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Of  ^ 

The World We Live In 

Anna Melnic was sold  for $1,000. She was  hustled  out  of  her native 
Moldova on a  train. She woke up  in Romania. She was  beaten, raped, 
and driven across Yugoslavia. In the foothills of Albania, she was passed 
to a pimp, ending up  in Vlora, where she  jumped off a fourthfloor bal
cony trying  to escape her next fate, a smuggler's boat bound for  Italy.' 

The slavery in the charcoal camps of Mato Grosso do Sul, Brazil, is  just 
one example of many, many kinds of bondage in  the country. Slaves cut 
down  the Amazon  rain  forests  and harvest  the sugarcane.  They mine 
gold and precious stones or work as  prostitutes. The rubber industry  re
lies on slavery, as does cattle and timber.  Indians are especially likely to 
be enslaved, but all poor Brazilians  run the risk  of bondage.^ 

In 1999, the remuneration of the average chief executive of a big U.S. cor
poration was  475 times greater  than that of  the average nonmanagerial 
worker.... That is six times more than he or she made a decade ago.^ 

Ours is a world of contrasts—often obscene contrasts. How does one value a 
human life? Almost half of the world's 6 billion people live on less than $2 a 
day. About 1.5 billion live on less than $1 a day."* An awkward, ethnocentric 
measure, at best, of personal income, the dollar. But can someone's life really 
be worth four to eight cents an hour? 
Perhaps it is possible in a world where the poor are falling further behind the 

rich.^ The average family in the United States is now seventytwo times richer 
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than the  average family  in Ethiopia, a dramatic change from the 3:1 ratio at 
the beginning of  the nineteenth century.® Can someone's life be seventytwo 
times more  valuable than  that of another? Further,  what has occurred  to the 
world economy to so drastically increase economic inequality? 
To mitigate the degree to which this gap reveals a high level of human suf

fering felt around the world, one could argue that standards of living are rel
ative. Even at a sliver of  a fraction of  the wealth held by  a U.S. citizen, an 
Ethiopian might conspire to survive. But deprivation  is absolute,  local ways 
notwithstanding. Otherwise,  how does  one explain  that in  poor countries, 
one out of twelve children dies before age five, and one of every six children 
under  age  five  is  malnourished?^  How  does  one  rationalize  the facts  that 
among the 4.4 billion people living in developing countries, threefifths have 
no sanitation, onethird have no access to clean water, and onequarter lack 
adequate housing?® How does one  rationalize the fact  that the average  citi
zen in rich countries has a life expectancy of seventyfour while those in poor 
countries can hope on  average for  no more  than sixtytwo years of  life? In 
subSaharan Africa, only fortyseven years of life?^ 
What is  the price of a human life? Experts estimate  that some 27 million 

people around the world  live in a condition of slavery. Some, as  in northern 
and western Africa, are  bom into  servitude. Others  in South Asia  become 
bonded labor by "giving" themselves into slavery as security against a loan or 
an inherited debt. Still others are  abducted into a life of  involuntary servi
tude,  and  they  may  be  found  in  domestic,  sexual,  and  industrial  labor 
throughout the world.'" 
Many of these caught in the web of servitude are children. Human Rights 

Watch, for instance, estimates  that of  the 60 to 115 million  estimated child 
workers in India, 15 million of  these children work as bonded laborers. They 
begin  their  account  of  bonded  labor  in  India with  the description  of  one 
child's life. He is Lakshmi, a nineyearold cigarette roller in Tamil Nadu: 

My sister is ten years old. Every morning at seven she goes to the bonded labor 
man, and every night at nine she comes home. He treats her badly; he hits her 
if he  thinks she is  working slowly or  if she  talks to other children, he yells at 
her, he comes looking for her  if she is sick and  cannot go  to work. ... I don't 
care about school or playing. All I  want  is  to bring itiy  sister home  from the 
bonded labor man. For 600  rupees (US$17), I  can bring her  home. We don't 
have 600 rupees ... we will never  have 600 rupees." 

As discouraging as these facts are, some improvements in the human con
dition have occurred since 1980. Although, as we noted, one in twelve chil
dren dies before age five, child mortality rates have dropped in  every coun
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try save three in subSaharan Africa since 1980.'^ Though famines are often 
encountered  between  the Sahara  and  equatorial  Africa,  and  hunger  is  a 
chronic problem in areas throughout the world, food production has doubled 
in the last  twentyfive years.Although a person living in Western Europe, 
Japan, or North America will  live twenty years  longer than a person in sub
Saharan Africa, a person bom in a poor country  in 1995 will  live ten years 
longer than one bom in 1970.''' Since the 1970s, illiteracy in poor countries 
has been cut from 47 percent  to 25 percent of all adults." These are impor
tant achievements. 
Yet the overall picture remains disheartening, and every effort to improve 

the human condition  through economic development,  it seems, carries  the 
cost  of  greater environmental degradation  and  increased global  warming.'® 
Greenhouse gases  from  industrialization have  increased world surface  tem
perature half a degree since 1975, which puts us at the highest average tem
perature level in 1,000 years. New and highly reputable studies estimate that 
global average  temperature could  rise between 1.5  degrees and 6 degrees by 
the year  2100. Estimates,  not  including possible  polar meltdowns, are  that 
mean sea level could rise 1595 centimeters by  2100, swamping large cities 
like New  York  and  Bombay,  not  to mention  lowlying  countries  like  the 
Maldives and Bangladesh." 
There is sufficient wealth in the world. As astonishing as  it may seem,  if 

one divided the wealth of  the world by  the number of  its inhabitants,  there 
would be  the equivalent of US$5,000 for every man, woman,  and child on 
the planet. Ideally distributed,  there is enough wealth worldwide  to support 
a standard  of  living equivalent  to that  enjoyed by  the people  of Uruguay.'® 
Yet look at the world's  present distribution of  income. The World Bank re
ports  that the  top 1 percent  of  the world's  people, some 50 million people 
worldwide, earns as much as  the poorest 57  percent on the planet. Put into 
numbers, this means that the  richest 50 million people  in the world eam as 
much as 2.7 billion of  the world's poorest." 
There  is  starvation and malnourishment  amid  abundance.  If  all  of  the 

world's food were divided equally, every person on the planet could consume 
2,700 calories  a day—700 calories  more  than  the minimum daily  require
ment,  according  to  the Food  and  Agricultural Organization.  Instead,  800 
million persons  are chronically undernourished, and famine watches by  in
ternational organizations for vast areas of Africa are common.^" 
One hears discussion of greater economic growth. Often the refrain is to let 

the poor people  of  the world  pull harder, and  they too can  taste the benefits 
of prosperity. But there is  precious little talk of worldwide income redistribu
tion. This is because our moral imaginations,  if not some of our pocketbooks. 
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are impoverished. The sheer quantity of poverty and economic and social in
equality inures us. Our acceptance of capitalism as  the only real possibly suc
cessful economy prevents us from imagining others—or even modifications of 
capitalism. Instead,  there is an unspoken conviction that  the chaos and suf
fering that  arises with capitalism must  be borne  as a  cost of  partaking in  its 
spoils. 
This is not only the belief of conservative politicians and  ideologues, but 

there is something of a general consensus that people in poor countries need 
to suffer  in order  to succeed  economically. Take,  for  example,  the case of 
Nicholas Kristof  and Sheryl WuDunn,  two Pulitzer Prize—winning reporters 
of  the New York Times. In an article  entitled "Two Cheers for Sweatshops," 
they argue, almost  in the form of testimony, for  the value of exploitation: 

Fourteen years  ago, we  moved  to Asia  and began  reporting  there. Like most 
Westerners, we arrived  in the region outraged at sweatshops. In time,  though, 
we  came  to  accept  the  view  supported  by  most  Asians:  that  the  campaign 
against sweatshops risks harming the very people it is intended to help. For be
neath their grime, sweatshops are a clear sign of the  industrial revolution that 
is beginning  to reshape Asia. . .. For all  the misery they can engender, sweat
shops at least offer a precarious escape firom the poverty that is  the developing 
world's greatest problem.^' 

The cost of escaping poverty is  apparently more misery. The underlying belief 
is that capitalism requires this further degradation as the price of progress. Must 
we, like the audiors, resign others to diis fate? Are there no alternatives? 
In capitalism, profit is the measure of  all things. On the one hand, it is an 

end in  itself. "To be rich  is glorious,"  the postMao Chinese adage goes. On 
the other hand, it is a means to an end. People pursuing profit, Adam Smith 
argued, unwittingly provide for us all. Each of  us serves the other by serving 
ourselves. 
After decades  of "development,"  in which  poor nations since  the 1960s 

have tried one formula after  another to  increase  their economic wellbeing 
through profitmaking in the world economy, the results have been less than 
salutary. One can name the short number of successes easily. In the first wave 
after World War 11,  the defeated powers of Japan, Germany, and Italy recov
ered their industrial prowess. A second wave of development in southern Eu
rope lifted the economic prospects of Spain, Portugal, and Greece. Close be
hind,  a  third  wave  hit  the  East  Asian  Pacific  coast,  carrying  upward  the 
economies of  Hong Kong, Singapore, Taiwan, Malaysia, Thailand,  Indone
sia, and South Korea. Behind them China floated its huge coastal  economy 
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with the aid of its enormous internal market and its unprecedented access to 
foreign capital. 
For  the great  majority  of  other societies  in Central  and Latin America, 

South Asia,  Africa,  Eastern  Europe,  and  the Middle  East,  the  periods  of 
world economic  growth in  the 1980s and 1990s  have passed  them by. Fully 
eighty countries, according to the United Nations Development Programme, 
find  themselves with lower  per  capita  incomes  than they had a decade or 
more ago.^^ This disconcerting finding is true, notwithstanding the fact that 
since about 1980, a major proportion of world manufacturing capacity moved 
out of  rich countries  into poor countries. Industrialization, once  thought of 
as the engine of  economic development for  the poor, has not narrowed  the 
enormous disparities between the "haves" and the "havenots" worldwide.^^ 
Nor has globalization, if  what we mean by the  term is  the increased inte

gration of world markets for labor, goods,  and capital. Globalization, follow
ing Manuel Castells,  means more  than just  a faster world economy: It  is an 
economy "with  the capacity  to work  as a unit  in  real  time on  a planetary 
scale."^'' The ability of a producer like the Ford Motor Company to calculate 
worldwide demand  for  a  product  like  the Ford  Taurus,  to secure  financing 
from international credit markets for  the car's manufacture, and  to produce 
and distribute  the car from  facilities coordinated worldwide by  a single cor
porate "mastermind" in Detroit is  a quantum leap over Henry Ford's  efforts 
to put a Model A in European and Latin American, as well as U.S., garages. 
The planet has become one market, its populations one mass consumer, and 
its workers one mass producer. 
But  just as telephone and Internet cormections put the world in continu

ous contact,  the globalization  of world markets more  successfully  links the 
world's "haves"  than it does  its "havenots." As  the writer Arundhati Roy 
says  of  India,  the world  is  dividing  into two  populations—a minority con
sisting of a rising class "on its way to a glittering destination somewhere near 
the top of  the world," and a vast majority composed of classes  that are sink
ing into a morass of  poverty and unspeakable degradation. She describes the 
process with a succinct starkness: 

In the  lane behind  my house  [in New  Delhi, India],  every night I  walk  past 
road gangs  of emaciated  laborers digging a trench  to lay fiberoptic  cables to 
speed up our digital revolution. In the bitter winter cold, they work by the light 
of a few candles.^' 

The pursuit  of  profit,  then, even  in  its global guise,  has not brought  us a 
better world. Despite  the gargantuan growth of  the world economy since the 
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1980s, the social inequalities we have described persist. If we imagine that the 
goal of our global economy is  to provide universal wellbeing, we have failed. 
The yawning deficits in human provisioning become by virtue of globalization 
our collective problems rather than  those that are visited upon others. 

Human Values,  Human Lives 

Universal wellbeing  is a  concept difficult  to pin  down. In  many ways,  we 
have an intuition of what it means. It includes  the absence of things such as 
deprivation, poverty,  pain, and  exploitation. It  involves a  sense of  satisfac
don in our contact with others and ourselves  in our world. It consists of en
joyment of a measure of happiness. As Aristotle asserted long ago, happiness 
is perhaps the one  human virtue above honor, reason,  and pleasure that we 
select for its own sake alone. Happiness, he believed, is the one end we would 
choose if we  could.^® 

Aristotle  also  asserted  that happiness derives  from  the completeness of 
life. For instance, a child may not be judged completely happy, as she has not 
yet  had  the fullest  of  opportunities  to exercise  her  talents. On  the other 
hand, someone, as Aristotle says, who ends his  life with  the misfortunes  of 
King Priam, the victim of ancient Greek revenge who loses all in  the Trojan 
Wars, can hardly said to be happy in some lasting or stable sense either. Hap
piness refers  to a state wherein like a shoemaker, we make  best shoes out of 
die leather we find before us. Thus Aristotle  reasons in ways similar  to our 
intuition that happiness has to do with optimizing fulfillment of our human 
potential.^' 

If happiness  is an ultimate goal of  human life,  and wellbeing enables us 
to work  toward  it, how do we assess  a person's  wellbeing? We  need  to ac
knowledge  immediately  that every  person's  capacity  for  wellbeing differs. 
Even  in a  day when experiments  in human cloning hold out  the prospect 
that making a superhuman is  just within our grasp,  a more homely account 
of human life suggests that each of us is bom with and acquires different cog
nitive, emotional,  and physical capabilities  that  influence what we can do 
with our bodies and minds. At the same time, each of us receives a set of so
cial designations: We are differentiated  by gender,  race, and ethnic markers 
to which we adapt and  through which we act. Our family  backgrounds and 
socioeconomic statuses count too in enabling or limiting us in achieving our 
human potential. The measure of each of us, then, is what kind of person we 
fashion out  of  the very  facets widi which we  are composed.  Clearly, even 
though we  may be compared  with others and constantly compare ourselves 
with others, each of our lives is unique, no less in part because we make our
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selves unique. Following Aristotle here,  too, we are like his shoemaker: Liv
ing becomes a skilled accomplishment and we the pursuers and users of craft. 
Moreover,  there  is  an  important  sense  in which  an  awareness  of  self

fulfillment, once thought to be a goal fitting only for or available to the priv
ileged few, is becoming a universal human aspiration. People feel "called" to 
a vocation or a  path of  life,  judging, as  Charles Taylor  observes,  that  their 
lives would  be somehow wasted or deeply mistaken  if  they didn't pursue a 
particular course of action or way of being.^® Each of us discovers in ourselves 
what Douglas Porpora calls "a human vocation."^' 
Wellbeing itself connotes more  than minimal human functioning. It im

plies a more robust  expectation that a person  can function normally  in the 
world without a  particular characteristic of her being diminishing her capa
bilities. "Some functionings," writes Amartya Sen, the principal theorist of a 
capabilities approach to human happiness: 

are elementary, such as being adequately nourished, being in good health, etc., 
and  these may  be strongly valued  for all, for  obvious reasons. Others may  be 
more complex,  but still widely  valued, such as achieving selfrespect or  being 
socially integrated.  Individuals may, however,  differ a  good deal firom  each in 
the weights they attach to these different functionings—valuable though they 
may all  be—and  the assessment  of  individual and  social advantages must  be 
alive to these variations.^" 

Sen thus challenges us to ask some fundamental questions about the ways we 
determine wellbeing. Can a person go about her life undertaking the normal 
challenges of existence without the burden of disadvantage dulling or reduc
ing her basic human capabilities? Second, and no less  important, what does 
she  think she needs to function fully in the society in which she lives? 
If we ask  these questions, we find that many  people are in predicaments 

where  the simple satisfaction of  needs  is  not enough  to create  or  restore 
wellbeing. For instance, let us take up physical disadvantage. A person dis
abled  physically  at  birth will  likely  need more  than an  average  share  of 
available resources to attain adequate functioning. She may need compen
satory  education, ,prostheses,  mobility  aids,  adjunct  therapies,  adapted 
workplaces—many things, in short, that the unaffected do not need. A per
son with HIV  or AIDS, given current  medical knowledge,  needs a battery 
of medications designed  to restore  physical equilibrium and  thus facilitate 
normal functioning. 
Social disadvantage,  too, weighs heavily upon  its holders. A woman  in 

the world, but especially in poor countries, finds herself less well nourished, 
less well  educated, and  less wealthy  than her male counterparts. Her  basic 
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capabilities and even her physical movements are more restricted  than are 
those of men. She may need compensatory access to more or to specifically 
targeted additional resources if  she is to achieve a normal level of function
ing. A person of  color in rich and  in poor countries often finds herself stig
matized and  deprived of  the resources she  needs to  function adequately  in 
the world. Her situation, too, usually cries out for compensation, so that she 
can experience wellbeing at levels to which others are accustomed. Even a 
child, by  virtue of her  tender age,  requires special attention and greater ac
cess  to resources.  In each  case of  social disadvantage  we encounter,  some
thing other than  the "average" access to  resources is  required, because giv
ing both an advantaged and disadvantaged person equal access will result in 
disadvantage anew for  the disadvantaged person. 
To be sure, averages matter. They tell us how far above or below our peers 

we are in our experiences of wellbeing. They become important measures by 
which we estimate the degree to which social policies and programs that seek 
to improve wellbeing are in fact working. Further, they identify social char
acteristics some  persons  possess  that may  disadvantage  them  in achieving 
wellbeing. 
But a  person does not  experience wellbeing as an "average" experience. 

She may encounter feelings of fullness, satisfaction, and  realization, or their 
opposites, among many others. As Sen alerts us in the quotation above, it is 
important  to consider what each  person considers adequate for  her state of 
wellbeing.  For  finally,  happiness  is  something  an  individual  feels  or  she 
doesn't; something she has or she lacks. Her understanding of the self and its 
satisfactions is an important indication  of  just how far we can move  toward 
universal wellbeing, our common human vocation. 
Norms—that is, what we expect and what is  typically the case in human 

settings—help guide policy. What set of norms,  those that connote minimal 
functioning or  those  that  imply_jnaximal functioning,  should  apply  to the 
goal of  universal wellbeing? Thou^~tKe~ltamair species has  changed  little 
over the past 100,000 years,  the human condition has changed a great deal. 
The norms of rich countriesas they pertain to standard of living and surviv
ability are clearly  superior  to those  characteristic of  poor countries.  For  in
stance, a century ago,  a life expectancy of sixty  years seemed for  its time an 
adequate test  of  a person's  presumed  lifetime viability. Today,  rich societies 
have added fifteen years  to the average life  span,  thus signifying an expan
sion  in  the range  of  human potential  that could  serve as a benchmark for 
all.^' Likewise, an infant mortality rate of 8 percent was normal worldwide in 
1980; as  of  2004  the rate  hovers at 5 percent.  In  rich countries  the infant 
mortality  rate drops  to less  than 1 percent.^^ As  the human  condition im
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proves, so do the norms, and so do our expectations as well as our experience 
of what humans should be able to achieve. 
Consequently, I  think we should choose the more optimal norms for  hu

man wellbeing  that are  found  in rich countries as  the best  available mea
sures of human wellbeing. First, all diings being equal, it is reasonable to as
sume that the more favorable rates also signify a higher state of wellbeing for 
the population as  a whole. While old age can bring hardship and suffering, 
especially in societies without pensions for  the elderly, an increase in longer 
life  chances would  constitute an  additional benefit  for  people around  the 
world. Parenthetically, one could imagine  that if  people could choose,  they 
would choose a longer  rather than a shorter life. 
Second, I think it is important to avoid the invidious distinction that one 

state  of  wellbeing,  while  inferior  to  the  optimal  functioning  of  another, 
could be "adequate" for another society. People in rich countries tend to be
lieve, for  instance, that it costs "less" to live in poor countries. Armed with 
First World money and circumnavigating the globe on tourist jaunts, they as
sume that as they find things "cheap" in poor countries, so do the local resi
dents. This  is  an  illusion. Hunger, deprivation, disease,  and shortened  life 
spans are  the rewards of  their lower standard of  living. Thus, pursuing for  a 
subsistence  floor  something we  might  call  a  worldwide  "average" state  of 
wellbeing still  entails human costs  that  reflect  the  economic  inequalities 
among peoples. If others,  notably people in rich societies, are functioning at 
a higher level of human potential, how does one justify not seeking the same 
for all others? 

Living with Capitalism 

As one looks around the world today, diere is no practical use in denying that 
capitalism plays the dominant role in the world economy. Instead, it is  prob
ably  more  accurate  to say  diat  capitalism's  entrance  into  former  socialist 
countries signifies  its  arrival at  the final  frontiers of  the planet's  economy. 
Some  countries,  particularly  those  that  are  rich,  find  themselves  closely 
guided by the capitalist rules of the game and more tightly integrated into the 
world economy where  those rules  are coercive.  In others,  particularly poor 
countries, the daily  preoccupations with subsistence on  the part of  a major
ity of their citizens, obscure or disguise the role of capitalism in ordering their 
economic lives. Their ultimate involvement is signified by the fact that most 
poor countries find themselves  international debtors to more powerful capi
talist countries or  to international  lending agents such  as  the International 
Monetary Fund, the World Bank, or various regional economic development 
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banks that act as  the rich countries' surrogates. Thus, whether in the begin
ning and throughout the moves, or only at its final accounting, all countries 
are caught up in  the capitalist game. 
And capitalism does create in our lived experience the sensation of a game, 

of endless competition in endless arenas  in our lives and in the lives of  those 
over whose shoulders we peer  via the media. Not far from our experience of 
life's surfaces is  the constant fear and occasional  insight that  the game is  not 
"winwin" but "zerosum." We either  lose or win over  and over,  in a succes
sion of  moments that ends only with the grave. It feels as if  capitalism is  an 
uncontrollable chain reaction and we merely reagents in its seemingly infinite 
combinations and  recombinations. Constantly changing,  it feels  changeless. 
There seems to be no exit from the game and no respite from its toils. 
It may seem counterintuitive, but  it  is  true ail  the same,  that capitalist 

economies, albeit  jiggered  increasingly into one global system, are nonethe
less subject  to our  will and  reliant  upon our consent.  And  it  is  within our 
powers to bring about some changes in capitalism  that will enhance human 
wellbeing  worldwide.  By  understanding  and  acting  on  our  experience  of 
capitalism, there is  some prospect that we can change it for the better. 
To envision changing capitalism is not as Utopian as it might seem at first 

blush. The  most  obvious  alternative  to capitalism,  the communist  experi
ments of the twentieth century, countenanced  revolutionary changes in  the 
relationship of  societies with  their economies. Their stories  ended badly,  as 
stateadministered economies were unable to compete successfully with cap
italist economies  in the provision of  goods or  in the satisfaction of  people's 
needs. Yet  their example can be  instructive, if  only  to indicate  the possible 
outer limits of what reforms of capitalism are achievable without killing it as 
a viable economic mechanism. 
On the other hand. Western industrialized societies over the past century 

established welfare states  that took some of  the pain out of  the exploitation 
and  dislocations  chronic  to capitalism's operations. Oldage  and disability 
pensions, unemployment insurance, jobs programs, free public education and 
medical assistance  produced  important  improvements  in  the wellbeing of 
peoples whose societies undertook these  tasks. During the course of our dis
cussion in  this book, we evaluate  the degree  to which welfare measures un
dertaken in rich societies have a wider applicability of use in poorer societies. 
We also explore how the  rich societies, no less  than poor societies,  need to 
strengthen and  support  the people's  provisioning needs  rather  than simply 
keep capitalism's masters happy. 
Reconstructing  our  economies  requires  two  complementary  activities. 

