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Concerns about inequality are usually first of all moral, political, and empirical. We are interested in inequality for moral and political reasons, and then we want to find out, and to show, what it looks like, its tendencies, and its consequences. 

However, inequality also raises fundamental theoretical issues. Does inequality differ from difference, and if so, how?  Is it fruitful to distinguish different kinds and different shapes of inequality, as well as different amounts?  Is it possible to find a sort of generative social  grammar of  inequality? If so, what social processes or mechanisms would it involve? Can corresponding processes of equality be identified?

Social theorizing of inequality has moved forward enormously in the last decade or so, while more and more data are collected on a global scale, and subjected to ever increasingly sophisticated analyses. Let me just mention a few of the most sterling contributions, from which I have learnt a lot. A new theoretical level was opened  up by Amartya Sen´s (1992) Inequality Examined, raising the basic question, Inequality of what?, and answering it by focusing on humans capability. Charles Tilly (l998) brought the mechanisms of Durable Inequality into focus, developing a formidable structural explanation of enduring inequality. Between categories of people, such as white and black, or male and female, for example.

Inequality of health (cf. Navarro 2004) has become more central to social science through the development of epidemiology and public health, and broad interest has been stimulated by the hypothesis developed by R.G.Wilkinson (l996, 2000), that socioeonomic  inequality has detrimental effects on a wider population than the most disadvantaged. Problems of what I would call existential inequality have entered the circle of bright theoretical light through the debate on recognition and redistribution between philosophers Nancy Fraser and Axel Honneth (2003), and by Richard Sennett´s (2002) characteristically perceptive exploration of respect. 


The number of eye-opening empirical studies has become too large for a roll-call, and particularly so in a brief introduction like this, although one cannot avoid a special tribute  to Pierre Bourdieu´s (l979), La Distinction, which brought current intra-ethnic cultural stratification into the limelight. Sociology has also mobilized hard-science rebuttals of anti-egalitarian ideological crusaders (e.g. Fisher et al. 1996) The core of mainstream sociological inequality studies is investigations of  intergenerational mobility, into and through the educational system, and into the labour market and the class structure. Major findings of these efforts were summed up in two excellent works of early l990s Eriksson and Goldthorpe (1992), and  Shavit and Blossfeld (1993), reporting persistent inequality of opportunity.

Though there are significant  sociological contributions to the study of global income inequality, by Glenn Firebaugh (2003)  - methodologically versed, professionally pedagogic -and others, it is the best among economists who have  devoted more energy to global studies and to the contemporary distributional dynamics of the OECD states under competitive pressure. 
Readers of distribution economics are immensely grateful for the wisdom of Anthony Atkinson, the doyen of the corps, and an exemplar of sceptical British empiricism at its very best (see e.g. Atkinson 2004), co-editor of a valuable Handbook of Income Distribution (Atkinson and Bourguignon 2000). From the huge recent economic literature, at least the incisive, wide-ranging collection gathered and edited by Giovanni Andrea Cornea (2004) needs to be singled out. 

In an introduction by a sociologist  to a Verso book, i.e., a book on the opposite side of the conventional mainstream, a special acknowledgement is due to a group of economists little likely to be read on the left, unfortunately, most accessible from the websites of their employers. I am thinking of a minority set of international bank economists, for instance of Miguel Székely, formerly at the Inter-American Development Bank, and of World Bank economists like Francois Bourguignon (recently appointed Chief Economist of the Bank) , Elizabeth King, Branko Milanovic, and Martin Ravaillon, who are all using their privileged position for perceptive analyses of inequality and poverty. 


For all the brilliant lights already there is on the field of inequality, this book was conceived from a sense of something missing, and with an ambition to add something of importance, theoretically as well as empirically. The starting-point was the idea, that inequality should be understood as plural, as inequalities. It guided the invitation of participants, each one a prominent expert in her/his topic. A multidimensional view of inequality also called forth a theoretical effort, highlighting what I think are the three fundamental dimensions of inequality, vital, existential, and resource inequality. Two of which have been largely neglected in the world literature. – Even distinguished  broad-minded, even if mainly national overviews, like the Daedalus Winter 2002 special issue, Fitoussi and Savidan (2003) or Barlösius (2004) refrain from putting the whole field into view.

