escape from subjection to others' power. Those lacking sufficient wealth can buy neither power positions nor means of escaping them, and thus become vulnerable to the power positions bought by the wealthy. Were there no such material inequality (or at least insufficient inequality), all would have equal capacity to "purchase" either power positions or means of escaping them, and any power positions then would have to be constituted and bolstered by something other than material inequality. 


The particular means by which power positions or means of escaping them are purchased vary among the different kinds of power positions. The power of employers over employees is purchased straightforwardly in the process of buying ownership of businesses, only the wealthy being able to do so. In patriarchy, power positions as husbands can be purchased only by males able to afford to support households. In racial or ethnic oppression, power positions vis-a-vis the subordinated group are often "free" to those of the dominant group, but there -- as well as in patriarchy -- power over the subject group may be an element in other kinds of "purchasable" power positions, for example, employers' power or positions of supervision in the workplace. 14 At the same time, sufficient wealth enables one to escape subjection not only to employers' power but also patriarchy and racial or ethnic oppression: at the least, one may live "independently", avoid having to take commands from superiors of any kind, have enough mobility to avoid major legal restraint, and have access to sources of cultural and social activity that are alternative to the dominant information sources and social networks as well. Lacking wealth then, one lacks these avenues of escape, and one is all the more likely to be subject to any of these kinds of oppression.


Since exercises of power as domination are, as discussed above, themselves unjust, material inequalities arising in the course of such exercises are unjust as well. Of course, again, material inequalities may be due to other things besides power, but to the extent that even inequalities that are not due to power nonetheless constitute the social reality that undergirds, sustains, reinforces or strengthens power relationships, such inequalities too, if they are correctable, are implicated. 15 

Clearly these conclusions hold whether one takes the viewpoint of power theory, or that of distributive justice theory as interpreted in this article. While the language differs between these two approaches, they are saying the same thing: again, the right to give or withhold full, informed and effective consent, as in contractarian justice theory, is in effect the inviolate right to be treated as nothing less than fully human, i.e., to have purposes and intentions as well as capacities for choice that are no less rightful than anyone else's. In particular, therefore, economic inequalities to which those on the short end would not freely and with full knowledge give their consent are as much to be rejected in the one perspective as in the other. 

The language of power and the language of justice
Thus, in considering economic inequality, we may look at power and distributive justice as merely two different ways of talking about essentially the same things -- they are merely two different vocabularies or languages. Are there advantages of using one of these languages over the other? Presumably each has its own strengths as a discursive tool for addressing issues of inequality, and each is presumably advantageous for different contexts or purposes. However, I will offer an argument here favoring use of the language of power over that of justice for the breadth of its inclusion of issues relating to economic inequality. 

This is perhaps best seen first by reference to the concept of alienation, an idea of fundamental importance in the development of social theorizing by the original Hegelians, Karl Marx, and those in the tradition of critical theory in the Frankfurt school.16

  Space prohibits an explication of the idea of alienation here (but see Weisskopf, 1971; Ollman, 1971; and Gintis, 1972), but the term refers to a separation of the individual from something essential to her self, and is usually understood to be a consequence of certain aspects of material or social life. Injustice, as the term has been understood in contractarian theory as considered here, is a source of alienation, specifically the alienation of individuals from each other, hence from their larger community as a whole. This is so because, as contractarians understand justice, injustice amounts to the exclusion of individuals from equal and effective participation in the social deliberations on specific aspects of their treatment by others: they have been, in effect, disallowed from deliberations in which they should have been included, hence are alienated from others, that is, from the dominating person or persons, from those others involved in the power structure, and even from the entire community as a whole. (Note also that the others from whom the subordinate is alienated are themselves equally alienated from the subordinate.)

That is an important and perhaps too seldom discussed aspect of social injustice, with critical consequences for both individual and social development. Yet the idea of alienation encompasses several additional dimensions beyond that of a fundamental separation of an individual from others, and these appear neither directly nor indirectly in the connection between alienation and injustice, while the language of power does refer to these other dimensions. Consider again definitions (3), (4) and (5) above: individual-A gets individual-B to do something in A's interest and not in B's own interest. Thus, the subordinated individual B acts for A, and not for herself. She is therefore immediately alienated from the product of her action, or from her action as a service: it becomes someone else's, not her own. Perhaps even more critically, she is detached from her own self-initiative as well, for she must "initiate" action of her own that has actually been initiated by individual-A -- she must act as if she takes initiative while the initiative itself comes from someone else: there is a fundamental disjuncture in her individual self as an acting person, she has lost an important dimension of her own human agency. 