First,  we need  to change  our orientation  to capitalism  by  recognizing  it as 
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something that brings both harms and benefits. This means exploring the de
gree to which  the application of values other  than those associated conven
tionally with capitalism might yield a better life trajectory for people around 
the globe. Second, we should engage in  the kind of social experimentation 
that can lead us to new solutions to economic problems that lie beyond cap
italism's  limited  repertoire  of  means  for  the satisfaction  of  our  needs  and 
wants.  This  implies  that  efforts  be  undertaken  to  mitigate  its  ill  effects 
through regulation and redistribution of wealth and opportunities. 
As Sen argues,^^ the ultimate measure of wellbeing is whether we can ac

quire and exercise fundamental human capabilities that enable us to function 
effectively  in  our  environments. Can we  use  the nourishment,  education, 
shelter, and medical care available to us in our  environments to live active, 
enlightened lives, or do we find our lives limited by early death, chronic dis
ease, educational deprivation, and gender and racial discrimination? 
As I have suggested above, the metric for a flourishing human life  is im

precise, but not impossible  to calculate. Consider the virtues of being able 
to enjoy  one's seventies  tending a  garden, hiking,  reading a  book,  telling 
stories to a child  or a  loved one,  or cooking a meal, in contrast to  finding 
one's life at an end at age fifty. The lives of children could be better served 
more  by  learning skills  than being  used  up  as  unskilled  child  labor. The 
quality of  women's lives  could  improve  if  they had  increased prospects of 
surviving childbearing years and  if  they could develop their capabilities  to 
the extent that men do. These are  illustrations of  how we might extend a 
concept of  wellbeing  to  include  the more  practical  (and measurable)  as
pects of provisioning. In this way, we can begin to reimagine what an econ
omy should be for. 

How to Read This Book 

In How  to  Read  Donald  Didck,  the writer and human  rights advocate  Ariel 
Dorfman suggests that one can read in the adventures of the Disney denizen 
how American imperialism works, and how Americans as an imperial people 
think. There is a message in the cartoon of the feckless and luckless duck that 
can help a reader explain what Americans intend  in the world, even if  they 
think they are only having harmless fun at his expense.^'' 
I have not intentionally hidden any message  in this book. It  is written  to 

reveal rather than disguise the fullness of the reality in which we live. It is ex
plicitly written to persuade the reader that she should adopt a different orien
tation in  regard  to our shared economic lives. Further,  I assume the reader is 
much like me. That is, she is  a resident of  the United States, and thus has at 
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least minimal access  to  its  economic advantages,  as  considered  against  the 
plight of poor people around the world. This means that she shares in a vision 
of the world very much influenced by her position in it, as a resident of a na
tion  at  the center  of  the world's  economy,  generating some  30  percent  of 
global goods and services. I  mean to awaken  in the  reader both her sense of 
the difficulty of "seeing" the enormity of the world's problems from a position 
of comparative affluence, as well her sense of her expanded capabilities  to do 
something about the world  as she can come  to see it. It  is not guilt I  seek to 
stimulate, but responsibility and engagement. 
Having said  that,  let me make  it  clear  that accepting  the  reorientation 

that I advocate does not commit  the reader, or the writer, for that matter, to 
a particular theory of how the globe got into its contemporary sorry state. Do 
the world's  rich get  richer at  the expense of  the world's  poor? Certainly,  in 
some ways,  yes. Have  the rich  been luckier,  either by  birth, place,  or com
mercial advantage? Probably so. Yet writer and  reader can disagree as  to the 
nature  and  extent  of  the culpability—or  the  cupidity—of  the  rich  in  the 
making of the modem world while still agreeing on a more  just basis for hu
man existence. Wouldn't  greater equality  in  its many dimensions be better 
than what we have now? 
Yet  let's not forget  about Donald Duck. We need  to listen  to how others 

read and reflect critically on the stories we tell about ourselves. It can reveal 
to us what our collective myopia cannot about the role our mentality and our 
actions as a world power play in making the world tragically what it is. It can 
help us see what we must overcome  in our own bearing and actions in help
ing create what the world might in a more humane sense become. It can also 
help us realize  that a new stance is both necessary and possible. 
I write this book out of my experience and training as an anthropologist— 

a fact  that may  seem initially strange  to a reader  accustomed  to associating 
anthropology with stones, bones, and  the analysis of  the quaint and curious 
customs of  nonWestern peoples. Yet  from its  foundation, anthropology has 
sought  to fulfill  a  larger human purpose:  namely,  to  be  the science  of  the 
species. It also has tried to provide people with a humane reflection upon hu
man life, its history, and dimensions. Put simply, we explore how human be
ings are  different, and how  they are  the same. This seems almost  a  task of 
naive description: We find this group of  natives one way and that group an
other way. We find certain things that human groups have in common, or the 
different  ways  that  they handle common  problems.  But  these descriptions 
imply  another  reflection. They  obligate  the  writer,  and  by  extension  the 
reader who has  leamed with  the writer,  to look at and act  in the world dif
ferently as a consequence of  this fuller knowledge. 
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Anthropology also investigates on a grand scale the universal possibilities 
and limits  to our human natures, while examining in minute detail the par
ticularities of people's lives. Thus, even as we help sort out the global human 
battle against  the HIV  virus, others  among us  investigate  the treatment  of 
AIDS patients on a street comer, in a clinic, in a hospital, in some comer of 
the world. Even as we try to account for the role of violence in human affairs, 
anthropologists in the field try to understand how genocide broke out among 
ordinary  people  in  Bosnian  and Rwandan  hamlets during  the 1990s. The 
large and the small, the universal as well as the particular, vitally concem us. 
Anthropology, thus,  is a human activity embracing  the fullness of human 

dimensions—^from  the global to  the local, the systemic  to the idiosyncratic, 
the collective  to  the individual.  Its unique value lies  in its  ability  to speak 
creatively about  the human  condition  in all of  its manifestations. In  some 
sense,  to  be  good  anthropology,  our  work  must  reflect  a  concem  for  the 
species as universal beings and as individual living beings. This book under
takes this obligation. 
Let the study of  race in anthropology be our guide. On the one hand, an

thropology has long been involved  in investigating human origins,  trying to 
explain  with  the fossil  record  and  nutritional studies  our  anatomical  and 
physiological development  as a  species. Much of  its evidence  suggests  that 
race itself accounts for no significant variation in human capacities. Our ob
servable differences in body shape and hue reflect a shortterm adaptation to 
temperature  and  light  extremes  on  a  postIce Age  planet. On  the other 
hand,  anthropologists  in  a  variety  of  settings  have  tried  to show  how  we 
come  to define  social  differences  as  racial  ones,  thus  casting  a  dangerous 
shadow over the affairs of everyday life. Both planes of investigation are help
ful and necessary  in determining who we are and who we are becoming. 
So, too, with  this book. I  evaluate remedies with worldwide as well as  lo

cal consequences. I offer arguments for the development of universal welfare 
remedies, believing that there are fundamental problems of human existence 
that can only be solved by  utilizing the full  resources of  the planet. I  exam
ine  attempts  by  regions,  communities,  and  social  movements  around  the 
world to improve  the human condition, and point to some that can serve as 
exemplars for other regions, communities, and movements striving to do the 
same. I  offer  these outlines of  remedies in  the name of  redirecting our eco
nomic  efforts  according  to  the  value  of  equality.  I  show why  acting with 
equality  in mind can substantially  improve  the human  condition for  all as 
well as for each ordinary person. 
The next chapters discuss some of the economic and social consequences of 

the contemporary capitalist world economy.  I then suggest  that we orient our 
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economic action  around  the value  of  equality  in  its several  dimensions, and 
subsequently argue  the superiority of  equality over  other possible  values that 
can guide our  actions. The second half of  the book  is devoted  to examining 
economic alternatives from the point of view of how they advance equality. 
This is a book that is founded in hope—not for some great millenarian re

vival but for a rediscovery of moralpractical problem solving that can greatly 
improve human wellbeing. Though many political and  intellectual figures 
oppose globalization and the capitalist economy  that motors it, I  see global
ization via capitalism as part and parcel of our world reality for some time to 
come, regardless  of  how one feels about  it. 1 ask how we can  in any event 
construct a new world where all human beings can live decently with dignity 
and grace. This is the most fundamental challenge we  in this world face. 
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C H A P T E R  

The Consequences 

T W O  

of Capitalism 

Capitalism and  human history  have been  joined  together  for a  long  time. 
Evanescent among the commercial transactions of  citystates and empires a 
millennium ago,  capitalism slowly  saddled  and  rode  upon  the backs of  all 
manner of economies, east and west, north and south. Industrialization start
ing in the eighteenth century has continuously transformed life  as we know 
it. Human labor has been harnessed  to machines, and a cornucopia of goods 
and new ways of  making them  have worked  in tandem  to change our  con
nections with nature and  to alter our  human relationships  in ways  that de
mand the great powers of art  to describe. 
It is our habit, perhaps,  to depict this change in superhuman ways and to 

transform  human  experience  into an aesthetic  expression.  Capitalism  be
comes like  the mighty Colossus  that bestrode  the ancient world, or  like the 
Hindu god Shiva, maker and destroyer of  worlds. In American letters, writ
ers like Theodore Dreiser and Frank Norris who witnessed  the rise of  indus
trial capitalism used such words as titan  and octopus  to capture the enormity 
of the new economic machine  transforming their world. 
To be sure, capitalism, like all normative institutions in human affairs, has 

this largerthanlife dimension. The impulse to regulate our economic activ
ities in a capitalist way  is not something we volunteer. It is  as compulsory to 
follow its rules as it  is to observe  the incest taboo. Conjure it up with an in
ner beneficence, as did Adam Smith with his metaphor of the hidden hand, 
or more darkly, as did Max Weber when he suggested that the drive to labor 
in capitalist economies derives ultimately from the force of  law and the lash 
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of hunger. Capitalism is  no less a coercive social system than systems of rank 
and  privilege,  marriage  and  inheritance.  In our  daily  lives  it  occurs  to us, 
when we think about  it at all, as an unalterable,  if not quite natural, fact. It 
too easily becomes a dictum for the twentyfirst century as the dogma of  the 
divine right of kings was  to the Europeans in  the seventeenth century. 
Yet in our imaginative strivings, we  tend to forget that capitalism, though 

an economic system  that regulates  human action,  is nevertheless composed 
of billions of acts, both great and small, by billions of people. Several million 
minds and sets of hands make a Chevrolet. Millions more move grain from 
the fields to the factories and from the warehouses to the breakfast table. For 
each commodity  we consume,  for each  machine with which we  reproduce 
our  societies,  there  are  human  hands  that make  it  happen. Human  labor 
makes the life we know possible, and most of us in both a direct and extended 
sense provide it. 
This hardly means that  in an epiphany of universal protest, we could stop 

capitalism simply by stopping work. That we should end the anarchy of pro
duction with  the strike of  simple refusal  is  the stuff  of our dreams,  perhaps 
possible  in movies  but  impossible  in real  life. As Michael Harrington once 
put  it, given  the coercive  structure of  capitalism  in  the United States,  the 
freedom of action we  imagine exists in our nation boils down to freedom to 
starve. We can choose to say no and in a free fall from society lose our  lives, 
or chomp down on the bit  between our teeth and keep hauling. 
Yet mass  refusal, mass desire for change, and mass  action to do things dif

ferently can have an impact on our economic direction. This is the value of 
forgoing the metaphors and  thinking about capitalism concretely. It enables 
us to imagine specific alternatives and to act. 
In this chapter, I  suggest several things. First,  I argue  that it is  reasonable 

to assume that the global growth of industrial capitalism has led to the greatly 
increased  social  inequality  we  observe  worldwide,  and  that  unchanged, 
global industrial capitalism is  likely  to lead  to more social  inequality  in the 
future. Second,  I  suggest  that  capitalism  is  a  particularly  unstable,  crisis
prone economic system that can cause grave and lasting damage to the cause 
of  universal wellbeing. Third,  I  show  that  there  is some  variation  in how 
capitalism works around the world, and  that some of the variations are more 
conducive to universal wellbeing  than others. 

Getting the Inequality Story Straight 

We have become very rich and very poor—both in huge numbers. This is the 
difference between  life  in  the world  before  the rise  of  industrial capitalism 
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and afterward. As we  noted in  the first chapter,  100 years  ago, after a half
century industrial  head start,  the American family  had emerged  nine times 
richer than the average Ethiopian family. Now, after a second hundred years 
of the  industrial revolution, an American family  is seventytwo times richer 
than an  Ethiopian family.  For  the first  world,  advantages have  multiplied; 
wealth has measurably  improved  the quality of  life. For  the poor  countries, 
disadvantages have multiplied. Poverty,  both relative and  absolute depriva
tion, has increased  as economic  integration with  the Western industrial  or
der has proceeded. Only East Asia, including China,  has lifted  up a signifi
cant proportion of its poor  through industrialization since 1980. For the  rest 
of the developing world, the trajectory  is static or downward. 
It is  hard for us to assimilate  these facts. Consider  another set: A recent 

survey disclosed that despite turmoil in the world's stock markets during 2000 
and 2001,  the amount of  wealth owned by the world's richest people rose 6 
percent, to US$27 trillion. This is the equivalent of onethird of  the world's 
wealth. The  number  of  "high  net  worth  individuals,"  as  the  survey  calls 
them, consisting of people with US$1 million or more to invest, increased by 
184,000 to 7.2 million individuals, a  rise during the 2000 calendar year of 3 
percent.' 
Caught up as all humans are in the daily struggles of  their worlds, people 

in the West  sometimes succumb to  the romantic myth that somehow a life 
before  industrial capitalism was  idyllic. The story  we tell  ourselves  is about 
our own histories.  Innocently, we criticize  the helterskelter quality of  our 
lives  by  appealing  to the  folklore of our  past: Somehow, grandmother and 
grandfather on the farm had it  better, never  having had  to put up with cell 
phones, supervisors, and  stock market  hijinks. We  ignore  the facts that our 
grandparents had much shorter life spans, lost many more children to disease 
and accident,  and generally  led much more difficult  lives marked  by  igno
rance and periods of  enormous privation. 
Life  in  industrial capitalist  societies has measurably  improved. We  have 

created a new human condition wherein one can live without hunger,  raise 
children who will most likely  live to maturity,  and die at a  ripe old age. We 
have lifted  the limits of  human potential for long life and  the enjoyment of 
its fruits.
Yet, in some southern parts of  the world, notably subSaharan Africa, life 

moves steadily in reverse. Life spans and living standards slip below levels of 
the 1980s.  In parts of  the world  like Latin America, even  where  life spans 
have grown,  the burdens of  the poor  remain  relatively  untouched  by  eco
nomic growth. Instead, the gaps between development's new middle and up
per  classes and  the poor majority  have grown.^ The gap between  rich and 
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poor has grown in  the rich countries as well. Since the 1980s  in the United 
States,  the distribution of  income has  tipped  toward  the wealthy,  and  the 
proportion of  wealth held by  the  top 20  percent of  the households  has in
creased. For Western Europe (less Japan), similar trends have been noted.^ 
Some attribute this growing economic inequality to people's enduring de

votion to  tradition,  but  this is  a hard  argument  to make.  I  will discuss  the 
frailties of socalled cultural values explanations for economic success in de
tail  in a subsequent  chapter. But  consider briefly  some alternative explana
tions. Regarding cultural differences among countries, why should anyone as
sume that Asian societies, insofar as we can speak about them as a whole, are 
any  less  traditional than  are  less  economically successful  societies  in Latin 
and  Central  America,  the Middle  East,  and  Africa?  Because  the  United 
States grew at a faster pace than did Europe, are we to assume that Europe is 
therefore more culturally  traditional than  the United States? Does  the eco
nomic record since 1980 signify that the United States is the least traditional 
nation  in  the world? Given Americans' devotion  to "traditional"  religious 
beliefs—95 percent believe  in God and  40 percent  believe they have been 
personally saved by Jesus Christ—^how is  the United States any more "mod
em," if by modem we mean secular, than those that fared much less well eco
nomically around the world?'' In  thinking about economic inequality within 
societies, does it make any sense, for  instance, to argue that there are "mod
em" and "traditional" parts  to society  in  the United States, and  that  these 
differences explain  the growing rift  between rich and  poor? It doesn't  seem 
reasonable. 
Another possible global explanation, that a social variable like population 

growth is exaggerating economic inequality among and within nations, also 
doesn't seem  to stand  up  to scrutiny.  In  the early  twentyfirst century,  the 
overwhelming majority of  nations have  substantially  reduced  their rates  of 
population growth,  and sometimes,  this has  helped societies  improve  their 
overall economic health by increasing the gross domestic product per person. 
But neither rapidly increasing nor decreasing population growth seems to re
duce inequality within or among societies. 
There might be some reason  to think  that politics,  not economics,  is at 

the base of inequality. In classical social thought, JeanJacques Rousseau, for 
instance, believed that societies needed a new social contract establishing a 
state that would protect the rights of  every citizen against  the depredations 
of  the  rich  and  privileged. Karl Marx  seized  upon Rousseau's  insight  and 
elaborated a  theory of  class  rule  in capitalist  societies  that explained  how 
the rich successfully  leveraged both their  economic and  political power  in 
exploiting the poor. Max Weber had much to say that was critical of the in
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terpretive line stretching from Rousseau  through Marx, believing that dom
inant  political  groups  sought,  often  successfully,  to capture  economic  re
sources  through political coercion. But  he also  recognized  how much  the 
state guarantee of the sanctity of private property helped the capitalist class 
lock in  their gains over the poor. Thus, we leam from Weber much as we do 
from Rousseau and Marx that modem capitalism in practice is composed of 
a mix of political as well as economic strategies that affect outcomes such as 
economic inequality. 
In other words, both politics and economics in capitalism contribute to 

economic  inequality,  though  every  regime  requires  that  something  be 
produced—that some wealth be created  by  economic means. This  is  no 
less  true among societies  than it  is within a given society, since all  soci
eties have  operated within  the context  of  a highly  political world econ
omy since at least  the fifteenth century. 
Can we be sure that industrial capitalism on a global scale is the cause of 

the dramatic  rise  in worldwide  economic  inequality we  have  thus  far  de
scribed? No,  it  cannot  be  conclusively  proven,  though we have suggested 
some ways  in which other explanations for  inequality are  unlikely. Because 
of the sweep and complexity of the argument, it is also not clear what counts 
as sound evidence and finally a convincing proof. 
But we can ascertain with greater confidence the counterfactual: Namely, 

that more "capitalist  growth"—the only  kind  of  growth available  today— 
does not lead to reductions in economic inequality. In other words, economic 
growth is  not enough to create equality. The evidence comes from the care
ful and exhaustive analysis of the relationship between economic growth and 
income equality  in poor countries. Developmental  economists do find  that 
economic growth as measured by the  increase in a  country's gross domestic 
product does  raise personal  incomes across  the board, from  top  to bottom, 
rich to poor strata.  But those  at the  bottom do not catch up; each stratum 
picks up proportionately at the same rate. In other words, suppose a country s 
gross domestic product grows by 3 percent. Most probably, personal  incomes 
for the bottom 20 percent and the top 20 percent would grow at 3 percent as 
well.  The  key  is  that  while  the  poor  can  improve  their  standing  when 
economies grow, and can become less poor or even escape  poverty, the eco
nomic  inequality  between  them and  the  rich doesn't  shrink,  but  remains 
more or less the same.' 
The worldwide economic development initiative signified in the adoption 

of  the Millennium Declaration in 2000 by 180 countries under  the auspices 
of  the United Nations admits as much. Among its primary goals are  the re
ductions by half of  the proportions of people living on less  than US$1 a day 
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and of those suffering from hunger. Even for this modest improvement in the 
life chances of the world's extremely poor—and it is important to remember that 
these  goals  in no  way  envision  achieving  greater  economic  equality,  but  are  at' 
tempting  ir\stead  only  to  reduce  poverty  and  hunger—the  2004 World  Bank 
World Development  Report minces no words: "To reach all of these goals, eco
nomic growth is essential. But  it will not be enough." Accordingly, the Mil
lennium Declaration  calls for  increasing  the  transfer of  funds from  rich to 
poor countries by US$60 billion annually until 2019. Still, the proportion of 
people living on less than US$1 a day will actually increase in Africa, while 
South Asia will fall significantly short of achieving the 50 percent reduction 
goal set by  the Millennium Declaration.^ 
The inference  is  inescapable. Economic growth  alone will  not eliminate 

poverty,  let alone  improve economic  inequality. Perhaps  just  as damaging, 
the Millennium Declaration project  itself  illustrates how achieving world
wide economic equality is not even being countenanced. 
Thus, absent any other intervention, the best one can hope for from more 

or more rapid growth is that fewer people will be poor. Economic growth does 
reduce poverty,  and  this is  surely a good and  important  thing. For  instance, 
between 1975  and 1995,  East Asian  nations reduced  their poverty  rates by 
fiilly  twothirds, an  astonishing feat  if  one considers  that 60  percent of  all 
East  Asians  began  the  two  decades  mired  in  absolute  poverty.  Economic 
growth both  profited from and  encouraged nearly universal  primary school 
enrollments in China, Korea,  Indonesia, and  the Philippines,  and substan
tially increased  school participation  in Malaysia. Life  expectancy rose  from 
60 years in 1970 to 69 years in 1995. Infant mortality was halved.^ 
These  are  fantastic  gains.  But  we  need  to  recall  that  many  of  these 

economies were  helped  by  land  reform  that  provided  for more  agricultural 
productivity and  resolved problems  of enormous economic inequality  in the 
countryside before industrial development began.® There is also evidence that 
nations with  highly unequal distributions  of  income produce  less economic 
growth  than those with  less  unequal distributions  of  income.' And,  though 
the evidence is by  no means conclusive,  there is  a certain common sense  to 
the position that  if one starts with enormous chasms between  rich and poor, 
as is characteristic of Latin America in contrast with Asia, it will be more dif
ficult to provide as much wellbeing as quickly via economic growth. 
Adding to increasing economic inequality are recent changes  in capital

ism as  a global  economy  itself. After  the world  economic slowdown of  the 
1970s and  1980s, capitalism  in  the 1990s and continuing  through the new 
millennium has found new legs  in global economic integration and  techno
logical  innovation.  Production  and  finance  have  been  reorganized  on  a 
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global scale on a level not seen since the First World War.'" The growth of 
large  transnational corporations,  foreign  trade, and  international investing 
has created a new  kind of  global economy.  Informational technology  inno
vations,  driven  by  computers,  telecommunications, and  the  Internet have 
bolstered further economic integration by making it possible  to envision the 
world as one market and to supply products cheaply and efficiently to global 
markets.'^ 
This global capitalist rebirth has quickened the pace of wealth accumula

tion and concentrated newfound riches  in the hands of the very few located 
in the world's largest and most cosmopolitan urban centers. Those with cap
ital have seen their  investments flourish in this accelerated world economy. 
Those without capital or without the new skills demanded by the new world 
economy have had  a difficult  time capturing  any of  the new wealth. They 
amount to a vast number of people found in rich as well as poor countries. 
The renewed global economy  is  a more efficient  engine of  accumulation. 