 Furthermore, if one thinks that inequality or equality are important social outcomes, social science should try to systematize the mechanisms of their production. Tilly´s above-mentioned work was a major contribution, but it confined itself to one particular, even though particularly important, process. A much more general approach, including corresponding mechanisms of equality, will be needed, .laying out how inequalities and equalities are socially generated.


Empirically, the aim is the globe, although most of our individual contributors would be a specialist on this or that part of it. The intention is to get a grasp of global multidimensionality and of global cum sub-global causality.

Social Theory: Meaning and Mechanisms
1. Differences and Inequalities 


Human beings are all different in some sense. How do we distinguish an inequality from a difference? Each of us  is different from one another. In some sense, then, none of us is equal to others. On the other hand, in some other sense, it is widely believed that “all men are created equal”. The relationship between difference and inequality has been much discussed in contemporary Feminism, but that does not seem to have spread into other theoretical fields. 

 So, what differences make inequality? Inequalities are differences which we consider unjust. In-equality is a negation of equality. Behind a perception of inequality there is a notion of injustice, a violation of some equality. Discourses on inequality contrast to ones on superiority/inferiority There is one more aspect of inequality. While equality may be divine – coming from the Creator -, inequality is man-made. That is, it is something changeable. 

The conception of justice underlying empirical studies of, or even political mobilizations against inequality is rarely, if ever, reflected upon and discussed. But they are variants of three notions of injustice: A difference  may constitute an unjust inequality because it is

i. a difference which constitutes a violation  of some just equality; of 

human rights, of citizenship, , in brief,  of  some human qualification held to be equal, whether by humanity,  by social membership or by achievement

ii. too large a difference, limiting the life possibilities of the disadvantaged, 

either materially directly by concentrating resources among the privileged, or indirectly via social psychological mechanisms of humiliating signals of superiority and inferiority.

iii. goes in the wrong direction, giving undeserved, unfair advantages to 

some , e.g., to people born in certain countries  or milieux, to people of power rather than of contribution. 


The question why is there inequality in the world, then requires a moral answer before any sociological one. Some of the differentials of conditions of life are unequal and unjust because they constitute violations of the most elementary human rights,  of life and of the pursuit of happiness, i.e., of a moral conception of fundamental human equality.  Other differentials create inequalities in the capabilities of fully participating in the potentials of contemporary social and cultural life in the world. 

For this writer, those are the two basic reasons for being concerned with human world inequality. Why shouldn´t a newborn child in Congo have the same chance to survive into healthy adulthood as a child in Sweden? Why shouldn´t a young Bihari woman have the same autonomy to choose her life-pursuit as a young White American male, or an Egyptian college graduate the same as a Canadian? Why shouldn´ t all Pakistani and Brazilian families have the same access as British or French to good toilets, air conditioning and/or heating, washing-machines, and holiday tickets? Why should many children have to work? Why shouldn´t a Black  HIV-positive in Southern Africa have the same chance to survive as a White European? Why should a handful of individual “oligarchs” be able to expropriate most of the natural resources of Russia, while a large part of population have been pushed into pauperism? Why should big business executives be able to pay themselves hundreds of times more than the workers they are constantly pushing to work harder, more “flexibly”, and at lower cost?

In brief, there is inequality in this world because so many are denied possibilities to live their lives at all, to live a life of respect, to try out their interests in life, to make use of the existing potential of human life. The inequalities of the world prevent hundreds of millions of people to develop their differences.

2. Inequality of What?

Amartya Sen (1992) has advanced the frontier of reflections on inequality, in his raising and treating the question, “Inequality of What?” But it may be wondered how far his answer of human “functionings” has reached beyond the high  table of High Philosophical and Economic Theory. General public discussion is still fed upon the stale diet of “inequality of opportunity and inequality of outcome”. True, perceptions of injustice and unfairness are widespread, against which rightwing punditry of “envy” and “resentment” carry little weight. However, there is a need for elaborating Sen´s question a bit in the direction of a simple social theory, easily understandable for purposes of civic discussion and political change, as well as useful for empirical investigations.

In this vein, inequality may be conceived as having three fundamental dimensions. They refer to human beings as biological organisms, as persons, and as actors. 

Life and Health


Most basically, there is inequality of life and death. That is, of differential exposure to fatal risk. We may call this vital inequality, and it can be measured by life expectancy, if possible corrected for disability, by mortality and/or morbidity rates, and by the incidence of malnutrition. That the incidence of disease and the age of death are amenable to social change is one of the most important social and medical discoveries of the last two centuries. Thereby the issue of vital inequality was made, where before there had only been murders, accidents, and divine punishments.