Alienation from one's product or service and from one's self-initiative too have important consequences for both individual and social development. Yet while these issues are raised directly in the language of power, they are not raised in the language of justice. An exercise of  power is unjust, of course, and hence also alienating of the subordinate in the power relationship from the dominating person and from other individuals involved and even the whole community. But beyond that, an exercise of power is also alienating of the individual from her product or service, and is alienating of the individual from her own self-initiative or from herself as an acting person or agent. The term "power" conveys these things, the term "injustice" does not. 

To say then that some particular aspect or case of economic inequality is associated with "power" conveys more than does a statement merely that it is "unjust". Consider, for example, the case of economic poverty. To say that poverty is due to power is a stronger kind of statement in several ways than is a statement merely that it is unjust. Insofar as economic poverty is unjust, the poor certainly are alienated from the rest of society, and that alienation certainly does have major consequence not only for society, e.g., in unresolved social tension and occasional disruption, crime and various manifestations of resentment on the part of the poor, but also for the poor as developing individuals, e.g., in their lack of proximity to personal associations and role-models among the non-poor. But insofar as economic poverty is due to power, the poor are also alienated from the products of their activity or from their activities as services: not only are goods and services to which they might otherwise have access for their own use taken from them by others, but in particular the fruits of their own labor are taken from them. (A particularly powerful example of the latter is that of "nannies", whose child-rearing services are often expended mostly on behalf of others' children than their own.) Indeed they are alienated from their own self-initiative and active personhood and agency -- which has, of course, everything to do with the "apathy" (e.g., in politics) and general frustration, stress and depression widely observed among the poor, as well as the various medical problems associated with these conditions, not to mention the passivity and "laziness" that some attribute to them.

In considerations of economic inequality, the language of power raises other issues as well that the language of justice does not raise, or at least does not raise as clearly and immediately. Not only does the terminology of power convey as well as that of justice that economic poverty is unfair, for example, and not only does it convey dimensions of the alienation associated with poverty that are not otherwise conveyed, it also highlights more clearly other aspects of the general problematic of inequality that are sometimes not raised by the language of injustice. 

First and most obviously, since power relations as discussed here always involve people who are in power, one must ask, precisely whose is the power that is at fault in the continuance of economic poverty? Just posing that question raises the issue of individual responsibility in a way that saying poverty is unjust does not, since injustice does not necessarily imply personal responsibility (it could be that "all of society" is responsible, or that some social structures are "responsible" that could be changed but that "society" has chosen not to). 

Second, social structures are also always involved in significant power relations: attributing poverty to power raises the question, by virtue of what social realities does poverty exist? What structures are involved and how are they connected with other social structures? Or, more to the point, why does poverty exist? 17 Saying merely that poverty is unjust, one may well hold that the poor are poor because of their individual weaknesses -- and feel that justice would treat them better despite those weaknesses. But if poverty is due to power, then not only is one offering that specific and very different explanation, one is also saying that if anything the poor are weak because they are poor, and that is unjust.

Thus, the language of power conveys at once not only the breadth and depth of the problem of alienation, but also the fact that those in power positions in the social structures involved are responsible agents of unjust and alienating social action. That is, it highlights the facts that in any society that can afford to abolish poverty but does not, poverty exists because it is in the interest of particular individuals in power that it exist and that such interests invariably work to assure its continuance -- by exploiting the poor and thereby depriving them of the economic, political and social resources required to contest their position, by squelching reasoned public discussion of the problem of poverty, by effecting laws, policies, rules and norms that perpetuate or expand poverty and the social structures from which the benefits of the powerful derive, and so forth. Of course, one could accomplish all of that merely by appending a power analysis to an analysis of the injustice of poverty, but why do that when a power analysis by itself accomplishes the same thing? 

Bibliography
Arneson, Richard. "Economic Analysis Meets Distributive Justice" in Social Theory and Practice, Vol. 26 #2 (Summer, 2000), pp. 327-345.

Bartlett, Randall. Economics and Power: An Inquiry into Human Relations and Markets. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, England. 1989.

Barry, Brian. Justice as Impartiality. Clarendon Press, Oxford. 1995.

Bowles, Samuel and Herbert Gintis. "Contested Exchange: New Microfoundations for the Political Economy of Capitalism" in Politics and Society, Vol. 18 #2. 1990. pp. 165-222.