Though  technological innovation  has provided  rich societies with a  tremen
dous  competitive  edge,  the  technology  itself  enables  corporations  and  their 
stockholders to  tap markets for highinterest loans  and lowcost  labor  in poor 
societies. The higher  percentage paid out  by a Thai entrepreneur  for  a  loan 
backed by a New York City bank finds its way more easily to the city's plutocrats 
on the fabled Upper East Side.'^ The fewer dollars put into the hands of Mexi
can factory workers by U.S. firms means more money in the bank for the firms 
and their stockholders. Exploitation, in other words, has become more globally 
systematic, and its returns more concentrated in the hands of capitalholders. 
Facilitating  these  transfers  of  goods,  labor,  and wealth are  the  transna

tional corporations  (TNCs). Of  the world's  largest  100 economies, 51 are 
corporations.'^ Their  sizes are  truly staggering.  Consider  that General Mo
tors' (GM) annual sales is larger than the gross domestic product of Thailand 
or Norway; Ford's, though smaller than GM's, is larger than the economies of 
Saudi Arabia or  Poland;  the Japanese Mitsui  and Mitsubishi Corporations 
are each  larger  than national  economies of  South Africa  or Greece. Wal
Mart, "the store with low prices," grosses more per year than the armual prod
ucts  taken singly  of  Malaysia,  Israel,  Colombia,  Venezuela,  or  the  Philip
pines.''* TNCs now account for half of the world's trade in goods, and just five 
TNCs account for 70 percent of  the world market in consumer durables, 50 
percent of  the market in cars, airline, electronic components, and steel, and 
40 percent of world markets in personal computers, oil, and media." Again, 
this concentration facilitates greater economic inequality, as monies are fun
neled to  the stockholders in the form of dividends and the sales of  their ap
preciated stocks. 
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Finally, there is the concentration effect of poverty itself: When poor peo
ple are massed  together, their resources amount to less than  if they were dis
persed among otherwise wealthier  people. It seems a truism  to observe  that 
the more poor people there are living in a society, the poorer that society will 
be, but  the concentration of poverty spatially should not  be underestimated 
in complicating the prospects for improvement. States with a poor majority 
are themselves impoverished and deprived of  ready resources for helping the 
poor. Often they are captives of a predatory upper class  that uses the state to 
pursue its own ends. Consequently, public facilities of all kinds, ranging from 
roads and  telephones to clean water and sewers may  be lacking or  provided 
only for  the rich  few, and  then privately. During Mobutu Sese Seko's  reign 
over  Zaire  (now  the Democratic  Republic of  Congo),  for  instance,  some 
84,000 of 90,000 miles of  public roads and highways "disappeared" by virtue 
of disrepair, all while  the president and his  clique became  progressively en
gorged with diamond wealth.'^ Or, as in the case of Pakistan,  the efforts of a 
small circle of  the superrich  to avoid  taxes  undercuts the  state's efforts  to 
collect taxes at all, to the detriment of  the country's infrastructure. 
Functioning democracies with  poor majorities  also find  themselves se

verely handicapped. In Brazil fifty people die every day as a result of inad
equate basic  sanitation, and  twothirds of  all  infant admissions  to hospi
tals  are due  to  infections  related  to solid  or  liquid waste. Bringing fresh 
water and sewage  treatment to Brazil's cities would  require US$26 billion 
in capital  investment over  the next  ten years. Though a  trivial sum even 
by  Brazil's  standards,  given  a  gross  domestic  product  now  greater  than 
threequarters of a trillion U.S. dollars, it is a tidy sum for a country where 
twothirds of  the population  lives on  less  than US$2  a day.'' States  like 
Brazil either  lack broad  tax bases or are political prisoners of  their small 
but rich elites. 
Northern market economies once had ample welfare states that redistrib

uted a significant  portion of  their countries' wealth  to improve  the lives of 
their  people,  but  the economic  crises of  the 1970s  and 1980s  led  to  their 
downsizing.  Fiscal  crises  of  the  states  followed,  and  successive  political 
regimes in the 1980s and 1990s began moving their societies toward markets 
as the answer to economic stagnation. As a consequence, starting in Britain 
and  the United States and  heading  into continental  Europe  (save Japan), 
welfare state  spending has  leveled  off.'® Moreover,  the  tax  burden of  sup
porting Western welfare states has shifted dramatically from  corporations to 
individual taxpayers,  the majority of whom are working and middle class." 
This means  that  their  abilities  to  redistribute wealth  and  thus  lower  eco
nomic inequality have been diminished as well. 
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Whether in growth or crisis, then, capitalism is delivering more economic 
inequality. Here is die United Nations Development Programme summary of 
trends in the world distribution of  income: 

World inequalities have been rising steadily for nearly two centuries. An analy
sis of longterm trends in world income distribution (between countries) shows 
that the distance between  the richest and poorest country was about 3 to 1 in 
1820, 11 to 1 in 1913, 35 to 1 in 1950, 44  to 1 in 1973, and 72  to 1 in 1992. 
More amazing is  that the British  in 1820 had an  income about six  times that 
of the Ethiopians in 19921^° 

Some 200 years of industrial capitalism seeded in a global economy has cre
ated a cornucopia of economic  inequalities. 

Global Industrial Capitalism as CrisisProne 

As we have argued above, capitalism is industrial and global. Avoiding exag
gerated characterizations, "capitalism  as colossus," and so on, it  is nonethe
less  important  to stress  its systemic quality. When  crises occur around  the 
world, whether in a Wall Street boardroom or a Thai trading floor, they rap
idly become worldwide  because global  industrial capitalism  is also  a highly 
integrated set of markets for exchange of  money, labor, and goods. Take, for 
instance, the 199798 financial panic in East Asia. What began as a run on 
Thailand's currency, the baht, eventually prompted emergency action by the 
International Monetary  Fund (IMF)  to save the economies of Thailand, In
donesia, South Korea, and the Philippines from imminent collapse. 
Like an engine,  the crisis produced  more economic inequalities, and  the 

victims were those with the  least to  lose. Some 13 million people  lost their 
jobs  as  a  result  of  this panic—a number  equivalent  to  the  populations  of 
Ecuador or Angola. The poor and working classes of East Asia, according  to 
the World Bank, suffered  job and  income loss,  while the middle classes  es
caped unscathed by the financial panic that crippled their region's economy. 
The 1997 financial panic and 1998 recession in Thailand, for instance, cost 
2 million workers with no more than a primary school education their  jobs, 
while the earnings of those who remained employed dropped between 15 and 
30 percent. Economic inequality also increased during the crisis, as earnings 
for workers with a university education rose 10 percent, and a bracing 30 per
cent for state workers during the same period.^' 
Is capitalism doomed to undergo crisis after crisis? The most charitable an

swer might come  from Charles  Kindleberger: "Markets generally work,  but 
occasionally break down."^^ A bit  forgiving,  too,  is  the response  of Joseph 
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Schumpeter, whose claim developed in the light of the Great Depression and 
the onset of World War 11. Capitalism underwent a process he  termed "cre
ative destruction" that has stimulated the growth of many a hypothesis about 
capitalism's future direction. Echoing Marx, he argued that "there is inherent 
in the capitalism system a tendency toward selfdestruction," as capitalism in 
crisis progressively  sweeps away  its existing  institutional framework. At  the 
same time,  though, capitalism  is creating a  new economic context and  new 
relations of  production and  consumption."^^ This occurs  primarily  through 
technological  innovation; new  products and  industrial  processes arise  that 
render  whole  industries  and ways  of  living  economically  obsolete.  By  de
stroying the value of  capital goods as well as corporations dedicated to  their 
use, capitalism renews itself by making space for new industries and new eco
nomic growth. Schumpeter  also  believed  that Marx was  right: Each crisis 
brought capitalism nearer to socialism, albeit of  a democratic sort. 
Others, particularly as  they contemplate a newly globalized capitalism, of

fer less  optimistic views. David Harvey  believes that crisisridden capitalism 
has shifted to a global division of labor that enables business to maximize gains 
across national boundaries while minimizing their liabilities by employing in
expensive pools of labor around the world.^'* Giovanni Arrighi agrees, prefer
ring  to think,  however,  that capitalism  in striking  into Asia  has reached  its 
last realizable frontier  for cheap labor and high profits.^' Manuel Castells be
lieves instead that capitalism, having undergone an organizational revolution 
through  the  development  of  information  technologies,  has  warped  into  a 
global network society in which advanced productive sectors and regions will 
be linked  economically while  the rest of  the world  is left  to marginality and 
decay.^® Taking  a more  apocalyptic tack, John Gray  argues  that global capi
talism, a parasite, is destroying its host, liberal civilization itself.^' 
Though its  telos  remains profit  in the  name of  endless accumulation,  as 

Immanuel Wallerstein puts  it,^® neither its longterm nor its shortterm tra
jectory can be predicted with great accuracy. Every economic prognosticator 
has her favorite  index for  foretelling  the markets'  directions,  ranging from 
the supply of money or  goods  to the  cost of  labor or money. But  resting, as 
capitalism  still  does,  on  what  Marx  called  "the  anarchy  of  production," 
knowledge about  its bearings is  as fluid as quicksilver. Though some will al
ways claim to have foreseen calamity, emerging panics, manias, and financial 
crises routinely appear as fortuitous events to which people react rather than 
act to create. 
From the perspective of someone  living in  the United States who  is  too 

young to  remember  the Great Depression of  the 1930s,  capitalism's cycling 
from boom to bust and back again since the 1970s may seem but a bumpy ride 
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to millennial  prosperity. The United States's  two decades  of declining per
sonal  income  pale  in  the  face  of  the whatmeworry  1990s. What  of  the 
1980s, Latin America's lost decade? Or the 1990s, the lost decade for Eastern 
Europe, Russia,  the Middle  East, and Africa? Whose  lost decade will occur 
during this first decade of  the new millennium? 

Capitalism and Change 

The process of bust and boom, crisis and recovery—and the reactions of peo
ple to the dramatically changed conditions of their lives—provide an impor
tant dynamic in  shaping the  trajectory of  capitalism. People struggle  to ob
tain or to recover economic wellbeing, either from the owners of  capital or 
from  the state  that lies  uneasily between  them and  the capitalists. As Karl 
Polanyi noted a  generation ago, people and states in Europe, Great Britain, 
and the United States were in some sense forced to save society from the rav
ages  caused  by  capitalism  and  its  crises  by  erecting welfare  programs  and 
other forms of social insurance.^' In a sense, they immunized societies against 
the pathological swings of capitalism. The need to renew this effort will con
cern us in a later chapter. 
As an  economic system  of  production,  exchange, and  labor,  capitalism 

continues to  take on an everbroadening array  of economic activities  in an 
ever:larger number of societies. The production of goods has been  joined by 
the production of  services. Most economic flows  now pass  through its  nets. 
The information  revolution and  improved  international transportation  en
able businesses  somewhat successfully  to envision  the world  as one  market 
and to buy and sell accordingly.^® 
But the expansion of capitalism from  industry to industry and from region 

to region over  the past  two centuries has been a source of significant varia
tion  in  its operation  and functioning. First,  there is  capitalism's encounter 
with the physical and human geography of  the planet. Each mountain,  val
ley, and seashore offered  unique sets of possibilities and  limits on what capi
talists could  do; each local group, prior to  being embedded  in an  industrial 
capitalist global economy, had a particular way of  living, as well as modes of 
production and consumption that reflected their historical efforts to create a 
viable human ecology. Thus, specific local economies and their resource en
dowments have mixed with capitalism in ways to develop different organiza
tions of labor  and production, as well as different mechanisms for allocating 
surplus product or value. 
Second, capitalism's  encounter with different ways  of  living had  a  long

term impact on its organization and functioning. While we usually  imagine 
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Schumpeter, whose claim developed in the light of the Great Depression and 
the onset of World War 11. Capitalism underwent a process he  termed "cre
ative destruction" that has stimulated the growth of many a hypothesis about 
capitalism's future direction. Echoing Marx, he argued that "there is inherent 
in the capitalism system a tendency toward selfdestruction," as capitalism in 
crisis progressively  sweeps away  its existing  institutional framework. At  the 
same time,  though, capitalism  is creating a  new economic context and  new 
relations of  production and  consumption."^^ This occurs  primarily  through 
technological  innovation; new  products and  industrial  processes arise  that 
render  whole  industries  and ways  of  living  economically  obsolete.  By  de
stroying the value of  capital goods as well as corporations dedicated to  their 
use, capitalism renews itself by making space for new industries and new eco
nomic growth. Schumpeter  also  believed  that Marx was  right: Each crisis 
brought capitalism nearer to socialism, albeit of  a democratic sort. 
Others, particularly as  they contemplate a newly globalized capitalism, of

fer less  optimistic views. David Harvey  believes that crisisridden capitalism 
has shifted to a global division of labor that enables business to maximize gains 
across national boundaries while minimizing their liabilities by employing in
expensive pools of labor around the world.^'* Giovanni Arrighi agrees, prefer
ring  to think,  however,  that capitalism  in striking  into Asia  has reached  its 
last realizable frontier  for cheap labor and high profits.^' Manuel Castells be
lieves instead that capitalism, having undergone an organizational revolution 
through  the  development  of  information  technologies,  has  warped  into  a 
global network society in which advanced productive sectors and regions will 
be linked  economically while  the rest of  the world  is left  to marginality and 
decay.^® Taking  a more  apocalyptic tack, John Gray  argues  that global capi
talism, a parasite, is destroying its host, liberal civilization itself.^' 
Though its  telos  remains profit  in the  name of  endless accumulation,  as 

Immanuel Wallerstein puts  it,^® neither its longterm nor its shortterm tra
jectory can be predicted with great accuracy. Every economic prognosticator 
has her favorite  index for  foretelling  the markets'  directions,  ranging from 
the supply of money or  goods  to the  cost of  labor or money. But  resting, as 
capitalism  still  does,  on  what  Marx  called  "the  anarchy  of  production," 
knowledge about  its bearings is  as fluid as quicksilver. Though some will al
ways claim to have foreseen calamity, emerging panics, manias, and financial 
crises routinely appear as fortuitous events to which people react rather than 
act to create. 
From the perspective of someone  living in  the United States who  is  too 

young to  remember  the Great Depression of  the 1930s,  capitalism's cycling 
from boom to bust and back again since the 1970s may seem but a bumpy ride 
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to millennial  prosperity. The United States's  two decades  of declining per
sonal  income  pale  in  the  face  of  the whatmeworry  1990s. What  of  the 
1980s, Latin America's lost decade? Or the 1990s, the lost decade for Eastern 
Europe, Russia,  the Middle  East, and Africa? Whose  lost decade will occur 
during this first decade of  the new millennium? 

Capitalism and Change 
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Polanyi noted a  generation ago, people and states in Europe, Great Britain, 
and the United States were in some sense forced to save society from the rav
ages  caused  by  capitalism  and  its  crises  by  erecting welfare  programs  and 
other forms of social insurance.^' In a sense, they immunized societies against 
the pathological swings of capitalism. The need to renew this effort will con
cern us in a later chapter. 
As an  economic system  of  production,  exchange, and  labor,  capitalism 

continues to  take on an everbroadening array  of economic activities  in an 
ever:larger number of societies. The production of goods has been  joined by 
the production of  services. Most economic flows  now pass  through its  nets. 
The information  revolution and  improved  international transportation  en
able businesses  somewhat successfully  to envision  the world  as one  market 
and to buy and sell accordingly.^® 
But the expansion of capitalism from  industry to industry and from region 

to region over  the past  two centuries has been a source of significant varia
tion  in  its operation  and functioning. First,  there is  capitalism's encounter 
with the physical and human geography of  the planet. Each mountain,  val
ley, and seashore offered  unique sets of possibilities and  limits on what capi
talists could  do; each local group, prior to  being embedded  in an  industrial 
capitalist global economy, had a particular way of  living, as well as modes of 
production and consumption that reflected their historical efforts to create a 
viable human ecology. Thus, specific local economies and their resource en
dowments have mixed with capitalism in ways to develop different organiza
tions of labor  and production, as well as different mechanisms for allocating 
surplus product or value. 
Second, capitalism's  encounter with different ways  of  living had  a  long

term impact on its organization and functioning. While we usually  imagine 
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that business firms he at the heart of capitalist economies, societies with no
table state involvement in economies might restrict their scope, size, or prof
itability. The firm itself can be privately, publicly, or family held, and its stock 
ownership  traded  in  markets or  held  under  various  legal  arrangements  by 
banks,  trusts,  entrepreneurs,  managers,  or  employees. Production of  goods 
and/or services can occur within the firm or be contracted in part or in whole 
to other firms. All of  these arrangements from ownership to production can 
be subject  to collective bargaining  with employees or  their unions or set in 
state laws. 
Moreover, the relations between the economic and social organization of 

capitalism and the social stratification of a society are highly reciprocal. Em
ployment opportunities, skills, earnings, and  the possibilities for careers and 
promotions affect workers' as well as owners'  and managers' life chances and 
class standing. Their  roles in  firms  in  turn enhance or limit  those very  life 
chances for themselves and members of  their households. It is  important to 
recall the fact that, typically, a majority of people—^unemployed,  young, old, 
perhaps female—in any society do not work. Thus their status  is very much 
determined by the possession of wealth and/or how a society distributes its re
sources and rewards. 
All  of  these  conditions  form  an  institutional  order  for  capitalism  in  a 

given society. Certain social roles and  norms are implied  as well. When en
sconced within  a particular  state structure,  they account  for  the significant 
social variation one encounters in the operation of  capitalism worldwide. 
Key  to capitalism as  an economic process,  however,  is competition.  It is 

the crucial limiting factor on the social variations we find in the institutional 
and  organizational  structures  of  capitalism.  As  markets  link  competitors, 
making it possible for one to succeed at the expense of another, they enforce 
upon both parties  the normative expectation that  they will make a profit— 
or at least make  back their costs of  business. TTie recent reprise  in the glob
alization of the world economy puts every  like producer in potential compe
tition with  every other, and  the  rise  of  stockholding as  a form  of  business 
ownership means that owners, the stockholders, will expect a tangible return 
on their investment  in the form of profit.  In other words, a socially different 
or innovative firm must make money in a revitalized global economy where 
profit making is  also a competitive task. 
That being said,  there is  still room for  experimentation and for  differing 

capitalist traditions.^' For  instance, stock and bond markets are central allo
cators of  capital  investment  in both Great  Britain and  the United  States; 
thus  the  norms  of  profitability  are more  stringently enforced.  In contrast. 
Western European and Japanese firms have relied on close relationships with 
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banks that finance company  expansion in  return for  proprietary stockhold
ings  in the company. The fact  that banks  are more  patient and  historically 
less demanding lenders than stock markets points to another important vari
ation in capitalist business practices.^^ 
State involvement in the Western economies and Japan also varies widely 

and  creates  different  institutional  environments  for  capitalism. The U.S. 
government took  the most "handsoff" approach,  relying largely  on regula
tion to control  the behavior of  utilities and  large firms. The Great Depres
sion development of the federal Tennessee Valley Authority to provide elec
tricity  in  impoverished  regions  throughout  the  midSouth  is  the  single 
instance wherein the United States sought to replace private effort with pub
lic ownership and control of important resources. The states of Great Britain 
and the  rest of Western Europe instead got into  the business of  owning and 
operating utilities,  and  in the  case of  the continental  nations, major firms 
and banks. The Japanese  state preferred  to direct  the behavior of  its  large 
firms  through  planning, consultation, and  incentives  rather  than  through 
ownership, with the exception of utilities. Again, until recently corporations 
found more patient masters in Europe and Japan if  they were stateowned or 
stateguided than they did  in the United States. 
The relations between industries, firms, and labor varies greatly too. In the 

United States,  business and  labor have combative,  historically hostile  rela
tions. In Japan, a union is often subordinate in practice to the will of the in
dividual corporation in which it is  installed as the workers' legal representa
tive. In Europe,  a corporatist  tradition prevails: That  is,  the state, business, 
and labor  try to hammer out agreements accommodating the interests of  all 
in a stable, mutually beneficial relationship.^^ 
Other regions  in the world display  a similar spread  of organizational  dif

ferences  in  the  operation  of  their  capitalist  economies.  Until  the  1990s, 
Latin America combined state ownership of major utilities, banks, and some 
key industries with measures that protected local industry from international 
competition. In  the past decade, privatization and fireer  trade have  reduced 
the  distance  between  Latin  American  practices  and  those  of  the United 
States and Europe, especially since Europe has been privatizing and lowering 
protective barriers as well. The Japanese stateguided model of industrial de
velopment was widely imitated by Pacific Rim countries, as was the Japanese 
policy on import restrictions.^'' Since the 199798 financial crisis, some bar
riers  to trade  around the Pacific Rim as well as state sponsorship  of  leading 
industries have abated. 
State ownership of all industries was a hallmark of the socialist economies 

of the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. As they have moved toward 
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of the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. As they have moved toward 
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more capitalist market economies, private enterprises have been tolerated, if 
not  overwhelmingly  encouraged,  and  state  industries  have  been  sold  off. 
Caught in the remnants of a command economy run by cliques of politicians 
and bureaucrats, privatization typically  led to  the recapture of state assets by 
their  former  managers  and/or  political  sponsors.  Their  success  gives  new 
meaning to the term "mixed economy." 
In  the Middle  East  as well as  North Africa,  one finds  once more heavy 

state involvement in running major industries. An aging panArab socialism 
and, for some, the possession of oil have combined to maintain a strong state 
hand in all economic matters. 
The African predicament defies easy interpretation. In such cases as Tan

zania and Zambia, states under enormous economic or political pressure have 
yielded up staterun enterprises to private ownership. In other cases particu
larly marked by political turmoil and anarchy, such as Congo and Nigeria, as
sets have sometimes been seized and operated by armed military bands. What 
perhaps  could  best  be  said  of  Africa  is  that  its  vital  extractive  and  agro
industrial resources rest in the hands of TNCs that exploit them without cre
ating a great  deal of  common good.  In addition, African countries  perhaps 
operate with  less institutional autonomy than those  in any other  region, as 
their poor  economic condition has  involved  international agencies such  as 
the IMF and the World Bank in  their salvage. 
Though the cataloging of the peculiarities of capitalist economies around 

the globe displayed a wide range  of  variation, more  variation still needs  be 
considered within  individual societies. Within particular societies,  business 
organization can vary  perhaps  just  as  radically  as  it can  between societies. 
The paradigm case could be China. Once socialist, a third of  its economy is 
still stateowned and controlled, and consists of all of China's basic industries 
and utilities,  including banks. Since the  late 1970s, China has  encouraged 
capitalist development along its  southern coast;  thus, another  third of  the 
national economy consists of  private enterprises for profit in manufacturing 
and services. Most unusual, however,  is the composition of  the final third of 
the economy, which is comprised of forprofit enterprises owned, operated, or 
licensed by local towns and villages. Communist party cadres responsible for 
the economic  and civic development  of  their  local  jurisdictions spearhead 
this collective entrepreneurship.^' 
Though certainly not every society entertains the enterprise "spread" that 

