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Inequality and Power

This book is about the causes and consequences of economic inequality in the advanced mark
economies of today. It is commonplace that in market systems people choose their own individu
economic destinies, but of course the choices people make are importantly determined by t!
alternatives available to them: economic disparity arises mainly from unequal opportunity. Yet th
merely begs the question; from whence do the vast existing inequalities of opportunity arise? This boc
theorizes power and social class as the real crux of economic inequality.

Most of mainstream economics studiously eschews questions involving social power, preferring
focus instead on “individual choice subject to constraint” in contexts of “well-functioning markets”. Ye
both “extra-market” power structures and power structures arising from within the market system itse
are unavoidably characteristic of real-world market-based economies. The normal working of labor ar
financial markets engenders an inherent wealth-favoring bias in the distribution of opportunities f
occupational choice. That bias is greatly compounded by the economic, social, political and cultur
power structures that constitute the class system. Those power structures work to distribute econom
benefit to class elites, and are in turn undergirded by the disparities of wealth they thus help engender.

Inequality and Power offers an economic analysis of the power structures constituting that cla
system: employers’ power over employees; the power of certain businesses over others; professiona
power over their clients and other employees; cultural power in the media and education systems; a
political power in “democratic” government. Schutz argues that a “class analysis” of the trend «
increasing economic inequality today is superior to the mainstream economic analysis of that trend. Aft
considering what is wrong with power-based inequality in term of criteria of distributive justice a:
economic functionality, the book concludes with an outline of various possible correctives.

This book should be of interest to students and researchers in economics, sociology, political scient
and philosophy, as well as anyone interested in theories of social class.

Eric A. Schutz is a Professor of Economics at Rollins College, USA.
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1 Introduction

The recent trend of increasing economic inequality in the U.S. is by now universally acknowledged, y
certain critical aspects of it apparently remain proscribed from mainstream public discussion. Liber
commentators rightly lament increasing inequality as an injustice and a rising threat to democracy, whi
conservatives, having given up trying to disprove it is happening, argue it is not a serious matter. F
both, discussion of the real heart of the issue of inequality, the problem of class, is mostly avoided as
kind of taboo. This book is offered in the hope that readers’ understanding of this momentous trend, ar
of the larger history of inequality in modern market societies generally, may be clarified by lookir
closely at that mostly unspoken problem of class.

Great inequality such as that seen in the US. today is not historically unusual. In the relative
egalitarian post-World War II period up to the late 1970s, it was not true that “the rich got richer, th
poor got poorer”: all income groups’ standards of living rose about equally. Yet the U.S. was anything b
exemplary even then, despite its own popular self-congratulatory mythology. Many Americans saw the
society as one that did not need the kind of draconian and largely self-defeating approach toward re
egalitarian democracy taken by its arch-rival, the Soviet Union — they felt the U.S. was already a socie
of equals in freedom. But from the viewpoint of many of its post-war allied nations, this was pu
pretension, for the European social democracies were making genuine and successful efforts toward tl
real thing. Today, as the American experience of a rising disparity between the rich and the re
progresses, the old pretension of America as a “classless society” is rapidly losing its appeal.

However, that is no thanks to the mainstream of public commentary on the subject. The fact th
economic inequality has been discussed at all in the mainstream today is some indication of -
seriousness, given that discussion of the subject was basically non-existent in the U.S. for decades. But
welcome as it may be, mainstream media commentary on the issue is narrow and shallow, effective
downplaying some of the most important ramifications of rising inequality, and reducing the concept
class itself to something harmless and apparently not greatly interesting alongside the main currents
the American experience today. The perspective of this book, by contrast, highlights economic inequali
of the kind seen throughout American history all the way up to the present as essentially manifesting t!
reality of social class. More critically, it acknowledges class itself to be the worst possible violation
those aspirations of democracy that are proclaimed so much a part of this culture.

What precisely is class? It is a division of society into strata defined by positions of power or relati
powerlessness for those occupying them. While some mainstream commentators might recognize tt
much, most see class as a phenomenon not of power but merely of privilege or status. Thus, the extensit
New York Times (2005) online series on inequality and class does not even mention “power” in the sen
of individuals decisively influencing other people. It portrays the American “class” system as one
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