It may well be argued that vital inequality is the most important of all, given its reference to the ultimate question of life, health, and death. But if so, it plays an astonishingly modest role in public debate and in political controversy. This may have something to do with the remarkable combination involved in vital inequality, on the one hand of personal, bodily intimacy, on the other of statistical abstraction. The rich are more concretely visible at a distance, than the long-lived healthy, not to speak of rates  morbidity or mortality. 


The HIV-AIDS catastrophe in Africa is only slowly bringing vital inequality to wider attention.


There is one significant vital differential, which is usually not regarded as an inequality, though. That is the generally larger longevity of women in comparison with men, a difference which can be very large, and often as large or even larger, than the differential between classes or continents. In a country like Russia   it amounts to a likelihood of  thirteen more years of life, counted from birth  (WHO 2004 ) The female sex is genetically stronger than the male, and therefore human populations give birth to somewhat more boys than girls (105-6 to 100) But life expectancy differentials vary considerably among large (say national) populations. 

Why has there been no morally driven counting of the “missing men” of the former Soviet Union, comparable to Amartya Sen´s calculation of the missing women of patriarchal (northern) India, from the excess mortality of young girls? Presumably because the abnormally shorter lives of men in some countries is not perceived as unjust, because self-inflicted, either by the victims themselves, by alcoholism, violence, and bodily neglect, or by other men. This difference is not perceived as an inequality. The mounting generational conflicts and their actuarial arguments may well change the terms of the debate. And with respect to Russia it is of course a pertinent question, why has male life-expectancy  been shortened so much with the re-introduction of capitalism? (Below we shall come back to that question.)


Freedom and Respect


Secondly, there is the unequal recognition of human individuals as persons. This creates an existential inequality , which allocates freedom and unfreedom in the pursuit of personal  life-projects, rights and prohibitions to act, and which distributes affirmations and denials of recognition and respect. The struggle for, and the denial of, recognition is a classical theme of social philosophy, at least since Hegel (cf. Honneth 1992), but it has rarely been incorporated into systematic thought on inequality (see Fraser and Honneth 200?: Sennett 2002,  though). . Stigma is the opposite of recognition, and stigmatization is a basic process of producing and reproducing existential inequality (cf. Goffman 1963; Elias and Scotson 1992).


Patriarchy, slavery, caste,  estates, and racism have been the main, stark, classical forms of institutionalized existential inequality. Religious domination, when it was not bent on outright annihilation, as in Western Europe from the mid-Middle Ages to the Enlightenment, also included limitations on what the, e.g., Jewish or Christian, minority must and must not do.  


“Equality of opportunity” is, in one sense,  existential equality light. It is a light version referring  to equality only at one or a few –crucial, true - moments of life, to some moment(s) of entry, to school, to a job. It is silent on the rest of the life-course. However, unequal opportunities, the inheritance of disadvantages, social immobility are denials of existential freedom. 

Existential inequality can be pervasive without being institutionalized and formally inscribed in society at large. Giving or withholding recognition and respect is intrinsic to social action and social relations. But differences of recognition and respect do not per se make up an inequality, according to our argumentation above. When do they? There is little of any quantitative benchmark here, but whenever there is humiliation, there is existential inequality.


When existential inequality is no longer backed up by strong norms of difference and by stark resource inequality , the reaction tends to be explosive. A great deal of contemporary youth violence in the rich countries seems to arise out of perceptions of non-respect. The enormous resentment which the crusades by Messrs. Bush and Blair are creating among Muslims everywhere, and among young male Muslims in particular, appear to derive from a deep sense of being humiliated, non-recognized, and non-respected. And in contrast to the damned of the earth of yesterday, these frustrated men have some resources, of knowledge, including lethal, and of communication. Existential humiliation is not to be played with. 



Resources: material and symbolic

Thirdly, even as healthy organisms and persons with rights to act, human actors can be very unequal in their capability to act. This may be summed up as resource inequality. (In contrast to Ronald Dworkin 2000, I think resources had better be seen as one rather than the dimension of (in)equality.) For many purposes, a study of the distribution of income will give the most pertinent picture of resource inequality, given its easy measurability and its wide-ranging convertibility. But adequate resources to act also include, e.g., knowledge or education, social networks, and rights to claim social security in case of need. From the work of Pierre Bourdieu we may distinguish the inequality of resources into that of economic, cultural, and social “capital”.