China does, we  have observed a great deal of  variation in how societies or
ganize  their capitalist economies. We have already  pointed out  that market 
pressures such as competition and the demand for increased profitability im
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pose some real limits on what enlightened experiments are occurring world
wide or might be proposed later in this book. A second constraint consists of 
the  longterm attempt by  the United States  in  its  role  as  world  capitalist 
leader to  insist that nations take up its  preferred version of  the way capital
ism should work as  the "one best way"^—in short, as  a local  regime of  pro
duction, labor,  and consumption. A  socalled Washington consensus  com
posed  of  policy  recommendations  for  developing  countries  in  fiscal  and 
monetary crisis was developed  jointly in the 1980s by  the U.S. Treasury De
partment,  the  IMF,  and  the World  Bank.  It held  (in brief)  that economic 
growth could be achieved through balanced government budgets, low  infla
tion, deregulated markets, and freer trade. Government intervention and for
eign aid were limited to achieving poverty reduction, not correcting large in
come or wealth disparities, and to the privatization of government services.^® 
Jeffrey Sachs,  an otherwise  mainstream establishment  economist, describes 
with scorn how the Washington consensus was enforced: 

The IMF and  the World  Bank have  behaved with stunning  arrogance in de
veloping countries. The sequence  is familiar:  the IMF's  negotiating positions 
are settled in Washington; the mission team goes to the client country to con
vey Washington's conclusions;  the financial markets wait  breathlessly  to see 
whether  the  country  will  comply;  the  American  government  repeats  the 
mantra 'Obey  the IMF';  and  journalists assess  the 'seriousness'  of  reforms ac
cording  to whether  countries  bite  the  bullet  to  carry  out  the  IMF dictates, 
whatever they are. This process  is out of hand. It has undermined political le
gitimacy in dozens of developing countries.^' 

Politics, no less  than the economic "logic" of capitalism  itself, may stand in 
the  way  of  solutions  providing  greater  equity  to  disadvantaged  peoples 
around the world. Joseph Stiglitz, former chief economist of the World Bank 
and both  a participant and  an observer of  IMF and U.S. actions during the 
199798 Asian financial crisis, leaves no doubt about  the role of  politics in 
the arrangement of the world  economy: 

To what extent did the IMF and the Treasury Department push policies that ac
tually contributed to the increased global economic volatility?... Most impor
tantly, did America—and the IMF—^push policies because we, or they, believed 
the policies would help East Asia or because we believed they would benefit fi
nancial interests in the United States and the advanced industrial world? And, 
if we believed our policies were helping East Asia, where was the evidence? As 
a participant in these debates, I got to see the evidence. There was none.^® 
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state involvement in running major industries. An aging panArab socialism 
and, for some, the possession of oil have combined to maintain a strong state 
hand in all economic matters. 
The African predicament defies easy interpretation. In such cases as Tan

zania and Zambia, states under enormous economic or political pressure have 
yielded up staterun enterprises to private ownership. In other cases particu
larly marked by political turmoil and anarchy, such as Congo and Nigeria, as
sets have sometimes been seized and operated by armed military bands. What 
perhaps  could  best  be  said  of  Africa  is  that  its  vital  extractive  and  agro
industrial resources rest in the hands of TNCs that exploit them without cre
ating a great  deal of  common good.  In addition, African countries  perhaps 
operate with  less institutional autonomy than those  in any other  region, as 
their poor  economic condition has  involved  international agencies such  as 
the IMF and the World Bank in  their salvage. 
Though the cataloging of the peculiarities of capitalist economies around 

the globe displayed a wide range  of  variation, more  variation still needs  be 
considered within  individual societies. Within particular societies,  business 
organization can vary  perhaps  just  as  radically  as  it can  between societies. 
The paradigm case could be China. Once socialist, a third of  its economy is 
still stateowned and controlled, and consists of all of China's basic industries 
and utilities,  including banks. Since the  late 1970s, China has  encouraged 
capitalist development along its  southern coast;  thus, another  third of  the 
national economy consists of  private enterprises for profit in manufacturing 
and services. Most unusual, however,  is the composition of  the final third of 
the economy, which is comprised of forprofit enterprises owned, operated, or 
licensed by local towns and villages. Communist party cadres responsible for 
the economic  and civic development  of  their  local  jurisdictions spearhead 
this collective entrepreneurship.^' 
Though certainly not every society entertains the enterprise "spread" that 

China does, we  have observed a great deal of  variation in how societies or
ganize  their capitalist economies. We have already  pointed out  that market 
pressures such as competition and the demand for increased profitability im
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pose some real limits on what enlightened experiments are occurring world
wide or might be proposed later in this book. A second constraint consists of 
the  longterm attempt by  the United States  in  its  role  as  world  capitalist 
leader to  insist that nations take up its  preferred version of  the way capital
ism should work as  the "one best way"^—in short, as  a local  regime of  pro
duction, labor,  and consumption. A  socalled Washington consensus  com
posed  of  policy  recommendations  for  developing  countries  in  fiscal  and 
monetary crisis was developed  jointly in the 1980s by  the U.S. Treasury De
partment,  the  IMF,  and  the World  Bank.  It held  (in brief)  that economic 
growth could be achieved through balanced government budgets, low  infla
tion, deregulated markets, and freer trade. Government intervention and for
eign aid were limited to achieving poverty reduction, not correcting large in
come or wealth disparities, and to the privatization of government services.^® 
Jeffrey Sachs,  an otherwise  mainstream establishment  economist, describes 
with scorn how the Washington consensus was enforced: 

The IMF and  the World  Bank have  behaved with stunning  arrogance in de
veloping countries. The sequence  is familiar:  the IMF's  negotiating positions 
are settled in Washington; the mission team goes to the client country to con
vey Washington's conclusions;  the financial markets wait  breathlessly  to see 
whether  the  country  will  comply;  the  American  government  repeats  the 
mantra 'Obey  the IMF';  and  journalists assess  the 'seriousness'  of  reforms ac
cording  to whether  countries  bite  the  bullet  to  carry  out  the  IMF dictates, 
whatever they are. This process  is out of hand. It has undermined political le
gitimacy in dozens of developing countries.^' 

Politics, no less  than the economic "logic" of capitalism  itself, may stand in 
the  way  of  solutions  providing  greater  equity  to  disadvantaged  peoples 
around the world. Joseph Stiglitz, former chief economist of the World Bank 
and both  a participant and  an observer of  IMF and U.S. actions during the 
199798 Asian financial crisis, leaves no doubt about  the role of  politics in 
the arrangement of the world  economy: 

To what extent did the IMF and the Treasury Department push policies that ac
tually contributed to the increased global economic volatility?... Most impor
tantly, did America—and the IMF—^push policies because we, or they, believed 
the policies would help East Asia or because we believed they would benefit fi
nancial interests in the United States and the advanced industrial world? And, 
if we believed our policies were helping East Asia, where was the evidence? As 
a participant in these debates, I got to see the evidence. There was none.^® 
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Economics,  particularly  the fight  over  the capitalist  rules  of  the  game,  is 
never far  below  the surface of  power politics.  Positive changes will have  to 
take into account the effect of  both economics and politics. 
As  we  have  seen,  the organizational  aspects  of  capitalism  change  as  a 

function of growth and of crisis, as well as of politics. Spatial extension of the 
world  economy  incorporates  new  geographical  areas  whose  mode  of  local 
economics mixes with the features of capitalism prevailing worldwide. Hence 
the  Chinese  and  Eastern  European  variations  noted  above.  East  Asian 
predilections for state direction of  the development process,  along with the 
European preferences for  a welfare state  to cushion  capitalism's  blows,  are 
other  important variations in  contemporary capitalist  practice. They differ 
firom the more "hegemonic" capitalist growth agenda pursued by  the United 
States that also often underlies the politics of  economic crisis management 
pursued by  the IMF or the World Bank. 
Capitalism also expands  its scope within and across societies by creating 

new products and  incorporating new ways of  living into its commercial or
bit. As we have seen,  technological innovation has generated new markets 
for products  related  to information. The growth of  service employment  in 
rich societies  in part  reflects how we  turn increasingly  to markets  to solve 
basic needs  in health, education, wellbeing,  and care  for children,  the el
derly, and the disabled.  In satisfying these needs through markets,  our lives 
become more deeply  embedded  in the  logic and  practices of  our capitalist 
economies. 
Despite capitalism's manyfaceted capacity for  growth and  its liability  to 

change under conditions of economic crisis, and even though we find signif
icant  variation  in capitalist  economies around  the world,  the prognosis  is 
slim for capitalism bringing increased wellbeing as an economic system. In
tervention to alter or amend its workings is  required. The next chapter dis
cusses how valuing equality might reorient capitalist economies in more salu
brious ways. 
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Values and Action 

The world we live in is a scene of often appalling contrasts, as if the world 
were Bombay or New York City, where plutocrats of inestimable worth live a 
stone's throw from people struggling for subsistence in the midst of unre
lieved, crushing poverty. Or conjure up another image—that of landless day 
laborers working on the great sugar estates of the Caribbean or of Africa who, 
while making little for themselves, line the pockets of that tiny fraction of 
the world who are its corporate shareholders. If these scenes are metaphors 
for the human condition, how shall we orient ourselves? What shall be our 
stance? How shall we act? 

Much depends upon our values. People have values, notions of what is 
good or worthy and what is bad and unworthy of human life, regarding the 
most fundamental questions of existence. Our choices, our actions in the 
world, are guided by them. They are the ultimate ends against which we mea
sure our actions. 

Values point toward appropriate actions. For instance, suppose we value 
human beings leading long, disease-free lives. Of course the concepts "long" 
and "disease-free" would need further definition in a given society through 
discussion among peers. Assuming that we could satisfy the demand to be 
more precise, we would proceed to evaluate goals and courses of action in 
light of the degree to which they advance that which we hold dear. Some 
goals would be appropriate, and some would not. In this case, perhaps the 
goal to be rich, for instance, may be less relevant to our value of long, dis-
ease-free life than the goal of universal health care. 

37 
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Let us take another case. Suppose we value living without experiencing 
physical violence. Again, assuming we can adequately define "physical vio
lence," we can then proceed to evaluate our goals. Is retaining the use of 
force as a foreign policy option consonant with our values? Is the action of 
keeping a standing army compatible? Is state administration of the death 
penalty appropriate? Is corporal punishment in schools fitting? On the other 
hand, if we think about goals that would enhance our abilities to live in a 
violence-free world, we might look at courses of action that lessened the 
frequency and impact of violence in our lives. We might consider it advis
able to teach children peaceful approaches to conflict resolution. Or we 
might want to argue that lowering the degree of poverty and economic in
equality among us would lower rates of crimes that include physical force 
and violence. 

The relationships between values, goals, and actions are reciprocal. Con
siderations of a goal or action invoke our values, and vice versa. All three are 
part of the materiality of our existence and change as the conditions of our 
lives change. Thus, values are not some fixed essence, like the North Star, by 
which we guide ourselves. They are more like road maps we use to cross the 
rough and changing terrain of everyday life. 

But are values commensurable? That is, can they be understood from 
person to person, society to society? To be compared, they must be under
stood in some meaningful sense. A second and equally challenging ques
tion: Can they be shared from person to person, society to society? If they 
can be, then the project here—to provide a new common value base for 
changing how we operate economies that advance human flourishing—can 
proceed. If not, then we face the dismaying prospect that no common proj
ect is possible. Humanity by default would have to rely upon each person 
or each society, depending on how incommensurable people's values are, 
none of which might be connected with the project envisioned here—or 
any other collective project for the improvement of the human condition, 
for that matter. 

In other words, a great deal hinges upon how we answer these questions. 
We also need to be mindful that understanding and sharing are not the same 
things. Understanding only implies an agreement on what a concept means, 
while sharing implies that we jointly espouse the belief that we have agreed 
the concept has. We shall tackle the first—the problem of understanding— 
immediately below. The problem of sharing will preoccupy us later in the 
chapter when we discuss the necessary role of power and politics in improv
ing the prospects for human flourishing. 
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The Human Rights Revolution and 
Creating Mutual Understanding 

More than two centuries ago, Jean-Jacques Rousseau launched his famous 
discourse The Social Contract with the provocative observation that humans, 
while bom free, were everywhere in chains. Society had absconded with lib
erty, reducing humans to the status of social chattel. The revolutionists of the 
eighteenth century, the United States's founders among them, responded to 
Rousseau's cries of human bondage with the fervent belief that every person 
had the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. For them, there was 
no doubt that there existed a plateau of universal human values whose ful
fillment was reachable by all over the course of their existence. The common 
task was to assure that societies provided the context wherein their expres
sion and results were manifestly available to all. 

In so doing, as Claude L^vi-Strauss has noted, Rousseau laid down for the 
world "the only possible basis" for ediics and the foundation for the human 
sciences.' The human capacity to recognize something of us in others, our 
ability to identify with others, was the foundation for the Enlightenment. To
day, we recognize Rousseau's first principle, that we humans are empathic 
creatures in our more empirical appreciation of the human capacity for lan
guage. Through language we come to know the thoughts and desires of oth
ers. Mutual intelligibility between speaker and listener is the fundamental 
basis for human communication. In this sense, we have improved upon the 
speculative philosophical anthropology of Rousseau by lodging his emphasis 
on empathy as a defining human sentiment in the modem scientific under
standing of the potentialities of human language for opening up worlds of 
possible mutual understanding. 

Our human linguistic skills are a highly useful place to start figuring out 
how human beings can share common values that have positive conse
quences for life on the planet. One of the discoveries of modem anthropol
ogy through its exhaustive exploration of every nook and cranny of human 
habitation of the twentieth century is that every spoken human language can 
be learned and used by a nonnative speaker. Thus, empirically, there appears 
to be a potential bilingual speaker whose competence includes making sense 
and translating meaning for every one of the thousands of human languages 
spoken on Earth. 

To residents of the United States, a nation predicated on cultural contact, 
immigration, and migration, this realization must seem as if it were no more 
than a bit of obvious common sense. At a bus stop, in an emergency room. 



40 e-*-a Chapter Three 

at the post office in short, amidst the banalities of everyday existence we 
experience the profound challenges, as well as satisfactions, of multilingual 
living. The everyday experiences of asking or giving directions, telling a doc
tor where it hurts, asking a clerk how much a first-class stamp costs occupy a 
certain amount of our time for understanding even when we speak the same 
language. We expend even more energy establishing what we mean when 
these exchanges take place between speakers of different languages. 

In the multilingual contexts in which many U.S. citizens find them
selves, another, larger lesson can be learned. It is that our exercise in nation-
making, if only ideally a result of multiethnic, multicultural negotiation, 
closely resembles in theory the process of achieving common understanding 
that we suggest here is increasingly a universal fact of human endeavors. We 
resolve differences in meaning from one concept to the next in the line-by
line translation of living among peoples whose concepts of living in all their 
detail are different. When we are participating in the activities of social in
stitutions, whether they be of learning, curing, business, or jurisprudence, to 
name a few focused settings, agreements in meaning form the basis for most 
social interaction.^ 

Agreeing to what something means is not the same as saying that one un
derstands completely what the other is saying. More often than not, transla
tions between one language and another are imperfect. More often than not, 
translations in the same language from speaker to speaker involve a great deal 
of ambiguity. Each of us imparts some fraction of meaning that is particular 
to us based upon the unique coloring of our experiences. For instance, my 
concept of justice may include a meaning that we can agree to, such as equal 
treatment before the law. But my concept of justice also bears reflections of 
my personal history, such as how the law may have treated me or how I may 
have observed others being treated by the law. All of our experience imparts 
meaning to concepts. 

Moreover, language cannot always express completely our moods, feelings, 
and dispositions. Perhaps we notice dais most in more intimate conversa
tions, when we might even use the conventional phrase "Words cannot ex
press how I feel." It is an admission that we sometimes struggle very hard to 
put our thoughts and experience into concepts and concepts into words. 
There is often some remainder, some aspect of our thought and feeling, that 
eludes successful communication. 

Values are particularly tricky and easily misunderstood concepts. In con
trast, when we use language to refer to diings, we have many options and 
more security that mutual understanding can be achieved. Suppose two per
sons bilingual in English and Italian were looking at what an English speaker 
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would call a bam and trying to decide what color to call it. They could com
pare the red color terms of both languages to see which term best represented 
what they were seeing. They would soon find that in addition to English's 
red" and Italian's "rosso" they had such red color terms as "rmgenta," "viO' 

letta, crexnisino, and scarlatto in common, both languages having derived 
some terms from the same Latin or Greek linguistic roots. Perhaps both speak
ers thought that "magenta" in both languages adequately described what they 
were seeing—a decision that obviated most translation problems. (Of course, 
a magenta bam would certainly cause comment in either country!) On the 
other hand, they could just as easily choose to modify a term in one language 
with one from the other. One can imagine an English speaker inventing terms 
like Italian red" or "rosso red," for example; similarly, one can readily imag
ine the Italian speaker's "rosso americano." In the language of things, there are 
many options for obtaining mutual understanding, not the least of which is 
that two parties can point to an object and agree to a term for use. 

Instead, values as concepts present more problems because they connote 
many meanings to both speakers of the same and different languages. You 
cannot point to a value in the same way as you point to a bam. What does 
"life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness" mean, exactly? What does it mean 
to citizens of the United States, for whom the phrase refers to the ambitious 
opening of the Declaration of Independence? What does it mean to citizens 
of other countries, for whom life, liberty, and happiness have different histo
ries and significances? And what would the "right to" life, liberty, and the 
pursuit of happiness mean? 

The first United Nations (UN) conference in 1948 to define universal hu
man rights struggled mightily over the precise significance of saying that per
sons had the right to" something. In the atmosphere of an oncoming Cold 
War, East and West prescribed entirely different domains of meaning to the 
concept of right to. The capitalist West, following the nineteenth-century 
liberal tradition, defined "right to" negatively: A person could pursue life, lib
erty, and happiness free of intrusion by another person or state. The socialist 
East, acting within an evolving twentieth-century revolutionary tradition, 
defined "right- to" positively: It wanted any human rights covenant to spell 
out affirmatively those goods owed to each member of humanity. For exam
ple, the "right to" included full-time employment for adults, health care, and 
a minimum of material prosperity guaranteed for all. The resulting Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights included rights of both kinds, negative and 
positive, in its ringing endorsement of a wide range of human fireedoms.^ 

It is precisely the movement for human rights ignited by the UN decla
ration more than a half-century ago that improves our prospects for mutual 
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understanding. We are currently undergoing a human rights revolution in 
which the world is fast becoming one highly contentious, but communica
tive, reference group. This means that through constant and significant in
teraction we are creating common sense and reference about certain essen
tials of human life. And, perhaps more than mutual understanding, we may 
also be creating through the same process a set of shared values. 

It seems an overly ambitious claim. It also raises the problem of politics 
and power that we will discuss later in the chapter. Yet there is some sense in 
which it can be verified within the context of the past decade. Persons ac
cused of war crimes and crimes against humanity, ranging from the former 
Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet and many former Yugoslavian politicians-
to civilians accused of abetting the ethnic massacres in Rwanda, have either 
been brought to justice or attempts have been made to bring them before na
tional or international tribunals. Powerful banks and international corpora
tions have been compelled to provide compensation for their complicity in 
the murder of European Jews during the Holocaust. 

Even the United States, its current economic and military supremacy 
notwithstanding, receives sharp criticism for what is perceived by large por
tions of the international community to be substantial human rights viola
tions. That the United States resorts to the death penalty for offenses such 
as murder and kidnapping, for instance, routinely draws disapprobation 
from religious leaders, citizens' groups, and states around the world. Our 
rates of incarceration as well as the character of offenses that trigger life 
sentences in the United States are also held up to a critical glass by re
spected human rights groups like Amnesty International, the exemplar of 
agencies that many praise for uncovering cruel and unusual punishment in 
other lands.'^ 

The resort to war in Afghanistan under the rubric of frontier justice, and 
the claim of the right wing to "hot pursuit" of terrorists wherever in the world 
they may be as a result of the events of September 11, 2001, is a disturbing 
setback to the prospects for advancing a common code and procedure for in
ternational justice, if international justice is conceived as a collective global 
institution like the United Nations. The refusal of the United States to rat
ify treaties establishing international courts of justice, both criminal and po
litical, also contributes to the inescapable inference that the United States is 
substituting imperial might in the place of a more legitimate and humane so
lution of universal human rights with international procedural guarantees. 
So, too, the Anglo-American war on Iraq was prosecuted without the ex
plicit endorsement of the United Nations and without the support of more 
than half the nations of the world. 
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Fortunately, we do live in a world where the actions in or of one society 
are increasingly subject to the scrutiny of others. The values of a person, of a 
group or section within a given society, or of the society as a whole pass an 
inevitable world review, as people around the world compare particular value 
commitments with their own. To be sure, there is no advantage in imagining 
that people will come to subscribe to common values only to ignore that peo
ple disagree in their practices. Some normatively acceptable range of prac
tices given certain values is bound to emerge, thus casting a deviant asper
sion on some activities while positively acknowledging others. 

For instance, let us take up a controversial issue in the United States's 
public domain and put it into a world context. U.S. reliance on capital pun
ishment draws significant worldwide rebuke because its practices are "de
viant" with respect to those of the majority of other developed nations. This 
suggests that there is a real sense in which we are forming a new global ref
erence group in which rewards as well as sanctions on the part of other peo
ples become a relevant consideration in the value commitments we make 
over the course of our lives. Reluctant though it may be, there is no doubt ei
ther that even the United States finds itself compared with others, and thus 
compares itself with others, according to an evolving set of human rights and 
humane practices. 

In the words of the Vienna Declaration of the World Conference on Hu
man Rights in 1993, to which 172 countries, including the United States, as
sented: "The universal nature of these rights and freedoms is beyond ques
tion. . . . Human rights and fundamental freedoms are the birthright of all 
human beings; their protection and promotion is the first responsibility of 
Governments."^ 

Anthropology and Human Values 
Despite the fact that anthropology has been the historical interpreter and 
translator of human values from culture to culture, the discipline has a long 
and complicated history with human rights and the study of values. In the 
retelling of the story, we find important lessons for how complicated and dif
ficult the subject of values can be. 

