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Status Inequalities and Models of
Market Socialism

Debra Satz

In the last several decades, the hopes and claims of socialists have
been transformed.! The labor theory of value, the Marxian concept
of exploitation, the belief in a single, unified agent of social trans-
formation and the ideal of a completely conflict-free society no longer
define the politics of reflective people who consider themselves
socialists. Most importantly, contemporary socialists have recognized
that no modern economy can dispense with markets. Socialists must
thus confront questions about where, why and how society is to rely
on markets; they must examine the complex relationships between
markets, equality and human motivation.

Liberalism, too, has undergone significant reformulation since the
1970s. Egalitarians have challenged those strands of liberalism which
permitted the arbitrary factors of inherited wealth, social position
and the ‘genetic lottery’ of talents to determine the life chances of
individuals. The assumption that individuals have ownership rights in
their talents and abilities (and that therefore welfare state redistribu-
tion as well as socialism are unjust) has been subjected to a compelling
attack.? Liberals and socialists are no longer rigidly divided along
a priori lines of principle as to the question of what forms of property
= capitalist or socialist - best realize human flourishing. Thinkers from
both schools have converged on the thought that it is equality which
people should want, and that we ought to be committed to whatever
forms of property, politics and political economy best realize that
ideal.

To be sure, there is considerable disagreement about the type of
equality which socialists and liberals think people should want. Should
we want equality of opportunity, equality of income, equality of
welfare, equality of opportunity for welfare or equality of resources?
However, whatever metrics of equality contemporary theorists have
adopted, their focus has generally been on distributing some benefit
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among individuals, and not on the refiguration of the (given) relation-
ships within which those individuals stand.? For c?xample, although
John Roemer mentions three dimensions of equality (?f‘ opportunity
which socialists want — self-realization and welfare, political 1nﬂueqce
and social status* — A Future for Socialism concentrates on desngpmg
a feasible mechanism for advancing only the first of these (via r§dlstr1-
bution of profits), and ignores or downplays the other dimensions of
equality which explicitly call our attention to the unequal power ?f
individuals and the hierarchical relationships between them. Roeme.r s
model of market socialism challenges neither gender inequality, rfic?lal
and ethnic marginalization, nor elite control of economic decision
making. ‘

There is undoubtedly an important rationale for focusing on
redistributing those goods and opportunities which cau.sall'y effect< the
degree of material equality between individuals. Material 1nequallt1§s
(for example, inequalities in income and yvealth) support and sustain
inequalities in political influence and social status. Money tglks, and
its language translates into corruption, unequal political mﬂuen;e
and unfair access to scarce opportunities. Furthermore, material
inequalities play a role in maintaining relationships based on unequal
status: people who hold material advantages can coerce Fhose who are
economically vulnerable. For example, poor women with de.pendf':nt
children are less likely than others to leave abusive rel.atlonshlps
or oppressive work situations. As vulnerable women receive greater
material security, they become more likely to leavg purely instrumental
and degrading relationships; they become less likely to make what
Michael Walzer terms a ‘desperate exchange’.’ .

But there are forms of inequality, best characterized in non-rpatenal
terms, which also have a profound effect on human well-being and
quality of life. For this reason, [ believe that the narrow focus on
distributing some metric of material benefits,® common among many
contemporary egalitarians, is a mistake. The soqahst gnd hbergl
traditions offer us another vision of what equality is. I will cgll this
conception status equality although it is not simply concerned with the
juridical relationships within which people stand.” People who bear
formally equal political status to each other can also stand, at the same
time, in ‘non-political’ relationships of unequal status.

Relationships of unequal status are cha.lr.acterlzed .by l'ack‘ of
reciprocity, hierarchy and a lack of accountability. There is a dlS‘t[‘lbu-
tional component to status inequalities: they are relationships of
unequal power. An agent A has power over an agent B where A can
command B to act in A’s interests through imposing or threatening
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to impose sanctions, but B cannot reciprocally command A. In
relationships of unequal status, people cannot speak up or exercise
control over their circumstances because they are dependent upon
others who can fire them, demote them, tyrannize them, harass them
or abandon them at will.

Relationships of unequal status can also involve attitudes or norms
which marginalize people or degrade them and which shape their
self-conceptions in ways which serve the interests of others. Gender
inequalities, in particular, have historically functioned, at least in
part, through (male) attitudes and norms which have shaped women’s
conceptions of what women should want. The emphasis on degra-
dation, discounting of interests and marginalization is crucial to my
analysis of why (and which) status inequalities are wrong. Some
inequalities — those that produce the Michael Jordans and Linus
Paulings of this world — are not based on either the exclusion and
discounting of others’ interests or the exercise of unaccountable and
asymmetric power. Even where such inequalities lead to differentials
in status, for example, in honor and regard, they are not here
considered objectionable.