Resources also take on a symbolic meaning, with differentials creating existential inequality as well. Your income, your work space, credential of education may be disrespected or respected, signalling a “winner” or a “loser”. While income is a universally convertible resource e currency, symbolic differentiations constitute inequality only to the extent that they have connotations of unfair (dis)advantages. Differences in cultural capital (Bourdieu 1979) may just refer to cultural differences between different strata, as do different lifestyles (Beck 1983).

Experimental economics has illustrated the operation of humiliating resource allocation in its so-called ultimatum games. The experimenter gives one person a sum of money, which he/she has to allocate between him/herself and another person. If that person accepts the proposed allocation, the two divide the money accordingly, but if the person rejects the offer, neither gets anything. The results show, that a division 7-3 or lower is rejected by most people, who prefer to get nothing than accept a humiliating offer. That is, a reaction of honour, rejecting a purely economic rationality.  On the other hand, when the proposals are made non-intentionally, by random procedure (a kind of lottery), even a 9-1 division is accepted by a majority (Falk and Fischbacher 2002:224).

3. Arenas, Interactions, Basic Sources, and Pathways

Inequalities are produced in different social arenas, “fields” in the nomenclature of Bourdieu, “social sub-systems” in the eyes of Niklas Luhmann (1997: ch. 4). Vital inequality is mainly produced at home, in the family and its habitat, existential inequality  in adult social interaction, and resource inequality above all in the areas of property and employment.  The evolutionary tendency of social differentiation tends to increase these arenas and their autonomy of each other. A plurality of cultural milieux provides a variety of criteria of status, and huge incomes may be generated in very different ways,  from media displaying an ample bosom or golf scoring to capitalist entrepreneurship and property ownership. 

However, while specific in their meaning and in their dynamics, the three dimensions of inequalities also interrelate and interact. 

Vital inequality is determined by natural conditions – genetic and ecological - ,by  resource inequality (incl. cognitive), and by cultural differences (of consumption and body care), and it will be reinforced, and occasionally overruled  by existential inequality. In Pakistan, northern India, and until very recently in Bangladesh,  female life expectancy is lower than male. (cf. table 6 below)  The HIV-AIDS epidemic in sub-Saharan Africa has become particularly virulent out of a witches´cauldron of African sexual inequality, colonial migration, and post-colonial poverty ((Cf. UNAIDS 2004, 19ff).

Existential inequality is first of all culturally determined – by a cultural system, and inscribed in family socialization -,often fastened onto natural signs (of sex or skin) or coming directly out of the power of one culture (e.g. religion) over another. It is reinforced by resource inequality. But it is also possible that the cultural system allocates existential recognition according to a person´s command of resources. The amount of income, or the knowledge credential a person has may be interpreted as the person´s worth. 

Resource inequality can follow from natural endowments – of territories as well as of individuals - , from productivity differentials, and from  systemic structuring of opportunities and rewards. Like the ecology of vital inequality, resource inequality is significantly affected by the demography of the population. It is strongly reinforced by categorical existential inequality – between genders, races, ethnic groups (Cf. Tilly l998), and its reproduction over time is reinforced by vital inequality of childhood. Under-nourishment and maltreatment leave enduring handicaps.

Inequalities feed on sources or bases, and are produced and reproduced – alternatively dismantled – by processes of social interaction. The latter operate along a number of different paths, and not seldom in opposite directions, making the distributive outcome a net sum of conflicting tendencies (This was a major finding of Bourguignon et al. 2004 in their tracing of different distributive paths in East Asia and Latin America.)


Summing up, inequalities derive from four basic factors of social differentiation: 

natural endowments (of individuals, groups, territories), 

systemic arrangements of opportunities and rewards, 

the performance or productivity of actors, 

and individual and collective distributive action, including via use of the state. 

Class struggle is one form of distributive action.

Inequalities among their members are affected by the growth, or other dynamics, of the populations.


The relative importance of these factors provide a major part  of the interminable ethical and explanatory controversies about inequality. Each determinant can also operate along an indeterminate number of social pathways.

However, inequalities are outcomes of action. They do not just derive from sources, whatever the argumentation. Inequalities are produced, reproduced, reduced and dismantled by social interaction. It may therefore be fruitful to try to specify these mechanisms of interactions, whereby inequality or equality are produced and sustained. Again the number of four appears the most appropriate.