Anthropology's first stance on human rights might best be seen as an ex
pression of the classical liberal endorsement of "negative" liberty. The 
American Anthropological Association's 1947 opposition to the UN Uni
versal Declaration of Human Rights rested on the rejection of any set of 
"universal" norms and values that might infringe on those of any particular 
culture. "The Rights of Man in the Twentieth Century," the association's 
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Statement of the same year read, "cannot be circumscribed by the standards 
of any single culture, or be dictated to by the aspirations of any single peo
ple."® The formula was that no group or nation could prescribe to another, 
that such an action would constitute "imperialism," as anthropologist Julian 
Steward put it at the time.' This view placed anthropology in the highly 
ambiguous position of seeking to protect the rights of some—^at that time 
largely indigenous peoples—in lieu of advocating rights of the many. As 
Terence Turner points out, the post-World War II anthropological position 
"fail[ed] to deal with the common humanity or species-being of all people, 
as members of all cultures."® 

The position was also inconsistent with some of the beliefs of the found
ing figures, whose positions are worth considering in some detail, for we may 
be able to get an answer this time that is more congenial with the view ex
pressed here, that universal values are important. Franz Boas and his students 
were attached to two important assumptions underlying their work. First, 
though anthropology was to explore the ways of life of peoples around the 
world, it was also supposed to use the knowledge gained abroad to critically 
reflect on Western ways of life. Second, as anthropology was committed to 
exposing the particular rhyme and reason of every society, it was further com
pelled to protect each society's cultural integrity. This actually meant that 
the social practices that differed from those of Western societies were justi
fied as deriving from the logic of people's local lives. This last assumption be
came described as a belief in "cultural relativism": that is, the view that peo
ples had the right to live their lives as they saw fit, without suffering the 
disparagement and prohibitions of more powerful outsiders. The 1947 Amer
ican Anthropological Association statement on human rights puts the prin
ciple well: "Standards and values are relative to the culture from which they 
derive so that any attempt to formulate postulates that grow out of the be
liefs or moral codes of one culture must to that extent detract from the ap
plicability of any Declaration of Human Rights to mankind as a whole."' 

Let us take up the first assumption, that anthropology should engage in 
cultural critique of Western ways. For Franz Boas, disabusing oneself of the 
essential "tightness" of one's own cultural practices was necessary if anthro
pology as a human science were to prosper. Like the impulse to estrange one
self from one's native land through ethnographic fieldwork, so too it was im
portant to alienate oneself from one's native beliefs and practices to 
understand the beliefs and practices of others different from one, and thus 
make room for the practice of science. According to Boas, the anthropolo
gist "reaches a standpoint that enables him to view our own civilization crit
ically, and to enter into a comparative study of values with a mind relatively 
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uninfluenced by the emotions elicited by the automatically regulated behav
ior in which he participates as a member of our society." This end can be 
reached, he continues, "only by patient inquiry in which our own emotional 
valuations and attitudes are conscientiously held in the background."'" 

While Boas imagined that the exercise creates a dispassionate faculty of 
critical intelligence, his student Ruth Benedict saw anthropology as a form 
of moral corrective to be practiced on our civilization. Benedict argued: 

There is, however, one difficult exercise to which we may accustom ourselves 
as we become increasingly culture-conscious. We may train ourselves to pass 
judgment upon the dominant traits of our own civilization . . . which deserve 
special scmtiny. We need to realize that they are compulsive, not in proportion 
as they are basic and essential in human behavior, but rather in the degree to 
which they are local and overgrown in our own culture." 

In the hands of Margaret Mead, the story of Samoan female adolescence 
becomes an object lesson in how to liberate the generations of adolescents 
coming of age in the twentieth-century United States from the neurosis-
inducing strictures that bore down so heavily upon them.'^ 

Yet, as much as Benedict and Mead explored anthropology as a redemp
tive project for Western societies, the possibility of a comparative study of 
values, also raised by Boas, finds its way into the work of another Boas stu
dent, Alfred Kroeber. "How is it possible," Kroeber wrote, "without the most 
sterile stultification, to make intellectual study of social man who is cultural 
man, and yet permanently leave out of consideration his product, culture, 
and that essence of culture, its forms and values?" Values, Kroeber continued, 
"can obviously be described; their differential qualities as well as common 
characteristics can be compared; their development phases, sequential rela
tions, and connections can be investigated."'^ 

For Kroeber, then, the values of another are accessible knowledge, and 
something that is done in "every study of the history of an art, in every at
tempt to present a religion, in all ethnographic accounts that rise above me
chanical itemization."''^ If one can understand the values of others through 
the commonplace of anthropological study, what are the prospects for un
derstanding the values of others in everyday social interaction? Does one 
need to observe Boas's priestly injunctions before one can understand? And 
if one can understand in ordinary discourse, what are the prospects for sort
ing out differences, or even greater, for agreement? 

It depends on how tightly we hold onto the principle of cultural relativism, 
the founders' second assumption. If we believe, as Boas argues at one point in 
Anthropology and Modem Life, that the social ideals of various peoples are "so 
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different from our own that the valuations given by them to human behavior 
are not comparable," then limited understanding is possible. "What is consid
ered good by one is considered bad by another," he continues,'' and we might 
add "and never the twain shall meet." 

This would be the strong view of cultural relativism. It means that values 
from one society to the next are incommensurable: No understanding and 
thus no basis for agreement is possible. But Boas himself leaves the door open 
for something more flexible, and something more philosophically real. No 
society is an isolate, a thing unto itself: 

It might be thought that primitive societies were isolated and that the laws 
governing their inner development may be learned directly from comparative 
studies of their cultures. This is not the case. Even the simplest groups with 
which we are familiar have developed by contact with their neighbors.'^ 

Here is the link, the bridge over which the conversation on values and the 
possibilities for mutual exchange between groups are possible: the inevitabil
ity and significance of intersocietal contact. As every society grows in con
tact with others, so, too, do its values. Thus, there is no society whose values 
cannot be discussed by another, as they share a mutual origin in contact with 
another. The problem of the "truth" of cultural relativism is that it describes 
no living situations. You might say that all societies are talking about uni
versal human values—only at times from their particular points of view. The 
values themselves, however, are based in and change with dialogue between 
societies as well as dialogue that occurs within every society. 

Anthropology as a human science bears important witness and brings im
portant agency to this process. Anthropologists are like lenses placed over 
the world's eyes to improve human perceptions of others and ourselves. An
thropologists are part of the ongoing project of enlightenment, articulating a 
vision of human life and values that constitutes the beginnings of a world 
culture. Though patchy, and fought over, the cultural conversation—and 
conflict—grows.'' 

Defending a native group's right to be different—their right not to have 
their rights of self-determination taken away by modem states—still reflects 
the discipline's outlook. The American Anthropology Association's Com
mission for Human Rights in 1993 reaffirmed the rights of groups to their 
cultural, social, linguistic, and biological differences, while expanding its 
purview to include individuals as well.'® Terence Tumer, a member of the 
commission, argues that it sought to combine a universal principle of differ
ence, by which it intends to underscore the human activity of individual 
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and collective distinction, with "a cultural relativist recognition of the fun
damental importance of cultural, social, and individual difference."'' This 
position, Tumer believes, makes universal principles and local differences 
compatible.^" 

Perhaps a small, but significant, amendment to Tumer's conception of 
rights is in order, and it has to do with the distinction he draws between "uni-
versals" and "local differences." As we argued above, values are not some sort 
of fixed essences, standing above and apart from the experience of everyday 
life. Quite the opposite; They only make sense when we use them to guide 
our actions in very specific contexts. Like any conceptual abstraction, they 
can only take on meaning with reference to some concrete situation or act, 
and do not "reside" in any other human space other than lived experience. 
Thus, they also change through use or application, and part of the task of sci
entists, intellectuals, and other interested parties is to keep track of their his
torical use and application so that we keep in constant contact with our ex
perience, both present and past. 

One way of accomplishing this task is to consider values from the philoso
pher John Dewey's point of view: Values don't exist apart from practice, and 
the consequences of their use; in fact, they change with use. A moral law, he 
argues (and here we might interpolate a value-based prescription): 

is not something to swear by and stick to at all hazards, it is a formula of the 
way to respond when specified conditions present themselves. Its soundness 
and pertinence are tested by what happens when it is acted upon.... The test 
of consequences . . . secures constant development, for when new acts are 
tried new results are experienced, while the lauded immutability of eternal 
ideals and norms is in itself a denial of the possibility of development and im
provement.^' 

Consequently, the distinction drawn between "universal values," on the 
one hand, and "local values," on the other, dissolves. This is because if we 
stipulate that the context of use is the world, then "local" practices are ex
pressions of the current state of values for the world as a whole. It also 
means that a practice anywhere in the world can be scrutinized with appeal 
to a value or values with which we are all familiar, being "hard at work" 
through our practice in applying them. Value "disagreement" is inevitable, 
but the very disagreement itself points to the value or values we currently 
hold and use. 

In this less-than-"ideal" world, universal values are not simply possible, 
but actual. The struggle is to make them what we want them to be. 
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Proposing Values 
So let us propose some values to guide our economic actions. In so doing, let 
us recall the basic premise of the book, that the overall goal of living is that we 
might flourish under a condition of universal well-being. We argue that human 
life worth living is invested with dignity and equipped with some prospect of 
satisfaction. The implication of this stance is that life is something fuller and 
richer than mere survival. Instead, living in good spirits and with enthusiasm 
is envisioned as the atmosphere and outcome of human striving. 

This premise requires two important extensions. The first, recalling 
Amartya Sen's injunction from an earlier chapter, is that the virtues of living 
are not enjoyed "on average." This means that not only are persons' capabil
ities for satisfaction highly differentiated, but that one cannot take a measure 
of average improvement in the human condition and consider the job of en
hancing human flourishing as done. Individual differences and capacities 
must be taken into account when enhancing human prospects. 

The position is a matter of fundamental importance because we propose 
that one cannot choose who shall flourish and who shall not, and thus whose 
interests should count and whose should be ignored. The only defensible 
claim is that all human beings as human beings are worthy of living rich, ful
filling lives. Any other position has the burden of proof of showing why any 
individual(s) or group(s) should be advantaged over others—something, I 
would venture, that is actually much harder to prove than its opposite. Our 
case can rest upon the fundamental identity of the human species, without 
which the assumption of a common human consciousness and cognition 
would be an impossible claim. 

There is a second extension, stemming from the recognition of individual 
differences just above, that also becomes necessary. It follows from our as
sessment of the different needs of each person that each person constitutes a 
distinctive self, and that selfhood is integral to human dignity. Citing the 
philosopher Charles Taylor earlier,we argued that selfhood in the modem 
world means that each person believes or is entitled to believe that she has a 
personal destiny. Fulfillment of that destiny thus becomes an essential char
acteristic of our concept of well-being. We might defend this choice by ar
guing that the quest for self-fulfillment has a long history, and trace its line
age back to the Socratic imperative to know thyself. We might the trace the 
growth of self-fulfillment in civilizations and cultures around the world. Or 
we could settle for Taylor's assertion that self-fulfillment is an attribute of the 
self in the modem world. Any and all of these arguments support the belief 
that self-fulfillment is an integral part of modem human experience. 
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In any case, making our conception of universal well-being more robust 
by including specific attention to individual differences and to the distinc
tive needs of a person's quest for self-fulfillment sets the bar for the pursuit 
of values that can satisfy this broad requirement a bit higher than before. It 
implies in terms of negative liberty that no person should be deprived of her 
destiny because she is physically handicapped or disabled. It also means that 
neither should she suffer economic or social impairment based upon her 
race, gender, class, or social status. It also implies liberty in the positive 
sense that a person should be supported affirmatively in her personal quest 
for self-fulfillment, which in tum is central to what was earlier called "the 
human vocation."^^ 

But what values, if put into practice, might reconcile well with this robust 
view of human development? One could consider many possible contenders. 
Following from our discussion of the way global capitalism has accelerated 
economic integration since World War II, the value of autonomy arises al
most immediately. People experience a diminished capacity to regulate their 
economic destinies, whether as individuals, as members of groups, or as citi
zens of regions and states. The terrors of capital flight, currency crashes, bank 
panics, and other economic calamities that are contagious in this intercon
nected world economy have tamed outsiders and insiders alike to respect the 
imperatives of profit-driven, but accident-prone, world capitalism. 

Individuals, if we entertain for a moment the conservative prescriptions 
of economist Milton Friedman, must be "free to choose." Persons, Fried
man believes, create an economy by expressing their personal needs and 
desires and seeking to satisfy them. For an economy to function, persons 
must be free to act on their preferences so that the economy can be mobi
lized to satisfy them. So, too, communities, regions, and states as entities 
composed of individuals engaged in social cooperation for the fulfillment 
of their needs arguably need the freedom to choose among altemative 
courses of action so that the economic interests of their constituent indi
viduals can be satisfied.^'' 

The world is so interconnected, as has been argued repeatedly here, that 
the value of autonomy for individuals and societies is inevitably relative, and 
probably shquld be so. Modem autarchic societies, such as Albania after 
World War II, Per6nist Argentina, and present-day North Korea, suggest 
that societies that are immune to the influence and even the criticism of oth
ers are not necessarily good in advancing human flourishing. Moreover, all 
actions taken by individuals and societies have impacts on others who are 
uninvolved in or extemal to the decision-making process. For example, as a 
smoker in a closed room endangers the health of everyone in the room, so 
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every society that pollutes the atmosphere in ways that foster global warm
ing injures every other society on the planet. Every decision has conse
quences that in a fair world would weigh in and affect the decision-making 
process itself. Thus, autonomy is a useful, if limited, value that we might 
identify to guide our actions in making a better world. 

Similarly, following the useful advice of the World Bank, we might also 
nominate opportunity, empowerment, and security as the values by which we 
measure our progress. People can overcome poverty and degradation by act
ing on opportunities that arise because a society values creating opportuni
ties for its citizens. Economic growth, according to the World Bank, is the 
source of opportunity. The more growth, the more general opportunities, and 
the more likely that they will reach the poor and disadvantaged.^' 

Empowerment, that people have a voice in their destinies and that insti
tutions are responsive to people's needs and desires, is surely also among the 
cardinal virtues. And powerlessness is one of the most common of human ex
periences, as a Gallup poll surveying 50,000 persons in 60 countries found 
out. Only one-third of the respondents worldwide felt that their country was 
governed by the will of the people. Only 10 percent felt that their govern
ment was responsive to citizens' needs and desires.^® According to the World 
Bank, responsive institutions not only help the poor and disadvantaged but 
also contribute to economic growth.^' 

Security, too, is a good candidate for a paramount value. The vagaries of hu
man existence necessarily impose upon us the condition of uncertainty. Disad
vantage often deepens our state of objective insecurity deriving from want 
whose fulfillment is denied. Subjectively, we also often carry a palpable sense 
that our lives are in some jeopardy, and that a sudden lurch will transport us 
into the unknown or into a hell of material and/or spiritual deprivation. 

Rich societies in the twentieth century have sought to hold their citizens 
harmless from the effects of ill health, unemployment, and old age. Their re
sponses, welfare states of varying degrees of effectiveness, have been their an
swers to pervasive economic and social insecurity. Generally speaking, they 
have put a floor of economic and social protection underneath our feet, seek
ing to establish a minimum level under which human existence cannot fall. 
As the World Bank sees it, security and the social and economic risk man
agement that it implies should be at the center of our efforts. Success in re
ducing risk also encourages investment in human capital and higher-gain 
economic activities.^® 

The values we have thus far discussed—autonomy, opportunity, empower
ment, and security—form only a partial list of the many we might put for
ward. Each has its merits; none seems superfluous to our aim of enhancing 



Values and Action 51 

human flourishing. Quite the contrary: each seems to complement the other 
in a search for better human lives. 

However, more fundamental than these values—and I would argue in
strumental in their accomplishment—is the value of equality. It is the key
stone in the arch of well-being, without which the other virtues are unat
tainable or only fleeting opportunities. There are two rather different reasons 
why I believe this to be true. 

First, if we approach this issue from a moral stance, then it seems in
escapable to me that we must argue for equality. Human beings, it is impor
tant to say, compose a species, and all of us share a basic nature that produces 
basic capabilities as well as needs. Our individual capabilities may vary, but 
fundamental characteristics such as needing and desiring well-being and hap
piness are identical. Sometimes prejudice and ignorance blind us to the fact 
that every human life departs from these same premises. As an exasperated 
Shylock in Shakespeare's The Merchant of Venice cried out to his tormentors: 
"Hath not a Jew eyes? If you prick us, do we not bleed?" A regard for every 
human life is a moral corollary to our concern for our own lives. An insis
tence on well-being for ourselves imposes upon us to demand it for others. 
Equality becomes a moral minimum, a kind of default position, I believe, be
cause it is much more compatible with acceptance of our common human 
nature. Following the conventions of normal reasoning, and applying Oc
cam's razor to determine which argument has more basic sense, it becomes 
clear that the argument for equality is much more economical and straight
forward than one for inequality. 

Try a mental exercise. Starting from the facts presented in the first two 
chapters, seek to justify the enormous economic inequalities among us, ac
knowledging the suffering and indignity they visit on billions of our fellow 
human beings. One dubious premise follows another, and the justification of 
wealth and privilege begins to seem just a form of special pleading, an arti
fact of advantage. My suspicion is you may find yourself reverting to the po
sition set forth more than 200 years ago by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, as I noted 
at the beginning of the chapter, that economic and social inequalities derive 
not from human nature but from the concrete historical struggles among peo
ple. Inequality in this kind of scenario thus becomes the booty of victors, an 
unenviable outcome incapable of being defended in a principled manner. 

There is a second and empirical reason for making equality the keystone in 
the arc of human well-being. An exhaustive reading of the social science re
search, I believe, would support the conclusion that unless persons achieve im
portant forms of economic, social, and political equality, it is very difficult to defend 
any gains they achieve in welUbeing. Equality, as I show in the next chapter, is 
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being equal. Thus, every person needs the capabilities of acting and experi
encing life as every other, for itself as a human virtue to be enjoyed and as an 
instrument with which to gain access to resources necessary for the possibili
ties of well-being. 

Though I could appeal to our intuitive sense of what equality means, that 
will not suffice for our purposes ultimately. We will need to explore what we 
mean by "equality" as a term of use and as a value. I will show that if we de
lineate carefully several important dimensions of equality as the value is ap
plied to social life, then we have some prospect of being able to speak with 
insight and probity of what would make a better world. 
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C H A P T E R  F O U R  

Valuing Equality 

This chapter puts forth the case for valuing equality. After a discussion de
signed to clarify what equality can mean, we go on to discuss its value as a 
guide to social action. We specify how focus on three of its dimeitsions— 
economic, social, and political equality—can help us clarify how we might 
use the concept to advance the cause of human betterment. 

"Equality" in ordinary language is an ambiguous term. It can refer to per
sons having the same, meaning identical, things or qualities. For example, per
sons may have identical civil rights before the law, the same degree or aca
demic certificate, or mathematically the same chances in a given lottery, to 
name a range of possible conditions we would describe as equal. Included is 
a sense of same access and treatment. But equality can also signify persons 
having equivalent things or qualities. This meanis that by some criterion ap
plied to two things, nonidentical or unlike things are taken to be the same 
for some purpose. In exchange settings, for instance, we trade equivalents 
such as a determinate amount of money for a good or a service. Sometimes, 
though things might be different in the sense of how things were done or 
achieved, we accept them as functional equivalents, as in the case of a high 
school diploma and a high school equivalency degree, where both degrees 
satisfy requirements for employment, college admission, and other matters. 

When we address human needs, the distinction between identity and 
equivalence becomes trickier, and the less satisfied we become with relying 
on the simple principle of identity instead of the more complicated, but more 
experientially real, notion of equivalence. For illustrative purposes, given our 
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interest in advancing human well-being, people's health becomes one of sev
eral primary concerns. To be "in good health" connotes an ability to function 
in physically, cognitively, and emotionally adequate ways in the course of 
everyday life. It is our shared belief and expectation, that is, a norm that we 
agree upon, as to what being "in good health" is. 

Persons have different requirements for being "in good health." For one 
person, it is enough to get plenty of sleep and eat a hearty breakfast to start 
the day. For another, a surgical intervention, say an open-heart operation, 
may have been necessary so that she can function adequately in everyday life. 
Still another may need the conditions of everyday life modified so that she 
can function adequately in such settings as home, a job, commuting between 
the two, and so forth. Barrier-free environments, prostheses, physical aids, 
flexible hours—a wide range of conditions may need modification so that she 
can function adequately. 

In these three instances, people do not share identical health. They share 
a functional equivalent that we call "good health." In other words, we define 
in societies common understandings of what things like "good health" are. 
Highly valuing equality would mean in this instance that we would under
take to assure that every person is functioning "in good health." 

The question of equality is complicated, though, because we lack the ex
perience of what we might call "absolute" equality, which might be what we 
mean by referring to equality in the first sense as meaning "identical." We ex
perience ourselves as distinct, thus as different, and become cognizant as time 
passes that we do not share the identical bodily integrity, access to or enjoy
ment of social goods and resources, or just plain luck that others do. Since 
the 1960s, a time of struggle for civil rights and of actions to end poverty, the 
United States as a society has thought hard and long about how to actualize 
the value of equality. This experience suggests that there are two important 
questions to ask. First, to what should equality apply? Second, how should 
equality be applied? 

The Dimensions of Equality 
Let us take up the first: To what should equality apply? Amartya Sen believes 
that we must make a determination of what kind(s) of equality we want to 
propose. First there is the matter of what "spaces," as he puts it, we want to 
work for equality in.' I believe there is a warrant for focusing our energies on 
three spaces or dimensions of equality: economic, social, and political. In 
everyday life, these different dimensions of inequality often figure jointly in 
creating situations of profound disadvantage. For instance, women often find 
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themselves poorer, stigmatized by virtue of their gender, and more powerless 
politically than men. Each dimension of inequality contributes to their dis
advantage. Action in one domain can help diminish the effects of disadvan
tage in another. Thus, though concepts such as "social," "economic," and 
"political" seem clear at the abstract level, actions in a practical sense tend 
to blur the distinctions a bit—not enough, I would argue, to entertain re
stricting our analysis to a generic concept of equality and leaving it at that. 

In the preceding chapters, I have shown that economic inequality, depri
vation absolute and relative, stands in the way of a project of universal well-
being. It is here—in changing people's material circumstances for the better— 
that I will place most of my emphasis. Though the book pays serious attention 
to the social and political causes and consequences of inequality, the bottom 
line, to use perhaps the most unmistakable phrase I can find to describe this 
effort, will be the economic benefits one can derive by acting on behalf of 
equality in all of its dimensions. 

This said, the social dimension of inequality does need our specific atten
tion. Many an economic remedy has had little or no lasting effect because 
people suffer under the yoke of socially structured inequalities. And what 
might appear as an individual disadvantage fast becomes one that is socially 
shared by a group of like-identified persons. The philosopher Ronald 
Dworkin provides a highly instructive illustration of how social barriers can 
prevent persons and groups from tackling head-on the problems of economic 
inequality. Taking up a hypothetical case firom India in which two persons 
find themselves in different castes, one inferior to the other, Dworkin argues 
that it is conceivable that both persons, even the person from the lower 
caste, would consider greater equality inadvisable as an effect of their life ex
periences in a caste-ridden social structure.^ Thus, the social dimension of in
equality presents itself as a reality demanding direct, not indirect, attention, 
for it cannot be assumed that an economic remedy addressing the totality of 
inequality will touch in meaningful ways the lives of socially disadvantaged 
persons. 