I believe, and will argue, that redressing those status inequalities
based on hierarchy, discounting of interests, and asymmetric and
unaccountable power requires more than simply giving people
more money (or resources or opportunities for welfare. . .). Their
relationships must be reshaped to provide them with opportunities
for recognition, reciprocal influence and dignity.

This paper has three parts. In the first part, I develop the idea of
status equality, drawing on strands in socialist and liberal thought. I
elaborate several virtues of status equality and defend it as an ideal.
In the second part, I examine John Roemer’s explicit arguments for
rejecting worker-management versions of market socialism in favor
of what he terms ‘managerial’ market socialism. I challenge those
arguments first on their own terms. Despite my criticisms, [ hope
that my sympathy with Roemer’s often brilliant attempt to develop
a feasible model of market socialism will be apparent. Secondly, I
argue, more externally, that Roemer’s version of socialism is an
incomplete and unnecessarily narrow moral ideal. By ignoring status
inequalities, Roemer weakens the moral appeal of his market
socialism. In the third part of this paper, I explore the relationship
between material inequality and status inequality. I am particularly
interested in exploring this relationship as it bears on the case of
gender inequality. I argue that material equality is not sufficient for
the achievement of gender equality; the latter requires independent
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political and cultural measures, centering around a redistribution of
power between men and women.

1 The Ideal of Status Equality

A great deal of recent egalitarian theory de-emphasizes what.I am
calling status inequality. Workplace, firm and family relationships do
not stand at the center of the kind of equality which many egalitarians
aim to advance. Rather than focusing on mechanisms of domination,
unaccountable power, marginalization and the attitudes which
sustain them, egalitarians have instead concentrated their debate on
the material benefits (however these are understood) which they
believe should be distributed to people equally.

Roemer’s own recent work parallels this trend, in focusing almost
exclusively on the redistribution of income and wealth.® Discussion of
gender and race relations, hierarchy, alienation and asymmetric power
are noticibly absent from his discussion. This is surprising, since the
quality of social relationships has been a central concern of socialist
theory. But it is also surprising given that most people actually care
a great deal about the nature of their relationships and not simply
about how the benefits those relationships produce get distributed.
For example, the objection most people have to slavery or indentured
servitude is not captured by focusing solely on material inequalities
(e.g. on the fact that slaves are almost always poor).® Rather, it is
because slaves are given a degraded and unequal status, their funda-
mental interests discounted, their opinions and values treated as
insignificant, and because they are treated as ‘dishonored’ people,!°
that most of us think slavery is an abominable and ‘evil’ institution.

The human species has shown itself to be deeply creative in finding
ways to deny equal status to people. Beyond the extremes of torture,
mutilation, arbitrary imprisonment and genocide, we do not have to
look far to find contemporary examples of marginalization, scape-
goating, denigration, subordination and domination.

Social movements have been inspired as much by the need to win
recognition and inclusion, as by the need to rectify unfair econom‘ic
outcomes. Consider the examples of the Chartist movement in
Britain, the civil rights movement, movements in favor of the rights
of ethnic minorities, the women’s movement. In addition to the facts
of material inequality there are facts of exclusion and subordination,
facts which people care about and act upon. Traditionally, some
socialists and liberals have been moved by these latter facts to make
status equality one of their central objectives.
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Marx’s own view of equality helps to illustrate the distinction I am
drawing between status inequality and economic inequality and to
place a socialist pedigree (if one is needed) on the idea of status
inequality. In his writings, Marx is not only a critic of formal juridical
conceptions of equality, but also of distributive conceptions of justice
which seek to provide people with equal reward for equal amounts
of labor.! Marx’s criticisms have led theorists like Allen Wood to
argue that Marx was ‘no friend to the idea that “equality” is some-
thing good in itself’!2 and even to claim that Marx was an immoralist.
But I think Wood’s view is mistaken. Marx’s criticisms are directed
against precisely those conceptions of equality which leave the
unequal status relationships between people untouched. There is a
powerful passage in Capital, volume 1, which makes this point:

The sphere that we are deserting, within whose boundaries the sale and
purchase of labour-power goes on, is in fact a very Eden of the innate
rights of man. There alone rule Freedom, Equality, Property, and
Bentham. Freedom, because both buyer and seller of a commodity, say of
labour power, are constrained only by their own free will ... Equality,
because each enters into relation with the other, as with a simple owner
of commodities, and they exchange equivalent for equivalent. Property,
because each disposes only of what is his own. And Bentham, because
each looks only to himself . . .