 4. Four Mechanisms of Inequality: Distanciation, Hierarchization, Exclusion, and Exploitation


As these mechanism have very different moral loading, the reader is now entering a minefield of controversy. Ideologically, the analysis has often been strung up between “[individual] achievement “ and “exploitation” (cf. Wright l994), or between inequality and equality of opportunity. I would argue, that what was is called “achievement” is in fact very dependent on systemic game construction and reward structuration, while “exploitation” is currently much more rare than Marx would have suspected, and, thirdly,  that “equality of opportunity” is no more than a fleeting moment in the overall process of (in)equality.

Inequalities are produced and sustained by distributive action, individual as well as collective,  and by social systemic arrangements and processes. It is crucial to pay systematic attention to both. “Distributive action” is here  taken as any social action with direct distributive consequences, be they actions of advance, of retardation, or of allocation/redistribution. Together, distributive action and system dynamics produce and maintain inequalities through  four different mechanisms, with different implications for evaluation and for change. The mechanisms refer to  the kind of social interaction which yields a certain distributive outcome. They operate among kids at school as well as among regions of the world economy.


This interaction is hung between two poles. At one pole we have the distance produced by A running ahead of B, because of A´s more helpful parents or other better preconditions, more training, lucky start/course, or harder effort. No interaction between A and B is necessary to produce the distance between them, but A and/or B, as well as their onlookers, may find it important. And, whatever produced the initial distance, social psychological mechanisms  of self-confidence, ambition, and dedication often tend to consolidate and to widen it. We may refer the process at that pole as distanciation. In liberal, individualist  discourse, this mechanism is often referred to as “achievement”, and held to produce not inequality but legitimate rewards.  

Distanciation is an important  mechanism of inequality, which should not be subsumed under other processes. But “achievement” would be a notion with ideological blinds here. It is blind to everything but the achieving actor, telling us nothing about her relations to others, nor about the  contexts of opportunities and rewards. Social distance may very well be considered an unjust inequality, albeit not necessarily. Distanciation can be a systemic process, by game goal – defining “winning” -, cultural objectives formulation – like “growth” or “success” , or by  a value of social distance in general -,  and by reward patterning, such as “winner takes all” (cf. Frank and Cook 1995) or cumulation of success by increasing returns to scale.

At the other pole , A derives his inequality over B because of the valuables that B provides him with. At this pole we have inequality by exploitation. Exploitation involves a categorical division between some superior and some inferior people, whereby the former unilaterally or asymmetrically extracts  values from the latter. Once some notion of elementary human equality has been accepted, exploitation is always unjust. It can be denied, or disguised as benevolent exchange, but not defended.

Between distanciation and exploitation we may discern two other kinds of mechanisms producing inequalities. Exclusion means barring the advance or access of others, a divide of in-groups and out-groups. As an explanatory mechanism, exclusion had better be seen as a variable, rather than as a category, as a set of hurdles being placed in front of some people, a set which includes hindrances, discriminations of various sorts, as well as a closed gate.  Exclusion figures in economics as monopolization, land rent and other kinds of “rent-seeking”(cf. Sorensen 1996).  French empirical sociology made it in the l990s into a major, policy pertinent social category in France (Paugam 1996) and in the EU, which since its Laeken Council in 2001 has endorsed a set of indictors to measure it. Stigmatization is a marker of exclusion,  bestowing upon those outside never-healing cultural wounds.

We may also have a kind of inequality deriving from some institutionalized ranking of social actors, some high, others low, from some super- and subordination. This is inequality by hierarchization, highlighting the  importance of formal organization. An interesting modern example, no doubt inspired by ancestral tradition, was the system of civil service ranking set up in Communist China in l953. It was a ladder with 26 ranks, which governed not only your salary, the appearance of your uniform, and the size and amenities of your apartment, but also your access to information and your means of travel on duty.  Only from grade 14 and above could you buy a plane ticket or a comfortable, “soft” train seat, and only from grade 13 could you book a hotel room with a private toilet (Chang 1991:240-1).