Gender is another outstanding example. Despite being a majority of the 
world's population, women comprise two-thirds of the world's illiterate. 
Lower skills and restrictions on work and workplace account in part for the 
fact that women earn less than men in all societies, notwithstanding the eco
nomic differences between poor societies like Belize or Algeria and Sweden 
or the United States.^ Women have objectively diminished capabilities in 
learning, work experience, and access to resources that limit their economic 
choices. Fostering self-fulfillment among women requires building up the re
sources that men in these respects do not need. 
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Or take the equally insidious case of race in the United States. Persons 
of color are historically disadvantaged. Native Americans were killed or 
driven from their ancestral homes and placed in settings of permanent dis
advantage on reservations throughout North America. Some 250 years of 
slavery, coupled with 150 years of continued institutional discrimination, 
created a legacy of disadvantage that afflicts African Americans even now. 
Then, too, it is important not to forget that both Asian Americans and sev
eral groups of Latino/Latina Americans, especially those from Mexico and 
Puerto Rico, endured several generations of stoop and indentured labor, do
ing jobs on America's railroads and in its farm fields that no "American" 
would do, a situation still tme for many Latinos and Latinas throughout the 
southern and western parts of the United States. Each group leaves the 
mark of its oppression in its discrete performances in U.S. labor markets in 
the phenomenon we call ethnic segmentation, whereby job opportunities 
are restricted to certain, and often less remunerative, occupations. Their 
consequently divergent patterns of savings, income, and wealth can be 
tracked over time.'* 

Elsewhere in the world, discrimination against minority groups has the 
same endemic quality. For instance, a recent study in Vietnam showed that 
basic services are geographically much less accessible to ethnic minorities. A 
minority member of Vietnamese society has to travel at least twice as far to 
market, the post office, schools, hospitals, and administrative centers than do 
majority group members.^ Given that use is related to access, it suggests how 
even the location of services typically puts minority groups at economic dis
advantage. 

Similar arguments for diminished capabilities due to disadvantage could 
be made for the physically handicapped and otherwise socially stigmatized. 
The reality that many persons share diminished capabilities based upon 
memberships in disadvantaged groups qualifies the question of equality 
greatly. It means that we must evaluate remedies for their impact on the 
equality of social chances made available to persons marked in some way by 
group disadvantage. The social dimension of equality, in other words, needs 
special attention, as we propose and examine economic remedies. 

Further, political equality is fundamental to the achievement of both eco
nomic and social equality. In state societies, if a person does not possess 
equality before the law, how shall she press her claims for redress of her eco
nomic and/or social inequality ? We are human beings and members of soci
eties but, finally, it is as citizens of states that we present ourselves in the 
search for equality. Thus, political equality, while something good in itself, is 
instrumental in gaining the other two. 
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Valuing political equality is not the same as valuing democracy. Rather, 
the degree of political equality is what one values about a democracy when 
it is functioning optimally. Political equality becomes a measuring stick 
whereby we evaluate the quality and effectiveness of governments in action. 
I begin by assuming that democracies are clearly better than other alterna
tives for the organization of state societies. But we are holding democracies, 
which we have taken as an acknowledged good, to a higher standard. Can 
every person exercise the same civil and political rights as every other? How 
routinely does she, and in what contexts? These become the questions we 
must ask when the political dimension of equality is at stake. 

In contrast, there are very strong tendencies at large to judge democracies 
in purely formal terms. Democracy is often regarded as a thing that exists 
fully formed, in a given society, or it doesn't. For instance, though aware that 
much more is at stake, the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) in a recent study of democracy still takes something of a laundry-
list approach to the evaluation of democracies. Does society X have multi
party elections? Does it have an elected head of state? Are all adults eligible 
to vote? And so on.® These kinds of checklist variables are necessary but not 
sufficient conditions for democracy. It is not enough to scan the political in
stitutions of given societies and score them as democratic or nondemocratic. 
In each case, and with knowledge of political practices around the world, we 
should measure the effectiveness of any given democratic process. 

That said, let us begin by transforming democracy from a form of politics 
and government into a process of political equality. Italian political theorist 
Norberto Bobbio, for instance, describes democracy as a set of procedural 
rules for arriving at collective decisions in a way that facilitates "the fullest 
possible participation of the interested parties,"' a simple, but clarifying way 
to judge democracy's efficacy. By borrowing from the Greek meaning of the 
root "demos," which refers to common people, we could expand Bobbio's 
characterization by specifying that political equality also implies that a de
mocracy is a context in which every person makes her position count in any 
collective deliberation. 

The "opportunity" to practice democracy is not enough. If, following Bob
bio, it is the "fullest possible participation" we look for, then theoretical 
rights as mere opportunities do not measure up. The key is action, participa
tion. Take the case of declining voter participation in Western Europe and 
the United States. Though Europe can still boast that a majority, though 
shrinking, of its citizens elects its parliaments and presidents, in the United 
States, less than half of the voting age population actually votes in federal 
elections. In the case of the close presidential election in 2000 that resulted 
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in George W. Bush's taking office, this means that no more than a quarter of 
the nation's voting age population actually voted to elect him president. Par
ticipation, not the opportunity to participate, should be our test of the effec
tiveness of a democracy. 

Then, too, we need to recognize that many nations are merely pro forma 
democracies, and that their actual quotient of political equality is in many 
cases alarmingly low. The UNDP's exhaustive 2002 study argued that of the 
140 out of 200 nations that hold multiparty elections, only eighty are "real 
democracies. In the other sixty, either their election processes are flawed or 
an overweening state apparatus or ruling group throttles the democratic ex
ercise of government. The study also finds that civil rights are abridged in 
more than 100 nations, some of which it counts as formally democratic in 
governance.® 

Let us push even harder here by asking another tough question. Are soci
eties rife with economic and social inequality even able in theory to satisfy 
the minimum requirements of political equality based upon the fullest par
ticipation of all? Can they be really be considered effective? For the philoso
pher Ronald Dworkin, the answer is unreservedly and emphatically no: 

No government is legitimate that does not show equal concern for the fate of 
all those citizens over whom it claims dominion and from whom it claims alle
giance. Equal concern is the sovereign virtue of political community—without 
it government is only tyranny—and when a nation's wealth is very unequally 
distributed, as the wealth of even very prosperous nations now is, then its equal 
concern is suspect.' 

It is important to measure political equality as it affects the human condition. 
If a society were governed under conditions of political equality, then one 
would expect a different result: Inequalities of the sort we have described 
would be dramatically curtailed or one could at least observe a clear pattern 
of government action to remedy the effects of disadvantage. 

People's interests are reflected in their politics. Here one can include a va
riety of possible interests, from strict self-interest to interest in the well-being 
of others, or some mix of the two. In the first instance, it is hard to know how 
all persons self-interests would be served in a society where the lives of these 
same persons are marked by significant disadvantage of some sort. In the sec
ond instance, it is hard to know how the interests of those concerned about 
the welfare of others would be served in such a society either, for the presence 
of disadvantage would mean that either die self-interests of some are not be
ing met, or that even the designs of the holders of more altruistic interests 
were not being satisfied, and Dworkin's rather straightforward requirement of 
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"equal concern" on the part of a legitimate government is going unmet. The 
point is that democracies governed by political equality are necessary to hu
man well-being, insofar as they make efforts to improve economic and social 
equality. They do not contribute to human well-being by simply assenting to 
some people's oppression. 

As we finish here with the introduction of the specific economic, politi- • 
cal, and social contexts in which we should like to see equality made salient, 
I think it is useful to be flexible about the issue of the scale of the context. 
In other words, "the fullest possible participation" as called for by Bobbio 
might suggest a smaller scale of operation than the nation-state. In fact, 
given that political equality involves face-to-face discussion, representation 
by parties and interest groups in governing institutions, as well as community 
and institutional conflict—it is not just a series of plebiscites—a smaller 
arena might in many cases make sense. There is nothing argued here that 
would prevent regions and communities from being important loci of politi
cal equality-making. Quite the opposite; Movements for greater decentral
ization and local control might be quite instrumental in achieving "the 
fullest possible participation" now lacking in so many parts of the world, in
cluding our own.'° 

Applying Equality 
How shall equality in its three dimensions be applied? Across the board, we 
need to answer the question; "Equality of what?" 

In our discussion of political equality just above, I alluded to something of 
the answer. The "opportunity" to practice democracy was not enough. Prac
tice and result were our watchwords. That is, we expected to see societies 
with Bobbio's "fullest possible participation" and societies that were not rife 
with economic and social inequality. We relented a bit by positively evaluat
ing societies that were at work eliminating social and economic disadvan
tage, to which in a general sense we would add working to achieve political 
equality as well. 

Let us apply the lessons of political equality to social and economic equal
ity. Is it enough to offer "equality of opportunity"? That is, is it enough to pro
vide each person with something like a passport to opportunity that admits 
him or her to the common struggle for happiness and well-being? Think of our 
earlier distinction between negative and positive freedom. Negative freedom 
was a guarantee that a person would not encounter barriers to well-being— 
that she had the "freedom" to become a full-fledged person in her society. Pos
itive freedom, on the other hand, was an explicit attempt to aid or provide 
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support for people's growth in well-being. Perhaps the goal we should be seek
ing is a certain "equality of outcome" as regards certain aspects of people's at
tempt to improve their well-being. We shall have to explore what "equality of 
outcome" or some formula like it means, and how it might be usefully applied. 

The difference, as a reader with experience in U.S. battles over affirmative 
action can tell, is significant. "Equality of opportunity" refers to providing 
people with the capabilities to engage in the economy and social life success
fully. "Equality of outcome" implies actions that assure that people receive 
certain goods or opportunities in due course. While mindful of the distinction, 
it will become clear as we examine how to introduce more equality into our 
economies that some measure of each—opportunity and outcome—^is neces
sary to tackle the problem of the yawning inequalities we have described from 
the outset. 

To clarify what we might mean by pressing on with the notions of certain 
guaranteed outcomes in reducing social and economic inequality, it is useful 
to turn to some of the hypothetical situations that philosophers themselves 
have used to obtain more clarity. Let us consider scenarios created by John 
Rawls, Ronald Dworkin, and Amartya Sen. Each tries to figure out what mix 
of opportunity and outcomes is most appropriately their respective concern 
for the prospects of human betterment. 

Rawls's A Theory of Justice^^ is the touchstone for contemporary discus
sions of equality. He assumes that humans are equipped with two moral pow
ers—a sense of justice that he takes to be fairness and a conception of the 
good—as well as the capacity for reason.'^ Rawls argues that if persons were 
to construct a society from scratch, finding themselves in an hypothetical 
space he calls "the original position," they would choose equality in the as
signment of all rights and duties, and would hold that social and economic 
inequalities were just only if they resulted in compensating everyone, most 
especially the least advantaged members of society. They would be egalitar
ian regarding rights and concerned with the disadvantaged because "a veil of 
ignorance" would prevent them from knowing whether they were or would 
be disadvantaged. Thus their self-interest would prudently push them to as
sure that disadvantaged persons would be compensated or aided in the task 
of living, since they could find themselves disadvantaged once the veil of ig
norance were removed and their fate known. 

Each person in society, according to Rawls, would receive social primary 
goods that consist of "rights and liberties, powers and opportunities, in
come and wealth, as well as less tangible items that society can confer on 
individuals, such as self-respect. The list of social primary goods is not ex
haustible, because they are basically means that persons agree would aid 
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them in their pursuit of rational ends. But the outcome of the "original po
sition" is that "everyone has similar rights and duties, and income and 
wealth are evenly shared." Natural primary goods, such as "health and 
vigor, intelligence and imagination," are beyond the capacities of society 
to bestow upon its members, and can be sources for inequalities among 
persons. However, inequalities of wealth and power that arise are ac
ceptable if their existence improves the lot of everyone else. So, for in
stance, the extra income and power granted to the professions or to cap
tains of industry is justified if the exercise of their privileges or the rewards 
they receive result in increased aggregate wealth and well-being for all of 
society's members. 

"The general conception of justice," Rawls writes, "imposes no restrictions 
on what sort of inequalities are permissible; it only requires that everyone's 
position be improved.'"' Thus, for instance, society is not required to "try to 
even out handicaps as if all were expected to compete on a fair basis in the 
same race," but could be expected to "allocate resources in education ... so 
as to improve the long-term expectation of the least favored."'^ 

For Rawls, "undeserved" inequalities of birth and natural endowment do 
call for redress. Genuine "equality of opportunity," Rawls says, requires that 
"society must give more attention to those with fewer native assets and to 
those bom into less favorable social positions." These inequalities are to be 
"compensated for," by spending greater resources, for instance, "on the edu
cation of the less rather than the more intelligent." The object is: 

to regard the distribution of natural talents as a common asset and to share in 
the benefits of this distribution whatever it turns out to be. Those who have 
been favored by nature, whoever they are, may gain from their good fortune 
only on terms that improve the situation of those who have lost out. The nat
urally advantaged are not to gain merely because they are more gifted, but only 
to cover the costs of training and education and for using their endowments in 
ways that help the less fortunate as well. No one deserves his greater natural 
capacity nor merits a more favorable starting place in society. 

We live under a social contract,'® Rawls believes, that enjoins us to act 
with concern toward others. We do not need absolute economic and social 
equality, but we do need to assure that disadvantaged persons have access to 
equality of opportunity in obtaining that which is valuable in society. So, so
cially valuable positions in society, for instance, are "to be not only open in 
a formal sense, but that all should have a fair chance to attain them."'' Thus, 
following Rawls, one assures justice through faimess, and fairness is achieved 
by equality of opportunity, not equality per se. 
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Though artful in its design and execution, Rawls's position is not com
pletely satisfactory. Could we guarantee more equality per se? If we could, 
wouldn't it be better than simply assuring equality of opportunity? 

Ronald Dworkin's position as elaborated in Sovereign Virtue^° might offer 
some prospects for improvement. Once again, we have a hypothetical in
stance: In this case, a group of immigrants settle an unpopulated desert is
land. By using an auction, the settlers create a market in which the total re
sources of the island are divided equally. TTie results become final when every 
claim that is raised about the advantage of someone's resource bundle over 
that of another is satisfied, by swaps, trades, and other adjustments. In this 
way, the auction and its results pass what Dworkin terms "the envy test." An 
initial "equality of resources" is attained.^' 

Equality, by dint of people's different choices, efforts, and luck, cannot be 
sustained indefinitely. Inequalities inevitably arise. In contrast to positions 
that guarantee equality only at the initial distribution of resources, a stance 
Dworkin calls "the starting-gate theory of faimess," he argues that a society 
must undertake activities that periodically redistribute resources. People 
need protection from the effects of bad luck. Something like catastrophic in
surance could be established for conditions such as disease, disability, and 
handicap, as well as other conceivable misfortunes such as job or income loss 
that people as a society agreed to insure. The premiums would be redistrib
uted as resources to the insured victims. The income tax would be based in 
part on the hypothetical premiums people would pay for insurance agairist 
the various misfortunes, and thus resources would be redistributed on a con
tinuing basis.^^ He emphasizes, though, that it is important that tax rates not 
undercut some market allocations to individuals that are rewards based upon 
their superior effort and/or ability.^^ 

Dworkin believes that his concept of "equality of resources" is superior to 
Rawls's framework because it is more flexible and more attuned to individual 
needs. In contrast to Rawls's social primary goods, which are enumerated and 
agreed to in the hypothetical space of "the original position," Dworkin imag
ines a continuing process whereby people through the insurance process de
cide what needs should be valued and how much they should be valued. In
surance premiums are decided in a market where the value of compensations 
for a handicap, injury, or financial loss, and other needs that people value are 
being set in comparison with all other needs. Thus, people under Dworkin's 
scheme decide what Rawls's "social primary goods" should be. Dworkin also 
believes that his approach allows people to be treated as individuals who ad
dress their particular needs through the insurance mechanism. He argues that 
Rawls, in contrast, deals with individual needs only insofar as people are 
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members of disadvantaged groups. Thus, according to Dworkin, Rawls pro
vides only "flat equality" because primary goods are provided "without regard 
to differences in ambition, taste, occupation, or consumption, let alone dif
ferences in physical condition or handicap"—all of which Dworkin believes 
his scheme provides for.^"* 

Dworkin's proposal advances our interests here in important ways. First, he 
delivers resources continuously based upon people's needs and, importantly, a 
society's collective estimation of these needs and their remedies. While both 
Dworkin and Rawls offer resources as compensation for accidents of nature or 
birth, Dworkin's method is more direct. It offers affected individuals money 
with which to construct or reconstruct their lives; in contrast, Rawls offers 
public goods like education in recompense for disadvantages that persons as a 
group experience. More education, as we have seen above, is an answer Rawls 
provides to disadvantages such as poverty and racial discrimination. 

The indirectness of Rawls' method places him a bit more on the "equality 
of opportunity" side of the equation. Dworkin's directness places him more 
on the "equality of outcomes" side of things. People under Dworkin's scheme, 
I would argue, would have a better chance of receiving equal resources than 
they would with Rawls's program. Moreover, Dworkin with his insurance 
plan provides the space whereby people through markets collectively decide 
what should be indemnified and how much indemnities should be. Thus, 
markets perform something they do well—namely, set prices—while the 
state through the tax system seeks to spread the risks and assure compensa
tion in the widest possible manner. 

By now, the proposals of Amartya Sen should be familiar, as we have al
ready discussed them in part. For Sen, the goal is to strengthen people s ca
pabilities to function in ways that satisfy their goals for a good life. Sen's cen
tral insight is that people are differently capable of converting resources into 
satisfying lives, and thus the provision of equal resources will miss the mark 
for advancing equality. For one thing, there are the simple differences of sit
uation: A pregnant woman. Sen argues, may have to overcome disadvantages 
that a man of same age and income need not face. More resources may be 
necessary for her to achieve adequate functioning. A handicapped person 
may be greatly disadvantaged in converting her income into achievements 
she desires and, once more, additional resources may be necessary for her to 
achieve optimal functioning.^' Sen directly contrasts his approach with that 
of Rawls and Dworkin: 

a poor person's freedom from undernourishment would depend not only on 
her resources and primary goods (e.g., through the influence of income on the 
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ability to buy food), but also on her metabolic rates, gender, pregnancy, cli
matic environment, exposure to parasitic diseases, and so on. Of two persons 
with identical incomes and other primary goods and resources (as character
ized in the Rawlsian or Dworkinian frameworks), one may be entirely free to 
avoid undernourishment and the other not at all free to achieve this.^® 

People can be differently capable. Their "handicaps," or characteristics that 
promote relative disadvantage, can include their gender, geography, and de
gree of bodily integrity. They can also include the disadvantages of class, 
race, and caste membership.Each of these must be assessed in any given 
context, and remedies found that will improve people's capabilities. 

But, as the quotation above with its three references to freedom within 
the space of two sentences tells us, we need to address the importance to Sen 
of the concept. Why freedom? What does it mean to be "free from under
nourishment"? Isn't it enough to be nourished? By pressing the notion of free
dom, Sen is reflecting a desire he shares with Rawls and Dworkin that peo
ple remain able to choose how they wish to live. All of them are defending, 
and Sen in an explicit fashion, the freedom of a person to reject the suggested 
direction of others. Sen does not want to insist that people be compelled to 
live a certain way; he wants a person to have the capabilities to function in 
a manner she sees fit: 

A person's "capability" refers to the alternative combinations of functionings 
that are feasible for her to achieve. Capability is thus a kind of freedom: the 
substantive freedom to achieve alternative functioning combinations (or, less 
formally put, the freedom to achieve various lifestyles). For example, an afflu
ent person who fasts may have the same functioning achievement in terms of 
eating or nourishment as a destitute person who is forced to starve, but the first 
person does have a different "capability set" than the second (the first can 
choose to eat well and be well nourished in a way the second cannot).^® 

Freedom for Sen is both a means and an end: Its exercise enables people to 
be free to be something, and the experience of freedom is virtuous in and for 
itself.^' Rawls places freedom first, by ranking personal liberty ahead of the 
needs for equality.^® 

While Dworkin also prizes liberty, he believes that equality has priority. If 
there were equality of resources, something like true justice, as it were, then 
liberty would be an attribute of equality. It would share the property of a so
ciety that had divided itself justly, and was thus a "community of equal con
cern" in which both liberty and equality might flourish.^' But both he and 
Rawls harbor a second motive for prizing liberty: Both fear a society in which 
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there is in effect a disincentive to excel, to work hard, to do for oneself, and 
so forth. As we have seen above in the case of taxation, Dworkin is explicit 
about safeguarding the incentives as well as the rewards of work for those 
who do. Rawls as a general matter worries that the general efficiency of soci
ety will decline the degree to which persons with superior capabilities are dis
couraged from doing dieir utmost.^^ As we have seen above, Rawls wishes to 
socialize the result of people's talents as "common assets," the benefits of 
which can profit everyone. Sen, in contrast, believes that egalitarian policies 
that attempt to undo disadvantages based upon human differences have rel
atively few incentive problems, as compared with those that concern effort. 
The fear of "free riding" on the part of the disadvantaged, or the slacking of 
the advantaged, for that matter, is greatly reduced when fundamental gaps in 
equality are addressed.^^ 

Synthesizing Equality 
Our examination of the complexities of equality that began with a consider
ation of some of its facets and ended with analysis of its enlightened treat
ment by three prominent philosophers of equality leads us to draw several 
conclusions. 

First, a robust notion of equality, that is, achieving full economic, social, 
and political equality, is better. Rawls's reticence in this regard should not de
ter us. The fundamental question is. What other standard can we apply that 
would assure optimal functioning for all humans? Following Sen here, we 
want to provide equality of capabilities so that every person can achieve her 
human potential. Equality of opportunity as distinguished from equality of 
resources in this context is not a strong enough remedy to offset the in
equality created by birth and nature. 

Second, achieving equality requires distributing and redistributing re
sources. Remedies for social and political equalities require resources no less 
than do remedies for economic inequalities. With sufficient resources, peo
ple can plot their ways to more satisfying lives. Regarding our opposition of 
equality of opportunity to equality of outcomes, we shade toward outcomes, 
provided that we amend our notion to take into account both Dworkin's and 
Sen's accounts. Something of a melding of Dworkin's call for equality of re
sources with Sen's insistence on measuring those resources in terms of their 
capability of enhancing people's freedom to achieve a good life seems war
ranted. 

Third, political equality is a dimension of equality no less important than 
either economic or social equality. From Rawls's notions of the binding social 
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contract and society "as a cooperative venture for mutual advantage,to 
Dworkin's insistence on "equal concern" as the bedrock of any state,and fi
nally to Sen's belief that individual freedom is just as much an end for itself 
as it is a means,we can see how deeply entangled the realities of economic 
and political equality are. Mutual advantage, equal concern, and freedom to 
become a fully fiinctional person all require a fundamental equality among all 
participating in the running of society. 

An Answer to "Yes, but. . 
Kurt Vonnegut, in the short story "Harrison Bergeron," describes a future 
world, the year 2081 to be exact, in which all talented people must be 
handicapped so that those who are handicapped can be made equal. Bal
lerinas toting around bags of birdshot and hiding their beauty behind 
masks, highly intelligent persons with implanted radio transmitters that 
block novel and creative thoughts, mellifluous speakers made to stutter— 
these were among the persons whose lives were circumscribed on orders of 
a "Handicapper General," whose job consisted in making everyone per
force equal by handicapping the talented. The environment they live in is 
totalitarian. The protagonist, Harrison, is shot dead after refusing to sub
mit to his handicapping. His parents, watching his execution live on tel
evision, cannot cry because they cannot remember what they saw. Their 
short-term memories had been handicapped, leaving them incapable of 
sadness. 