Cohen, G. A. If You're an Egalitarian, How Come You're So Rich? Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA. 2001.

Collins, Chuck and Felice Yeskel, with United for a Fair Economy and Class Action. Economic Apartheid in America: A Primer on Economic Inequality and Insecurity. The New Press, New York, NY. 2005. 

Dahl, Robert A. On Democracy. Yale University Press, New Haven, CT. 1998.

Dowding, Keith. Power. Minneapolis, MN. University of Minnesota Press. 1996.

Dugger, William. Corporate Hegemony. New York, NY. Greenwood Press. 1989.

Dworkin, Ronald. "What is Equality? Part 1: Equality of Welfare" in Philosophy & Public Affairs Vol. 10. 1981. pp. 185-246.

----. "What is Equality? Part 2: Equality of Resources" in Philosophy & Public Affairs Vol. 10. 1981. pp. 283-345.

Galbraith, John Kenneth. The Anatomy of Power. Houghton Mifflin Company, Boston, MA. 1983.

Gans, Herbert J. "The Positive Functions of Poverty" in American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 78 #2 (September, 1972), pp. 275-289.

Gintis, Herbert. "Power and Alienation” in Review of Radical Political Economics, 4 (Fall, 1972). Reprinted in Readings in Political Economy, JamesWeaver (ed.) (NewYork, 1973).

Gintis, Herbert; Samuel Bowles; Robert T. Boyd and Ernst Fehr. Moral Sentiments and Material Interests: The Foundations of Cooperation in Economic Life (Economic Learning and Social Evolution). Cambridge, MA. MIT Press. 2004.

Hahnel, Robin. Economic Justice and Democracy: From Competition to Cooperation. New York, NY. Routledge. 2005.

Hartsock, Nancy. The Feminist Standpoint Revisited and Other Essays. Westview Press. 2001.  

Kerbo, Harold. Social Stratification and Inequality: Class Confilct in Historical, Comparative, and Global Perspective, 5th ed. New York, NY. McGraw-Hill. 2003.

Konow, James. "Which is the Fairest One of All? A Positive Analysis of Justice Theories" in Journal of Economic Literature, Vol.XLI (December, 2003), pp. 1188-1239.

Lukes, Steven. Power: A Radical View, 2nd Ed. Palgrave Macmillian. New York, NY. 2005.

McCall, Leslie. Complex Inequality: Gender, Race and Class in the New Economy. Routledge. Oxford, 2001.

Nozick, Robert. Anarchy, State, and Utopia. New York, NY. Basic Books. 1974.

Ollman, Bertell. Alienation: Marx's Conception of Man in Capitalist Society. New York. Cambridge University Press. 1971.

Piven, Frances Fox and Richard A. Cloward. "Rule Making, Rule Breaking, and Power" in Thomas Jasoski; Robert R. Alford; Alexander M. Hicks; and Mildred A. Schwartz (eds), The Handbook of Political Sociology: States, Civil Societies and Globalization, Cambridge University Press, New York, NY, 2005, pp. 33-53.

Rawls, John. "Justice as Rational Choice Behind a Veil of Ignorance". In Sterba, James P., Justice: Alternative Political Perspectives, 2nd Ed., Wadsworth Publishing Co., Belmont, CA, 1992, pp. 126-144.

----.  A Theory of Justice. Harvard University Press. Cambridge, MA. 1971.

Reiman, Jeffrey. "Exploitation, Force, and the Moral Assessment of Capitalism: Thoughts on Roemer and Cohen" in Nielsen, Kai and Robert Ware (eds), Exploitation, Humanities Press, Highlands, NJ. 1997.

Roemer, John E. Theories of Distributive Justice. Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA. 1996.

Samuels, Warren J. The Economy as a System of Power (2 Vols.). New Brunswick, NJ. Transaction Books. 1979.

Scanlon, T.M. "Contractualism and Utilitarianism" in Amartya Sen and Bernard Williams (eds), Utilitarianism and Beyond, Cambridge, England. Cambridge University Press. 1982.

Scheffler, Samuel. "What is Egalitarianism?" in Philosophy & Public Affairs, Vol. 31 #1 (2003), pp.5-39.

Schutz, Eric. "Markets and Power" in Journal of Economic Issues, Vol. 29 (December, 1995), pp. 1147-1170.

----. Markets and Power: The 21st Century Command Economy. Armonk, NY. M.E. Sharpe, Inc. 2001.