Hierarchization can also be anchored in an articulated value system. Pre-modern social orders  were usually perceived and formulated in terms of hierarchical orders, estates or castes, with a core division of intellectuals (priests, Brahmins, Mandarins, ulama), warriors, traders/craftsmen, and/ farmers. A similar hierarchy survived into contemporary high cultures through aesthetic value systems of “taste” and “style”. In contemporary Europe this cultural hierarchization is probably most articulate in France, Pierre Bourdieu (l979) devoted his perhaps very best work to it. He started from something which is no longer so self-evident, especially not outside France: “To the socially recognized hierarchy of the arts … corresponds the social hierarchy of [their] consumers”, whereby cultural taste can function as “privileged markers of ´class´ . “ (pp. I-II).


These four mechanisms are cumulative. The exclusion mechanism becomes relevant and important to the extent that the excluding barriers or hindering obstacles are put up by those in some sense being  ahead of and more advantaged than others.

For hierarchization to be institutionalized some barring divide between superiors and inferiors must be in place. Exploitation, finally, presupposes distanciation, exclusion, and institutionalized superiority/inferiority, and then adds on top of all that an extraction of resources from the inferiors. 

Exclusion, super-/subordnation, and exploitation are all transitive mechanisms of inequality, mechanisms which, in contrast  to distanciation, directly disadvantage the disadvantaged.

Table 1. Inequality Mechanisms and Their Interactive Dynamics
Mechanism


Dynamics



   Direct Agency  
Systemic Dynamics
Distanticiation
   Running ahead/
 Reward Structuration and Normation, e.g.



   Falling behind        “Winner takes all”, “Matthew effect”, “Star” system



   Outcompeting           Returns to scale



   Social psychology
Opportunity strructuration



   of success/failure

Exclusion
   Closure, Hindering,
     Membership boundaries, entry thresholds


   Opportunity hoarding   Cumulation of advantages



    Discrimination,
      Stigmatization



    Monopolization
      Citizenship/Property rights

Hierarchization   Super/subordination
Organizational ladder, Status/Authority distance



     Patron/client relations
Hierarchy of family roles



     Put down/deference
Systemic centre and peripheries







Ethic/racial/gendered hierarchies







Generalizations of super/inferiority

Exploitation

Extraction

Polarized power relations




Utilization

Asymmetric dependence




Abuse


Tributary systems

 To each of these mechanisms of inequality there is also a corresponding kind of opposite mechanisms

Table 2.Equality Mechanisms

Catching-up

Field-Evening, compensatory capacitation, “affirmative action”,


New opportunity openings

Inclusion




Entitlement, migration, human rights

Organizational/Institutional Flattening 
Empowerment, democratisation,  unionisation, user rights

Redistribution




Taxation, social policy

Catching-up may be due mainly to extra efforts, as in individual cases of achievement. On a larger scale it is usually dependent on system changes, which, of course, dos not render effort without significance.  Field-evening occurs in several countries, from the Indian quota of public sector jobs to scheduled castes to gender quotas,or special educational efforts targeted at disadvantaged children in the North Atlantic area. It was the core mechanism of classical as well as  of “actually existing” socialism, through the collectivization of property. Catching-up may also start from new systemic opportunities, for instance new technologies or new markets, to which latecomers may be faster to adopt. In economic history, such “advantages of backwardness” was highlighted by the Harvard economic historian Alexander Gerschenkron (l962), drawing upon the l9th century industrialization of central and eastern Europe  East Asian economic development after World War II might be seen in a similar perspective.

 Inclusion is the most widespread of the equality mechanisms. It is intrinsic to the modern nation-state, which entitles its citizens and normally also its permanent residents to certain rights and public services. For EU membership the new member states had each to provide a National Action Plan on Social Inclusion b 2004. Migration possibilities,wthin and across states open channels of inclusion. Human rights, including rights to social and economic development, and the diffusion of  medicine and medical knowledge exemplify efforts at global inclusion.  

Organizational/institutional flattening has become a significant management doctrine in the latter area in recent decades, largely inspired by post-World War II Japanese management, and by cultural upheaval following upon the student rebellions of the l960s.. Movements of organizational democratisation were a central part  of “l968”, following upon a century of workingclass struggles for trade union rights. In some parts of the world, especially in northwestern Europe, significant empowerment of the propertyless has been achieved by popular movements of land and house tenants. Micro-credits targeted to women, pioneered by the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh, have empowered women in parts of the Third World. 

Redistribution has been the main Social Democratic road to more equality, and, as we shall see below, it has been powerful and comparatively successful.