A fine mess! Is this what happens when one takes equality seriously? As 
one friend put it to me, it isn't a good idea to allow the mediocre easy access 
to the reins of power throughout the institutions of society. Merit should be 
rewarded with money, power, and prestige, and thus, given the uneven dis
tribution of talents, inequality is inevitable. Another friend objected: If in
equality makes the world better for everyone, then who cares if there is in
equality? 

These are terrific objections, and you might agree with one or the other 
points. But there are counters. Taking the first, that merit should be re
warded, finds support in the work of Rawls and Sen that we have discussed 
above. Meritorious people help improve society as a whole, Rawls argued, 
and should not be discouraged from doing so by limiting their freedom. Sen 
also believed that people should be free to choose whether and how they use 
their capabilities. Fair enough. While the life paths that people choose, those 
personal vocations we spoke of above, should never suffer abridgement, the 
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compensations owed the meritorious need not be limitless. If, to achieve 
equality, some of the surplus they generate is redistributed via taxes, for in
stance, this is a relative rather than an absolute deprivation of their fi-ee-
doms. Unlike Harrison Bergeron's fate, no one's fundamental freedom to be
come the person she strives to be is extinguished. It is meretricious, it seems 
to me, not to recognize the plain difference between redistributing a portion 
of a reward and abridging a fundamental freedom. 

The second objection—who cares about inequality if everyone can be 
made better off—poses what I think to be a long-term impossibility. It seems 
highly unlikely to me that everyone can be made better off, and that they can 
stay better off, without equality. Persons whose resources make them equal or 
who by the social redistribution of resources become equal can defend equal
ity as a value that in their own self-interest is worth keeping. Without equal
ity, what are the prospects for defense of the transfer anew of resources from 
the better off to the disadvantaged? Granted, societies make decisions to 
remedy the problems of disadvantage, and this provides us with reasons for 
supposing they will do so again. But unless the objective is equality, and un
less significant equality is achieved, those gains are not only not assured, but 
can be fleeting. People need the capacities that equality can provide to de
fend themselves and their own life choices. Unfortunately, societies not ded
icated to achieving equality easily countenance inequality and become com
placent to its consequences. 

This rejoinder to a "yes, but. . ." argument may not yet have eased your 
qualms about valuing equality. You are invited in the next chapter to com
pare equality with other value frameworks that can orient our economic 
choices, and see if it is not the better option. Then observe whether the con
sequences of the proposals based upon equality set out in the remainder of 
the book are better alternatives than the ones we make now. 
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If we suppose that our values orient our actions, then it is important that we 
place them under greater and more demanding scrutiny. Much depends 
upon how we interpret them and how we connect them to the empirical 
world. This is because values differ less in their formal meaning than in their 
specification through use. It is how we use them, in other words, that finally 
matters. 

The value of equality advocated here is certainly not an especially novel 
choice, as it has been one of the well-known products of liberal thinking 
since the European Enlightenment. Yet it acquires its particular edge, its par
ticular stimulus to thought and action, when we consider what we would do 
differently in the world in light of believing in it. 

This chapter is an attempt to compare equality in its three dimensions 
with other value frameworks that are currently available as guides to our ac
tions. We fake a look at the value commitments of three diverse, yet sympa
thetic accounts. The first is offered by Thomas Friedman in The Lexus and the 
Olive Tree: Understanding Globalization,^ a U.S. best seller that offers a clear 
picture of what globalization is coming to mean in our lives and suggests the 
values that are associated with its rise. The other two frameworks to be ex
amined consist of extended policy statements by the World Bank and the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) in which their value 
commitments are made readily available for analysis. We will compare each 
of them to the value of equality in two ways. First, we look at the assump
tions underlying the value commitments themselves and compare them with 
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those we make here. Second, we directly compare the values to determine 
what they imply for action. 

The Technological Revolution and New Global Values 
Friedman's The Lexus and the Olive Tree provides a compelling portrait of how 
the globalized economy is dramatically altering everyday life. The techno
logical revolution in information processing has accelerated the growth since 
World War 11 of a unified, virtually instantaneous world market fueled by tril
lions of dollars in capital seeking the highest possible returns. It is a destroyer 
of traditional worlds as well as a conveyor of a new culture that emanates di
rectly from economic processes now flowing freely through international cir
cuits of technology, finance, and data. These tumultuous flows of money, in
formation, and goods, in Friedman's words, "democratize" the societies they 
touch, by which he means that people from all walks of life in highly strati
fied, unequal societies gain access for the first time to the technological 
levers of their liberation. As people become empowered with goods, infor
mation, and contact with worlds outside their own, Friedman believes that 
their societies face the choice of adapting to a U.S. style of life or of being 
left behind world economic development. 

Successful societies find ways to adopt the values that spring directly from 
the processes and prosperity of the new economy without obliterating local 
customs that provide peoples with familiar local identities. Peoples, accord
ing to Friedman, absorb influences that fit, reject those that don't, and com
partmentalize those that can be enjoyed without having to change. The de
mocratization of business, however, leads to political liberalization and 
eventually to democracy per se. The leader of political reforms will not be a 
James Madison, as was the case for the United States, or an Andrei 
Sakharov, in the case of the former Soviet Union. The engine of change, as 
Friedman puts it, will be Merrill Lynch.^ 

Describing himself as a social democrat, however, Friedman believes that 
every society should provide its citizens with a social safety net designed to cush
ion the blows of rapid social and economic change. Globalization, as Friedman 
notes, kicks up plenty of resistance among those who are poor or who are losing 
out in the struggle for dieir piece of the new economy. These "used-to-bes" in
clude the middle and lower-middle classes of capitalist market societies who 
have lost their safety nets or who find themselves unprotected in the new era of 
open economies and stepped-up international competition. According to Fried
man, they need to adapt to the cyclonic nature and pace of economic change 
by becoming more engaged with the new technological revolution. 
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The value commitments Friedman makes derive from his belief that glob
alization, accelerated by technological revolution, brings with it its own val
ues. They include what he sees as the values of free markets, such as open
ness, greater efficiency, and greater rationality. For instance, in describing the 
causes of the 1997-98 Asian economic crisis, he argues that Asian countries 
lacked "a basic feel and understanding of how real free markets, and a free-
market based society, work—that they are not run by the arbitrary judgments 
of individuals, but by the anonymous working out of every value judgment in 
the marketplace."^ The market itself is a primary virtue. 

So, too, is democracy. The spread of the global economy newly invigorated 
by the "three democratizations" of technology, finance, and information brings 
about changes in society that add up to greater democracy in all its institutions, 
but most especially those of firms and governments. Globalization and democ
racy form a virtuous dyad, one spurring the development of the other. 

If we step back a bit and examine Friedman's claims, we can notice sev
eral things. First, a sort of technocratic bias is at work. Friedman believes that 
the market is a kind of technical arbiter of human progress: What works in it 
must be a necessary harbinger of human social evolution. Thus, the progres
sive development of the market is synonymous with greater human progress. 

The market, in the case of this current surge of globalization, is propelled 
by a microelectronic technology that radically increases the spread of infor
mation, and which, when coupled with communication via media such as 
the Internet, cannot help but increase democratic access and participation. 
For example, Friedman predicts that China will have a free press because 
"China's leaders simply can't control and monitor their bursting free markets 
. . . without the other institutions that must go with free markets—from an 
effective Securities and Exchange Commission to a free and responsible press 
backed by the rule of law.'"* 

Second, the values and institutions propagated by globalization turn out 
to be those endemic to the experience of the United States. Friedman is not 
shy about it: The United States stands at the pinnacle of world progress. Bal
ancing the radical innovations of markets with everyday life is: 

what Afnerica, at its best, is all about. America at its best takes the needs of 
markets, individuals and communities all utterly seriously. And that's why 
America, at its best, is not just a country. It's a spiritual value and role model.' 

There is no sense in which Friedman imagines variations on the American 
formula for nations becoming rapidly globalized; as noted above, straightfor
ward replication is his watchword. 
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Third, his conception of democracy is less than fiill. As we have seen7 he 
imagines democracy as consisting of a voice in the marketplace, at the office, 
and in the voting bood:i. Though, to his credit, he argues that democracy means 
more than simply political elections, he nonetheless, once again, treats the 
United States as the paragon of democratic values. To a critic, this poses the 
question of how effective one considers democracy in the United States. As he 
points out, globalization brings on a "winner take all" system of material rewards 
that creates ever greater social inequalities in the United States. He notes, as we 
have in an earlier chapter, how the rich are getting richer and the poor poorer, 
citing with concern how die United States had 170 billionaires in 1998, even 
as income for die poorest one-fifth of the population dropped 21 percent be
tween 1979 and 1995, adjusted for inflation.® If democracy in the United States 
were really effective, would social inequalities of this sort, involving significant 
portions of the country's population, be tolerable? 

Let us turn now to confronting Friedman's value commitments with those 
advocated here. When speaking in the previous chapter about political 
equality, we stressed how it need be effective rather than merely formal. That 
Friedman can lionize the United States while countenancing the alarming 
social and economic inequalities he himself notes suggests that he possesses 
a different notion of democracy than one that might follow our concept of 
political equality. If our democracy rested upon the effective representation 
of all concerned, then the kinds of significant economic and social disad
vantages Friedman accepts as normal wouldn't be. Or, put another way, our 
notion of political equality would entail finding a democracy that is striving 
to eliminate the disadvantages of birth and nature. 

Something of the same could be said with respect to our valuing economic 
equality. Friedman accepts as an inevitable consequence of globalization that 
intensive social differentiation will increase, both within and between coun
tries, "as some choose prosperity, get wired, become shapers and adopt the 
habits of effective countries, and others do not."' Once more, Friedman be
lieves that the market should be maximally freed up from government super
vision so it can provide opportunity. Where there are "market failures" in 
reaching the poor, states should provide disadvantaged groups and commu
nities with access to capital for investment in new businesses. Workers in 
transition from one job to another or from one field of employment to an
other should be given job-training grants. And finally, traditional social 
safety nets, which in the United States include social security. Medicare, 
Medicaid, food stamps, and welfare, are needed "to catch those who simply 
will never be fast enough or educated enough to deal with the Fast World, 
but who you don't want just falling onto the pavement."® 
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Friedman, in other words, offers a palliative, opportunity and protection, 
for those who fall on the wrong side of the inequality divide, instead of strate
gies that prize achieving equality. 

Moreover, there is something particularly disempowering about Fried
man's scenario for the world's future. People in their states, regions, and lo
calities are given a choice of adapt or decline. The swirling, engulfing pools 
of capital flow toward those providing rewards to investors whom he calls 
"the Electronic Herd," and on terms investors understand and prefer. Ignor
ing investors' wishes and their rules is to call down a capital strike on one
self, a futile gesture when survival in a globalized economy depends on trade, 
commerce and, most important, the capital of others. His advice is direct, 
and nothing if not candid: "[E]ither run with the Electronic Herd and live by 
its rules or run alone and live by your own rules but accept the fact that you 
are going to have less access to capital, less access to technology and ulti
mately a lower standard of living for your people."' 

The task of states, regions, and localities is not greater political equality 
but rather to provide a suitable macroeconomic climate in which capital can 
flourish. This means that they perform public services efficiently and do so 
without running up the public bill and thereby burdening private capital. In 
fact, they should learn how to do those regulatory tasks that facilitate capital 
accumulation by enforcing the law against economic malefactors and assur
ing transparency and the rule of law in all commercial transactions. In other 
words, states, regions, and localities are being asked to conform to a univer
sal international standard that is being set outside of them by the forces of 
global capital. 

The difficulty with this position is that the "universal standard" envisioned 
by Friedman is in fact a particular set of norms that reflect the interests of only 
one group of persons in societies composed of many, many more groups. What 
are the interests of the others? How are they to be actualized in this accom
modation to big capital? Friedman's only reply can be that the effects of in
vestment will indirectly serve the interests of the others in the form of in
creased economic activity and, presumably, employment opportunities—the 
"trickle down" effect once more. Confronted with the demands of equality, it 
is an insufficient, even inappropriate, response. 

In sum, Friedman's account, as he acknowledges, lies close to the inter
section between neoliberalism and social democracy that has been occupied 
over the past decade by forces such as the Clinton administration and Tony 
Blair's Labor Party in the United Kingdom. As such, it bears many of the 
same virtues and faults. It is virtuous because it offers a realistic analysis of 
what globalization as a new international discipline means for all involved. 
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It identifies the forces of global capital as the antagonists of local democracy 
and of efforts to achieve equality because it costs something. It is flawed be
cause it makes the capitalist market the highest value and assumes, albeit 
with minor repairs by a safety-net-providing state, that its operations will 
bring on prosperity for all. 

Planning to End Poverty 
"Our dream is a world free of poverty." This slogan found on the outside 
cover of every World Bank Development Report perhaps best describes 
the mission of one of the most important development agencies in the 
world. Since the end of World War II, the World Bank has been the prin
cipal international agency dispensing multilateral development loans and 
assistance from the rich countries to the poor. Its annual World Develop
ment Report is among the most important documents written on eco
nomic development today. It describes in great detail the economic and 
social state of the world in a manner that is helpful to the expert and 
layperson alike. Policy prescriptions are offered that should give every 
thoughtful reader pause. Over the past decade, the World Bank has ex
pressed the neoliberal view of how the world can overcome the chronic 
problems of capitalism through greater involvement of peoples in markets. 
Since the head of the World Bank is by custom nominated by the United 
States, it is of no surprise that its line during the 1990s was in concert with 
that of the Clinton administration. The World Bank's answers, whether 
they be private corporations building sewers in poor countries or polluting 
rich countries buying rights to pollute permits from poor countries, are 
more market-driven capitalism. 

At the World Bank, process is policy. It advocates a "comprehensive de
velopment framework" that serves as "both a planning and a management 
tool for coordinating ... a holistic approach to development" for each na
tion.'" The framework envisions a process whereby consultations between a 
state, the private sector, nongovernmental organizations, and other actors in 
civil society result in the articulation of a common vision of national needs 
and solutions that all can support. The plan, identified "as a compass, not a 
blueprint," is intended to balance social with macroeconomic concerns and 
to focus on four areas of development—structural, human, physical, and sec
toral. Structural elements include goals such as honest government, as well 
as strong personal and property rights. The human development area high
lights the importance of universal primary education and access to secondary 
education and health services. Physical development centers on the provi-



Comparing Values 77 

sion of efficient infrastnicture, from sewers to mass transit systems. Finally, 
the World Bank advocates adoption of rural and urban sector development 
strategies that facilitate private investment.'' 

The plan is unavoidably bureaucratic. The World Bank is in the business 
of disbursing loans and advice to poor countries, and thus has its own crite
ria for how to analyze a problem or design a solution. As such, the plan re
flects values that are important to bureaucrats, such as the reduction of 
unique aspects of a phenomenon to certain universal descriptions and the use 
of a prescribed methodology for the documentation of a particular situation. 
Because the plan itself forms part of the "contract" between bank and lender, 
it takes on importance equal to—and, in some cases, greater—than the 
planning process itself.'^ 

Moreover, one cannot forget that the World Bank itself is an instrument 
of foreign policy for the rich nations. Prevailing economic nostrums at any 
given time—take the case of the so-called Washington consensus view of 
how poor countries could put their economies aright that prevailed among 
Reagan administration-influenced elites during the 1980s at the World 
Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the U.S. Department of the 
Treasury, discussed earlier in this book—become planning imperatives for 
World Bank officials who set the agendas for loan negotiations. The priority 
of human development factors such as education and health care in the 
World Bank's framework during the 1990s reflected the Clinton-era consen
sus that investments in the "human capital" of poor countries would acceler
ate economic growth. The George W. Bush administration (2000-2004) has 
renewed emphasis on "hard-targeted" grants and loans designed to increase 
the productivity of labor in poor countries, rather than devoting resources to 
the "softer" human capital projects of education and health care. 

These concerns of any of the decades or of the changing Washington elite, 
voiced by the powerful in negotiations with the needy, have certain impact 
on the plans of poor communities, regions, and states. Pet policy prescrip
tions become so-called conditions, or riders on loan agreements that obligate 
local officials to undertake specific kinds of actions.'^ Proposals are solicited 
for policy ideas that have caught the fancy of the elites rather than having 
emerged from the planning activities of local people. A whole nomenclature 
is invented and adopted by persons at all levels of interest to describe local 
problems. Indeed, local problems only "count," or are found worthy of close 
attention, if they can be redescribed successfully in the changing interna
tional argot. 

So, we are learning an important lesson as we compare the value of equal
ity advocated here with those discussed immediately below, advocated by the 
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World Bank. "Who" has particular values is as important as "what" the val
ues are. Inescapably for the World Bank as a bureaucratic institution and as 
a foreign policy instrument of rich countries, the production and execution 
of a "plan" becomes a value in itself. I would argue it is a more fundamentally 
important value than others that the World Bank identifies as important for 
its mission, because it underlies any particular value set that the World Bank 
identifies from year to year and decade to decade. How much the World 
Bank's newfound "values" approach to eliminating poverty is vitiated by its 
nature and its obligations is a highly relevant question that we must keep in 
mind below. 

For the World Bank believes in values too. In fact, in Attacking Poverty: 
World Development Report, 2000-2001, the World Bank identifies three val
ues fundamental to its war on poverty: opportunity, empowerment, and se
curity.In addition to eliminating poverty, the World Bank believes that op
portunity, empowerment, and security have intrinsic value for poor people. 
That is, the well-being of poor people improves when they are the main
springs of action.'' 

Opportunity depends upon accelerating economic growth that is gener
ated in turn by expanding markets. Liberalizing trade, shrinking the size of 
the state, and deregulating markets, among other reforms, are recom
mended. Also important is the redistribution of resources for education and 
health care so that they reach poor people. This formula amounts to com
bining two decades of development thinking, "market-firiendly" macroeco
nomic reforms envisioned in the Washington consensus of the 1980s with 
the Clinton-era concerns for enhancing human capital through education 
and health reforms. 

Can opportunity, expressed in these terms, bring greater economic equal
ity, thus satisfying one dimension of our value requirements? In the case of the 
macroeconomic reforms, evidence gathered by the World Bank itself suggests 
the answer is no. The poor benefit as much as anyone else firom these re
forms—but not more. The gap between rich and poor remains the same in so
cieties that have successfully implemented the elements of the Washington 
consensus. As the World Bank notes: 

Cross-country evidence suggests that macroeconomic reforms on average have 
had little effect on income distribution. For example, recent studies have ex
amined the impact of market-friendly policies—^such as openness to intema-
tional trade, low inflation, a moderate-size government, and strong rule of 
law—on the incomes of poor people in a large cross-country sample. The find
ings: these policies on average benefit poor people as much as anyone else.'^ 
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So just getting the economic "big picture" right by balancing budgets, priva
tizing basic industries and services, and lowering tariffs and other barriers to 
trade—all part of the Washington consensus advocated by the United States 
and other rich countries as the cost of further developmental aid support— 
will affect the poor no more positively than the rich. These measures do not 
reduce economic inequality. The poor can become less poor, but not less 
unequal.'' 

Moreover, the World Bank's faith in the underlying process of economic 
growth, by its own analysis, would seem misplaced. As the World Bank 
notes: "Many studies show that on average there is no systematic relation
ship across countries between growth and summary statistics of income in
equality such as the Gini coefficient.'"® In other words, greater equality can
not be achieved solely by revving the engines of economic growth. 

Perhaps resorting to the emphasis on expanding access to education and 
health care for the poor would put the World Bank back on the road to greater 
equality. If poor people received an adequate education and good health care, 
their life chances would be substantially improved. Better-educated people 
have healthier, better-fed children and higher crop yields, for instance.'® In 
the United States, the more education one receives beyond a high school de
gree, the more likely one finds oneself with a "middle-class" income. 

The trouble is that education and health opportunities are not equally dis
tributed in most societies, precisely as a consequence of inequalities between 
rich and poor in the first place. "Public spending on education and health is 
not progressive but is frequently regressive," the World Bank notes.^° In fact, 
the World Bank's 2000-01 report shows that in eighteen of twenty-one poor 
countries for which there are data, the lowest one-fifth of the population re
ceives less than 20 percent of their states' educational expenditures. The 
same is true of health expenditures: comparable data show that in eight of 
twelve countries reported, the poor received less than 20 percent of public 
health spending. The accounts of individual countries show the depths to 
which these inequalities can sink. In Nepal, for instance, the richest 20 per
cent of the population receives four times as much public education spend
ing as the poorest 20 percent. In Ghana, the richest one-fifth of the popula
tion receives nearly three times the public health monies received by the 
poorest one-fifth.^' 

The culprit is the relationship between the rich and the state, as the World 
Bank rather obliquely acknowledges: "States generally mirror the unequal po
litical structure they are founded on, and government action often reflects 
this."^^ It might have added "unequal social structure" as well, because eco
nomic and social inequalities usually form the base for political inequalities. 
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The existence of significant inequalities between rich and poor regarding 
education and health expenditures in poor countries means that any reform 
program is in reality a remedial program to redress inequities rather than 
provide additional opportunities. And it suggests symptomatically what is 
true for the value of opportunity with respect to the poor majorities in poor 
countries—and no few rich ones as well: Namely, strategies based upon 
valuing opportunity are insufficiently powerful to address the vast existing 
inequalities one finds. Valuing equality instead identifies the value that is 
the master key to finding solutions. 

With empowerment, the World Bank seeks to provide poor people with 
the abilities to change their fates. It seeks to assure "the choice and imple
mentation of public actions that are responsive to the needs of poor peo-
ple."^^ The World Bank advocates a state structure that is honest, ideally de
centralized to the maximum extent possible, with legal systems that are 
accessible to poor people and provide equal protection under the law for all.^"* 
Beyond access and participation, empowerment for the World Bank means 
democracy: 

Democracy—both representative and participatory—^is a good in itself. . . . 
Democratic process must permeate all major levels of decision-making.... Cit
izens must be given systematic access to information so that they can hold their 
civil servants and politicians accountable. . . . Strong civil society organiza
tions can promote the political empowerment of poor people.^' 

Democratic decisioris, accountability, and a resilient civil society are crucial 
to the World Bank's recipe. 

The World Bank also argues for decentralization of some of the powers of 
government to local decision-makers. The rationale is that moving a pro
gram closer to its users helps assure accountability and can lower the costs of 
delivering a service. It also helps build the social infrastructure necessary for 
a vibrant civil society.^^ 

However, even in reasonably democratic milieus, the World Bank fears 
that poor people may find themselves voiceless. Social barriers such as dis
crimination on the basis of gender, ethnicity, race, religion, or social status 
often exclude poor people from the market and lock them into "poverty 
traps."^' Gender discrimination, the World Bank finds, is particularly insidi
ous as it occurs in the very building block of social life: the household. Affir
mative action consisting of programs and policies of special assistance to 
women and other historically disadvantaged groups, the World Bank be
lieves, is often necessary to combat discrimination.^® 
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There is much to admire in the value the World Bank places on empow
erment. The extension of its meaning to include universal democratic 
process is consistent with our own valuation. The acknowledgment of struc
tural inequalities that prevent people from becoming empowered and the call 
for targeted affirmative action are also highly compatible with the emphasis 
here. There is also a refreshing sense of realism when the World Bank can
didly admits that more privileged groups in a society often hijack the demo
cratic process and put it to their own ends, and once more concedes that a 
nation's legal system is typically constructed in ways that favor the rich and 
powerful.^' 

Nonetheless, there are points of important divergence, if one advocates, 
as we do, effective political equality. First, there is a persistent tendency to
ward proceduralism on the part of the World Bank's treatment of democracy, 
rather than an evaluation of democracy on the basis in part of its results. Can 
a democratic process be said to be effective if the structure, large or small, 
acts against the interests of the majority? Having a voice is not a strong 
enough criterion. Materially affecting the life circumstances of a majority of 
persons in a positive way redresses the problem of how one knows whether a 
really effective democracy exists or not. 