Sen, Amartya. "Capability and Well Being" in Nussbaum, Martha and Amartya Sen (eds) The Quality of Life, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1993, pp. 30-53.

Wartenberg, Thomas E. The Forms of Power: From Domination to Transformation. Philadelphia, PA. Temple University Press. 1990. 

Weisskopf, Walter A. Alienation and Economics. New York. Dell. 1971.

Woodward, Christopher. "Egalitarianism" in Philosophical Books, Vol. 46 Issue 2 (April, 2005), pp. 97-112.

Zweig, Michael. The Working Class Majority: America's Best Kept Secret. ILR Press, Ithaca, NY. 2000.

1   Samuels, 1979; Galbraith, 1983; Dugger, 1989. Power theories of economic inequality are far more common elsewhere in the social sciences than in economics: see Kerbo, 2003.


2  Marxists' issue with most of the distributive justice literature, I would argue, is not that there is no such thing as justice except as a historically contingent construction of a society's ruling class, as is so often stated [e.g., Konow, 2003, p. 1198]. Instead, it is the question of whether the bulk of that literature, taken as a valid and worthwhile inquiry itself, is of much relevance to the concerns Marxists raise about the causes of inequality. 


3  Hahnel, 2005, pp. 18-32, is a nice summary of this sort of distributive justice thinking.


4  Cohen, 2001, and Arneson, 2000, are other egalitarians. See also Scheffler, 2003, and Woodward, 2005, on egalitarian principles of distributive justice in general.


5  Barry, 1995; and Roemer, 1996, discuss other egalitarian contractarians


6  Dahl, 1998 , is an excellent outline of the theory of democracy. 


7  Quoted from Rawls, 1992, p. 141. The considerable disputation over which of several "revised versions" of the second of these two principles Rawls actually intended need not be dwelled upon here.


8  Empirical studies of popular attitudes about distributive justice have found that egalitarianism in general is quite widespread among the public, although Rawls's particular approach to the subject -- his original position and his distributive justice principles -- do not resonate completely with popular thinking [Konow, 2003]. 


9  See especially Barry, 1995, Ch 3, on what follows here.


10  For economists, this is a critical point, since it shows that power as domination may exist in otherwise "perfectly voluntary" exchange situations. The most obvious and significant case is that of wage-labor. Monopoly and oligopoly are well known examples acknowledged in mainstream economics. The monopoly extorts income from its customers by virtue of its being the only available seller and their consequently paying the higher price it demands (the fact that it is an extortionate redistribution of income is usually ignored in mainstream economics, where a narrow concern with efficiency often overclouds equity issues). The monopoly's customers "voluntarily" pay that price, but would, were they free to choose, not give their consent to the larger situation in which they must do so in order to get the product.


11  Dahl, 1998, is a good reference on basic institutional requisites of democratic political relations. Post, 2006, explicates themes relevant here: democracy, discourse, economic equality and distributive justice.


12  Piven & Cloward [2005] have an excellent discussion of how power theory, even though it is inherently strongly "structuralist", is nonetheless agency-based. Structures, in this view, are not completely determinative of human behavior, but instead may also be instruments of power. See also Dowding, 1996, Ch 2. 


13  Using one's power instead in the interest of those subject to it is sometimes referred to as "transformative power" [Wartenberg, 1990]. There are many noteworthy cases of power that is usually employed this way, of course, an obvious one being the power of parents over children. 


14  Because employers's power is the primary means of accumulating pecuniary wealth in modern market systems, it is often argued to be the primary form of power in such systems. On the other hand, sexual or gender, and racial or ethnic oppression involve employers' power sufficiently – and vice-versa -- that all these forms of power may be considered of a piece. See McCall, 2001. 


15   It might be thought that other important social values besides justice perhaps should then be brought into consideration of such inequalities -- for example, economic efficiency or growth might perhaps rationalize inequalities that are not due to power but that nonetheless do have the effect of sustaining and strengthening it. In Rawls's account, the "difference principle" ((2-a) above) actually introduces such a value into deliberations on distributive justice (specifically, economic growth or expansion). He has been criticized for that [Cohen, 2001], and I would agree with the criticism: as discussed above, exercises of power as domination violate the most fundamental principles of just human interaction, and for cases involving power therefore other values besides justice must be considered only with great reluctance if at all.


16  These would include Max Horkheimer, Theodoro Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, Erich Fromm, and Jurgen Habermas.


17 A good beginning answer to that question is the classic article by Gans, 1972, on the social functions of poverty.