On leaving this sphere of simple circulation or of exchange of
commodities, which furnishes the ‘Free-trader Vulgaris’ with his views and
ideas, and with the standard by which he judges a society based on capital
and wages, we think we can perceive a change in the physiognomy of our
dramatis personae. He, who before was the money owner, now strides in
front as capitalist; the possessor of labour power follows as his labourer.
The one with an air of importance, smirking, intent on business; the other,
timid and holding back, like one who is bringing his own hide to market
and had nothing to expect but - a hiding.!3

In this sardonic passage, Marx objects to the capitalist workplace not
because of its outcomes in terms of economic inequality, but because
it subjects the worker to the power and domination of the capitalist
owner. This power is asymmetric'* - the capitalist ‘smirks’, the
worker is ‘timid and holding back’. Beneath the formal equality of the
market, this passage reveals the hierarchical and despotic relationship
of capitalist to worker.

Status inequality, and not inequality in material outcome, was
central to Marx’s criticism of capitalism. While he criticized (incon-
sistently) the distributional outcomes which advantaged the owners
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the costs and benefits associated with cooperation. The ability of
individuals to secure goods independently of others erodes incentives
to participate in efforts to improve a common life. (_Conside.r'the
collapse of public education in the United States.) AtOleC'd decisions
motivated by narrow and short-term interests can give market
outcomes a volatility which will disrupt the provision of many social
and political goods.

Of course, not all forms of ‘cooperative’ behavior are good, for
example, cartelization. And ‘exit’ is one important way of exercising
freedom. But in order to encourage individuals to have a sense of the
common good, markets need to be embedded in a larger social order
which encourages norms of reciprocity among equals, sha.ring and
participation. Creating this larger order requires, 1 believe, the
reorganization of production relationships, making managers demo-
cratically accountable to their workers, and encouraging . rputual
monitoring and the decentralization of certain economic decisions.??
Reforms of gender and race relations, and changes in our treatment
of children and those with disabilities, are also part of creating a more
humane and egalitarian society. How can we expect people who are
harassed, rendered passive, discounted, and subordinated to processes
and people that they cannot control to develop a sense of the common
good?

3 The Relationship between Status Equality and Material
Equality

Material equality can affect status equality in several ways. Stat.us
equality is conditioned, although not determined, .by ma'terxgl
equality. As I have noted, where there is greater economic equahty, it
is easier for people to ‘exit’ from oppressive and degraded relation-
ships. Equalization of material resources also gives to pepple a greater
opportunity to represent their interests and to bargain effectively,
thus allowing them to attempt to transform oppressive and degraded
relationships. It makes it less likely that some particular person or
persons will have the power to control processes of publ.ic dehber.atlc.m
(where such processes exist). A high degree of material equality is,
arguably, a precondition for a democratic society. .
Material equality is also a way of acknowledging the status e.que‘lllty
of persons.>* For example, consider Rawls’s difference principle,
which justifies inequalities in income and wealth only insofar as they
improve the position of the least advantaged. This principle forces us
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to justify material inequalities to the least advantaged person, because
it assumes her initial interest in an equal share in society’s wealth. The
baseline for Rawls’s difference principle (against which inequalities
are to be justified) is absolute equality in the distribution of primary
goods because this is assumed to follow from the equal worth of
persons and from an acknowledgement of their fundamental (and
equal) interests.

Conversely, it is plausible to assume that status equality will render
material equality more likely. The incorporation of people into social
institutions on terms of equal respect allows for the interests of each
to be equally counted. Where people’s interests are equally counted,
we can expect that relationships based on personal subordination will
be less stable.3* Moreover, status equality can change people’s sense
of what their fundamental interests are and what they are entitled to.
For example, the growing acknowledgment of the injustice of status
inequality based on gender has spawned movements for comparable
worth and pay equity.

There is an additional potential effect of status equality on material
equality which directly bears on Roemer’s version of market socialism.
In his book, Roemer focuses on changing the unequal distribution of
profits; his model does not attempt to reduce wage differentials. He
writes, ‘Indeed, the key to the market-socialist proposals outlined in
this essay is the fundamental asymmetry between wages and profits
as categories of national income: while considerations of efficiency
pretty much determine the distribution of wages among workers, they
do not determine the distribution of profits.”> Roemer does not
provide evidence for this assertion, but neoclassical economics has
many arguments designed to show that wages are determined by
the efficiency of the marginal worker. Such theoretical explanations
of wage differentials ignore the role of politics, culture and norms in
shaping wages. In the real world, compensation is determined not
only by efficiency but also by unionization levels, racism and sexism,
incomplete information, monopolistic power and unequal political
influence. The vast differentials in the wages of American and Japanese
CEOs, or American and British physicians, cannot be explained
without taking into consideration the effects of both institutions
and values.* If this is right, then there is a degree of flexibility in the
determination of wages. Giving workers more control over their
managers and executives might thus lead to a compression of wage
differentials. Status equality might lead workers and managers to adopt
norms which rule out large inequalities in material income.3”

Status equality and material equality may thus mutually and