The relative importance of these mechanisms of inequality and equality is at the centre of  scholarly as well as political controversies about world development, although the mechanisms are usually implied in area-specific notions. Did world inequality rise mainly because of distanciation at the time of the Industrial Revolution, with the North Atlantic economies running ahead and away? Or was it also due to hindering exclusive  practices, like the crowding out of Indian manufactures by the British rulers, the violent “opening” of China, the hierarchization of the whole world into a “civilized” colonizing part and an “uncivilized” colonized part? To what extent was Western European prosperity, and its initial industrial advantage,  built upon colonial exploitation, of the Americas in particular? Is the recent widening of income differentials in the US and elsewhere due to technological change and in ensuing demand shifts, or is it significantly an effect of excluding processes of socially and politically disorganizing the popular classes?


Similar questions are being raised with regard to processes with aims of equality. Does affirmative action work to equal fairness? Is migration a solution to inter-area inequality? Is the human rights discourse effective? Does empowerment of , say, women or ethnic minorities have real equalizing effects? How effective are taxation and social policy? As all these mechanism may operate simultaneously, fuel for controversies is abundant.


An introduction is not the place to claim a settlement of such controversial issues. However, a look below at worldwide variation, in time as well as in space, does indicate that no inequality is a fatality. Alternatives are supplied, even in this unequal world.


5.( In)equality Among Whom?


Inequality as a comparison always refers to some, often implicit,  population. Inequality arose mainly as a national concern, confined to a population defined as a nation or to nations within an empire. The divine basic human equality included in the two major world religions, Christianity and Islam,  had for a long time little thisworldly significance, although it did produce some minimalist protection, qua human souls. The Iberian Catholic conqueror states  did include the Indians of Ibero-America as human subjects,  and Islamic polities did provide some shelter to all “peoples of the book”, i.e., to Christians and Jews in the West, and to Hindus in the East. Totalitarian European Christianity did not reciprocate. But Enlightenment Anglo-Saxon Protestantism and Humanism spawned Anti-Slavery Societies.

Only recently have the planetary human population – after World War II and after de-colonization – become a relevant “reference group”. World statistics is being regularly produced, by the UN Development Programme, by the UNICEF, by the World Bank, by the ILO, and others, and spread through mass media throughout the world. Environmental perspectives and pension politics have also recently pointed to populations of generations.

. 
Except for the limiting case of the totality of humanity, (in)equality is bounded. For the Founding Fathers of the USA the boundary of equality was that between White adult males and everybody else. For the most generous post-war European welfare states, equality refers to the national territory and its permanent residents (citizens or not).  

The sharpness and the surveillance of the boundary may vary negatively with the internal inequality. White North America was more equal than White Ibero-America, but the exclusion and the treatment of non-Whites was more vicious in the Anglo-Saxon North. In South Africa, it was the egalitarian Boers, who were the most ferocious enemies of the Blacks. Indeed it has been argued, by a great US historian that it was precisely exclusivist racism and slavery  that bred the republican ideals of equality and liberty in the “Virginia gentlemen” who created the United States of America, Jefferson, Washington, Madison, Monroe et al. (Morgan 1975: 375ff.) As Morgan notes (p. 380), the link was seen already by an English diplomat to Jefferson`s Presidency: “ The Virginians can profess an unbounded love of liberty and of democracy in consequence of the mass of the people , who in other countries might become mobs, being there nearly altogether composed of their own Negro slaves ..” 

This co-variation of internal equality and external inequality is no universal law. Contemporary Sweden, for example, while maintaining a relatively egalitarian socio-economic orientation has recently become the most open immigration country of Europe,  with about 12 per cent of its population currently foreign-born, similar to the United States. 

Thirdly, population is important as the numerical size of units of comparison, such as nations for global inequality, and in the context of differential fertility rates, among classes or ethnic groups. World inter-national inequality looks completely differently if you think of the world in UN General Assembly terms, of one nation, one vote. Then inequality has widened continuously in the past fifty years, and is still continuing to do so. But if you give each citizen one vote, and calculate in terms of the population of each nation, then world inequality is going down – basically because of the growth of China, a huge, previously very poor country. Recently, the invigorated economic growth of India is adding to the world economic equality (Milanovic2002, and  forthcoming). 

Higher fertility among the poorer classes adds substantially to the (already) high inequality of Latin America. If sub-Saharan Africa had had the same fertility after Independence as China, per capita income would have been about forty per cent higher Therborn 2003).

Populations matter, then, by comparisons, boundaries, and numbers.