Second, the World Bank's call for decentralization, while once again laud
able, prompts a question about the extent to which it countenances the devo
lution of political power. For instance, health and education service fimding, 
job creation programs, community-run schools, as well as community plarming 
of the sort carried out in Porto Alegre, Brazil, all receive favorable mention. 
Economic efficiency in terms of lower costs of service delivery, better data re
trieval for estimating program effectiveness—^bureaucratic criteria, in short— 
weigh heavily in the World Bank's endorsement of decentralization. Suppose 
it were to discover that local control and delivery of a service, say a maternal 
education program, was found to be more expensive handled locally. Would it 
still favor decentralization? Suppose more radical proposals to effectively sever 
regions from states were put forward. What would be the World Bank's re
sponse to a break in the chain of responsibility that leads from the local 
through the national, and to the consultant role of the World Bank itself? 

The reason for placing these hypothetical questions into discussion here is 
to raise the issue of whether one can highly value democracy simply as em
powerment. Can people have an effective democratic process without the 
freedom to match their needs with their desires in a manner whereby their 
choices have direct impact on their world? If one values political equality in 
the robust sense as described above, then one would find the World Bank's 
formulation wanting. 
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The World Bank's high valuation of security seems eminently sensible at 
the outset. In convincing fashion, the World Bank argues: "Reducing 
vulnerability—to economic shocks, natural disasters, ill health, disability, 
and personal violence—is an intrinsic part of enhancing well-being and en
courages investment in human capital and in higher-risk, higher-return ac
tivities."^® It is important to note that the World Bank gives two reasons for 
reducing vulnerability—one to enhance well-being, and another to improve 
the operation of markets. It argues that safety nets should be constructed for 
poor people in poor countries, not unlike those that exist in rich countries. 
"The tools" of securing security "include health insurance, old age assistance 
and pensions, unemployment insurance, workfare programs, social funds, 
microfinance programs, and cash transfers."^' In short, security means wel
fare states for poor countries, and the World Bank is persuasive that the 
need for them is dire. It notes how only 16 percent of the world labor 
force—less than 10 percent in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa—has old 
age pension coverage of any sort.^^ It points out how the absence of income 
or its equivalent in health insurance is directly correlated with vulnerabil
ity to medical epidemics like AIDS and tuberculosis. The World Bank also 
argues that harvest failures are human catastrophes for poor people, while 
farmers in rich countries rely on technologies such as irrigation, pesticides, 
and disease-resistant varieties of seeds, as well as direct government support, 
for survival in lean times.^^ 

The World Bank's focus on security reflects its adoption of Amartya Sen's 
conception of poverty as a deprivation in well-being. Quoting directly from 
Sen's Development and Freedom, the World Bank acknowledges its reliance on 
Sen's view of poverty as severely restricting what he calls "the capabilities 
that a person has, that is, the substantive freedoms he or she enjoys to lead 
the kind of life he or she values."^'' As noted in earlier chapters, the account 
offered here is also deeply influenced by Sen. Consequently, the degree to 
which our view and that of the World Bank's are congruent in this respect is 
not surprising. 

Instead of adding security to our value of equality, however, I would argue 
that we treat security as one of those capabilities that arise in the course of 
people pursuing economic, social, and political equality. Achieving greater 
security for those without it would seem to be one of the principal tasks of 
the pursuit of equality, and one of those areas of concern we address when ex
ploring economic alternatives. The reason for subordinating security to 
equality is that equality is a larger, more inclusive concept that implies a 
more thorough or maximal redistribution of resources. In contrast, security 
has more to do with the provision of minima such as a durable safety net of 
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welfare to which all should have equal access. Our job, however, would not 
be complete if we settled for welfare minima. 

Consider the following scenario. Suppose it were possible to establish an 
old age pension in all poor countries, equal in proportion regardless of sex. 
This would surely meet the burden of valuing security, but would it meet 
the demands of equality? The latter, I think, demands more. For instance, 
old age pensions might have to be structured so as to compensate women 
in those societies where their access to resources prior to retirement was re
stricted when compared with that of men. Equality, in other words, requires 
additional effort to secure justice than does security. In our usage here, it 
presupposes not simply equality of opportunity, but an effort after equality 
of outcome. 

Lessening Globalization's Impact 
The United Nations Development Programme wants a globalization that 
works for people. It argues that: 

The challenge of globalization in the new century is not to stop the expansion 
of global markets. The challenge is to find the rules and institutions for 
stronger governance—local, national, regional, and global-—to preserve the 
advantages of global markets and competition, but also to provide enough 
space for human, community and environmental resources to ensure that glob
alization works for people—not just profits.^' 

This remedy—a globalization that works for people and not simply profits— 
is a kind of populist version of the World Bank's neoliberal stance. Put simply, 
while the World Bank embraces the advance of the market, the UNDP is 
more wary of its potential to wreak havoc on persons and communities. It is 
populist because the underlying belief of its program is that "we, the people"— 
that is, all of us—^have the same interest in making globalization more hu
mane. Yet, when its rhetoric contraposes a globalization for people and not 
just profits, it is acknowledging that some, notably those who benefit from the 
workings of capitalism, might choose profit over the needs and interests of 
people who don't. 

Its wariness of the market is observable in its statements of the new threats 
posed by globalization. Rising human insecurity due to financial volatility 
and economic turmoil endangers jobs and incomes. Also part of the rising in
security for the UNDP are the dangers posed by AIDS, a monocultural as op
posed to a multicultural world, environmental degradation, and the decline 
in personal safety due to crime and the political instability of states. The 
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UNDP fears that the Information technologies driving globalization will 
marginalize the poor and increase their number; greater inequality between 
and within nations is anticipated. It is also apprehensive that the caring 
labors of persons that support fundamental social structures such as house
holds will be squeezed out by the actions of competitive labor markets and 
the neoliberal withdrawal of state support for families.^® 

As the quotation above indicates, the UNDP is very concerned about 
governance. Global governance, by focusing almost exclusively on eco
nomic growth and financial stability, suffers from too narrow a scope. More
over, such economic coordination and burden sharing that occurs takes 
place among the rich industrialized countries at the cost of further margin
alizing poor countries. It calls for a reinvention of global governance that 
commits itself to global ethics and human rights; human well-being as an 
end with open markets and economic growth as the means; respect for na
tional diversity; and accountability of all the governing actors. A more co
herent and more democratic global governance system is needed for the 
twenty-first century.^' 

The UNDP sets forth six values that should orient our actions in the on
going rush of globalization. They include ethics, equity, inclusion, human se
curity, sustainability, and development. They are stated in such a way that 
having fewer violations of each is a desirable outcome. Thus, having fewer 
violations of human rights is equivalent to having more ethics in the world. 
Likewise, less income disparity within and between nations means more eq
uity, and so on.^® 

Having more or less of something creates the possibilities for measure
ment. The metric used by the UNDP called the Human Development Index 
was invented by Amartya Sen as a means of measuring the overall capabili
ties of people in every society to live a fulfilling life. It assigns numbers or 
scores that reflect national levels of aduh literacy, life expectancy, school en
rollments, as well as per capita income expressed in terms of purchasing 
power parity with the U.S. dollar. The numbers, combined and rationalized 
proportionally, yield an index that includes human accomplishments as well 
as income levels.^' 

Though Sen himself is critical of utilitarian views of human betterment, as 
represented in the expression "the most good for the most people, the in
dex of which he is author, when expressed in the more-or-less terms of the 
UNDP, takes on a utilitarian character. Thus, the index shares in part die 
problem of missing important dimensions in human differences by seeking av
erage or aggregate measures of success in strengthening capabilities. 
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However, regarding the specific values proposed in the UNDP report, we 
find some sympathetic choices. To substitute the positive for the UNDP's neg
ative characterization of its values, we find much in common with the organi
zation's call for more human rights, more equity within and between societies, 
more inclusion of marginalized peoples, more human security, a more sustain
able environment, and development that reduces poverty and deprivation. 

But there is a significant difference in meaning between "more equity," to 
put the UNDP position affirmatively, and the value of equality. More equity 
is more elastic than is equality; that is, many more conditions would satisfy 
the state of more equity than would approximate equality. Equality, in this 
sense, is a more restrictive concept and envisions the substantial removal of 
inequalities of the sort we have discussed above. One knows when that job is 
finished. How does one know when one is finished with more equity? 

Let us take up the others. Inclusion is a worthwhile value, but it can be 
subsumed under equality. One is not equal if one is not included in the mix 
of societies, as well as in their rewards and resources. Hence, working on 
equality should wear down barriers of exclusion. The same would be true of 
more human rights. One cannot have equality without a political equality of 
rights. Also valuing democracy, as argued above, entails the exercise of equal 
rights and access, as well as the elimination of poverty and deprivation. 

Still remaining for consideration is the value of sustainability. In the 
UNDP's view, it stands for less environmental destruction, or put positively 
here, for more environmentally sustainable living. This is a highly appropri
ate stance, but, I would argue, one that should not be expressed as a value, 
but as a limiting condition on the solutions we propose in eliminating all 
forms of inequality. I will have more to say about sustainability in the pages 
below. 

Values Compared 
After a careful comparison of the value of equality proposed here with those 
proposed by Thomas Friedman, the World Bank, and the UNDP, we have 
tried to show how a single-minded pursuit of equality can yield the same and 
often better results that the other formulas discussed here. But, now we must 
face the question: Can economies be run well enough with equality as their 
guide, or are the values that brought us all of this inequality the only ones 
that can support viable economies? The short answer is that equality will do 
quite well, but we will need to show how it can do as well as the existing ori
entations to which we cling. 
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C H A P T E R  S I X  
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Putting Values into Economies 

Thus far, I have tried to show that valuing equality can enhance human 
flourishing, and that it is a superior choice to other value frameworks against 
which it can be compared. I have implied that the value of equality should 
modify how we do things economically or change the economic outcomes so 
that human well-being is enhanced. This means that either we must change 
the way capitalism works, or successfully blunt its impact in ways that dra
matically improve people's lives. 

One important argument stands in the way. It is the belief that if capital
ist economies are to succeed, they need one tried-and-true set of values with 
which to orient the economic activities of people. The implication is that if 
societies don't have or replicate a particular set of values, their economies are 
destined to fail. In contrast, we will show that there are already a number of 
different sets of value orientations operating in contemporary capitalist 
economies that are achieving at least average or modest success in the world. 

There Is No "One Best" Value Orientation 
There is no "one best" value battery that is needed to produce a satisfactory 
economy. A variety of values motivate and shape reasonably functioning 
economies in this capitalist world of ours. The arguments for the "right val
ues" have become popular once again in our discussions of how to make 
economies grow. During the 1960s and 1970s, they were grouped under the 
general rubric of modernization theory. In brief, proponents believed that 
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there were certain cultural preconditions or sentiments that people in the 
West and Japan had and that newly industrializing countries needed for suc
cessful economic development. Walt Rostow, one of the theory's most im
portant proponents, imaginatively summarizes from the historical record of 
the West how these new ideas about life and progress enabled whole societies 
to economically "take off": 

The idea spreads not merely that economic progress is possible, but that eco
nomic progress is a necessary condition for some other purpose, judged to be 
good: be it national dignity, private profit, the general welfare, or a better life 
for the children. .. . New types of enterprising men come forward . .. willing 
to mobilize savings and to take risks in pursuit of profit or modernization.' 

These visions, transformed into ambitions, finally become values. The mod
ernization paradigm, perhaps best expressed when formalized by Talcott Par
sons into what he called "pattern variables," was essentially a list of the val
ues a modernizing society must have in order to succeed economically. They 
included prizing achievement over ascription, universalism over particular
ism, and specificity over diffuseness, to name a few. Achievement over as
cription was well fixed by Rostow: "Men must come to be valued in the so
ciety not for their connection with clan or class, *or even, their guild," 
Rostow wrote, "but for their individual ability to perform certain specific, 
increasingly specialized functions."^ A preference for universalism, for in
stance, enables people to appreciate things beyond their narrow personal in
terests, while specificity refers to the ability to separate and act on a partic
ular problem without getting tangled up in what we might call the "big 
picture" of reality.^ These new values, then, became emblems as well as mea
sures of the social progress of postcolonial nations in the 1960s and 1970s 
on the road to modernization. 

This "right values" argument has never really died out. Rather, we find it 
reemerging in reinvigorated form over the past decade. Once more, a partic
ular value or value set is essential for long-term advantage. Leaders of Asian 
states, such as Singapore's former president Lee Kuan Yew, have argued that 
Asian values based upon the teachings of Confucius have been responsible 
for Asian economic ascendancy during the 1980s and 1990s. Values such as 
respect for authority, hierarchy, and the group—-not "Western" values such as 
individualism, democracy, and personal freedom—have enabled Asian soci
eties to achieve economic success."* 

In contrast, Francis Fukuyama identified "trust" as the essential ingredient 
in the economic success of the United States, Germany, and Japan. The so
cial structures of these societies resisted the confinements of the kin group 
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and found ways to channel bonds of tmst into the complex organizational 
achievement we know as the modem corporation, itself the master rational
izer and renewer of capitalist economies. Armed with this hypothesis, 
Fukuyama neatly divides Asian societies into two groups: the ultimately un
successful developers, who cannot move beyond the kin group, which in
cludes China and the Chinese diaspora, and the successful developers, like 
the Japanese, who can expand their notion of kin to include the corpora
tion.^ Given the economic news since the beginning of the 1990s, there has 
been a reversal of fortunes that Fukuyama, among others, did not expect, as 
China has soared ahead and Japan has stagnated. 

Others have put forward more ambitious value agendas. Lawrence Harri
son, for instance, in his contribution to a book he coedited with Samuel 
Huntington called Culture Matters: Hoiv Values Shape Human Progress,^ lists 
ten values that progressive cultures have, and that they need, in order to suc
cessfully develop economically: 

1. Time orientation (to the future) 
2. Work (diligence and achievement for self-respect) 
3. Frugality 
4. Education (for progress orientation) 
5. Merit (as basis for advancement and rewards) 
6. Community (trust bonds beyond family) 
7. Honesty (business and personal ethics) 
8. Justice and fair play 
9. Authority (dispersed, horizontal) 

10. Secularism 

Though Harrison notes that few countries would be graded a "ten" on all the 
factors, he asserts that "virtually all of the advanced democracies—as well as 
high-achieving ethnic/religious groups like the Mormons, Jews, Basques, and 
East Asian immigrants in the United States and elsewhere—would receive 
substantially higher scores than virtually all of the Third World countries."^ 

Harrison's enthusiasm reveals, albeit in extreme form, the tendency of this 
view to identify the moral ideals of economically successful societies and to 
attribute success to the practice of these ideals, regardless of whether he can 
demonstrate that these ideals are actually in practice. "The power of culture 
is demonstrable," he writes, adding the activities of ethnic Chinese diaspora 
businesspeople throughout Southeast Asia to his list of favorites.® Though 
Fukuyama, as we have seen, would disagree with Harrison about the ethnic 
Chinese, whose ultimate economic success, he argues, is limited precisely by 
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their devotion to family—as opposed to corporate—ties,' we can nonetheless 
see in the work of both the tendency to award particular cultural values a 
causal role. 

They are not alone. "Max Weber was right," writes the economic histo
rian David Landes: "If we leam anything from the history of economic de
velopment, it is that culture makes almost all the difference."'" With the in
vocation of Weber, Landes makes the lineage claims for the culture 
argument. And, in fact, our value inquiries still hearken back to the example 
of Max Weber's classic study of the role of Protestantism in generating the 
original motivations for the investments, efficiencies, and savings that mod
em capitalism assumes as its orders of the day. His radical notion that the as
cetic Protestant sects of northem Europe ignited the growth of modem cap
italism because their religious values and those of capitalism's exactly 
coincided in their habits and life practices is a fascinating study in the pow
ers of a social personality in human conduct. It also set a standard for inves
tigations over the course of the twentieth century." 

Yet, even in Weber's lifetime, there were disagreements about the "value 
causes" of capitalism, and here begins our argument against the "one best" or 
"right values" argument. Weber's colleague Werner Sombart put the desire 
for riches at the center of capitalist motivations,'^ while the U.S. economist 
and Weber contemporary Thorstein Veblen emphasized "pecuniary emula
tion" of the rich and conspicuous consumption as the keystones of modem 
capitalism.'^ Faced with their mutual contradiction, sociologist Daniel Bell 
does the sensible thing to conserve both readings: He historicizes them. Max 
Weber may have been right once upon a time. Bell writes, but Sombart's 
stress on "greed and gold" best captures the spirit of today's capitalism. For 
Bell, the value of acquisitiveness underlies capitalism's historic switch from 
extolling the virtues of production and savings to embracing the rewards of 
consumption. 

Moreover, Weber himself, having propounded the famous thesis of the 
Protestant ethic, nonetheless associated different types of value orientations 
with a variety of forms of capitalism. In other words, while he argued that the 
historical origins of modem, Westem capitalism lay in the existential anxi
eties and compulsive habits of certain northem Protestant sects, he acknowl
edged that other kinds of capitalism derived from the diverse value orienta
tions of other historical societies. Thus, for instance, he recognized that a 
more "financial" capitalism based strictly upon business speculation in cur
rencies, rather than the production and trade in goods, was present in scores 
of societies before and after the Protestant invention of Westem capitalism. 
He also notes that what might be termed a kind of "predatory," or politically 
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oriented, capitalism, that is, a form of enterprise in which persons or organi
zations made money via their connections to a political leader, class, or state, 
was practiced in the West from the time of the Roman Empire. Though We
ber awarded pride of place to modem capitalism with its origins in the histor
ical development of Protestantism because it was more rational than either 
the financial or political variants in the use of labor and capital, he nonethe
less took cognizance of the other modes as occasionally present whenever 
events like financial crazes or wars were visited upon modem economies. 

In this, then, we find Weber something of a compromise figure for our ar
gument. On the one hand, he finds for a plurality of value systems producing 
a plurality of capitalisms—a position very much in line with ours. On the 
other hand, he picks his favorite, the modem Westem variety, because the 
values he traces to the religious conflicts of certain groups of Protestants best 
fit his preference for a model with an instrumental rationality, that is, one in 
which a person is constantly calculating the most efficient means for accom
plishing her ends. Does he find the others deficient? In this virtue, yes. But 
in other respects, were we to ask Weber whether one could make a "satisfac
tory" economy on the basis of financial or political capitalistic values and 
practices, one can imagine—and only imagine, unfortunately—that he 
would answer equivocally, but yes, the possibility exists. 

Yet we need not rest our argument solely on a theoretical footing. We can 
support it with empirical evidence. Our fundamental point is that contem
porary capitalist economies vary greatly in their natures and in the values 
that motivate them. The first way in which they differ is how they make 
money—that is, how they are structured to make money. For instance, the 
economies of rich countries tend toward postindustrialism: a major part of 
their economies makes money by producing services rather than goods. They 
also devote a significant portion of their moneymaking activities toward the 
financial sector, in effect making money with money.A second batch of 
countries, ranging from those in East and Southeast Asia to Latin America 
and Eastem Europe, heavily depend upon industrial production for their 
livelihoods. Another batch of middle-income countries bases their 
economies on the extraction of oil and vital minerals and metals. The poor 
countries of Africa and other regions find market activities in the formal eco
nomic sense other than trade in basic commodities intemationally hard to 
sustain. Their economies are largely informal, meaning that activities re
volve around subsistence, rather than profit, and households and kin rather 
than firms operate them. 

Moreover, they differ in the way that economic institutions are intercon
nected. One key is how banks fit into the economic equation. In poor countries. 
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the great majority of the population and the informal economic activities upon 
which their subsistence is based have no access to banking services and no 
means of saving money. The absence of commercial banking activity puts these 
countries in the hands of intemational lenders such as the regional develop
ment banks and the World Bank or, when their economies are growing, those 
of the large private banks of the rich countries. 

Though the differences between their plight and that of rich countries is 
apparent, it is also important to note how the economies of rich countries use 
banks very differently among themselves. Banks in East and Southeast Asia, 
as well as those in Westem Europe, for instance, maintain proprietary rela
tions by owning stock in their clients' firms; thus, loans from banks are sorts 
of equity contributions made effectively by co-owners. In contrast, though 
banks are powerful and important sources of loans for companies in the 
United States and Great Britain, they are not typically co-owners of firms, 
nor do they supply the lion's share of investment capital. For a major share 
of their investment capital, firms resort to stock and bond markets." 

These differences have important consequences. In Great Britain and the 
United States, banks, because they are guarantors of their subscribers' money, 
play a regulatory role in the economy at large, lending to the creditworthy 
and denying the uncreditworthy loans.'® In contrast, banks in Westem Eu
rope and in East and Southeast Asia, as co-owners of large corporations, play 
a supportive rather than a regulative role. During economic crises, such as 
the 1997-98 Asian crisis and the decade-long Japanese slump, banks were 
much more exposed to direct harm from the economic difficulties of firms in 
which they were heavily invested as well as being prime lenders. For these re
gions, when intemational agencies like the Intemational Monetary Fund 
(IMF) and the World Bank, as well as the U.S. Treasury Department, insisted 
that Asian banks reform themselves by shedding bad loans and selling their 
depreciated stock in a nation's industrial companies, this had very serious im
plications. The portion of the nation's wealth locked up in banks, and that 
which provides the liquidity keeping economies going, was reduced not once, 
but two times: first by the bad debt, and second, by the depreciated stock 
they held and were urged to sell. This lowered the value of the assets in their 
resale and rapidly depleted a nation's wealth." 

Another vital relationship, in addition to the one between banks and 
businesses, is the one between states and businesses. Once again, there are 
enormous differences between rich countries, as well as between rich, 
middle-income, and poor countries. The issues are to what degree and when 
do states lead or direct businesses and their investments. In two decades of 
industrial competition and strife between the United States and Japan, the 
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differences between the two were stereotyped and exaggerated. It was said 
that in "Japan, Inc.," the Japanese govemment fixed the trajectory of eco
nomic growth, picked industries for development, subsidized innovations, 
and rewarded winning businesses with market share and political protec
tion.^" The United States, in contrast, was said to be a laissez-faire operator, 
leaving businesses to rise or fall by their own lights without any govemmen-
tal interference, save antitmst regulation. 

Though there may have been some tmth to the original comparison, the 
differences between the two nation's state roles in their economic develop
ment became much more similar than usually supposed. Reacting to "the 
Japanese threat," the U.S. govemment involved itself directly in promoting 
the development of advanced technologies like microchip production and 
the Intemet; in addition, during the 1980s, it financed research and devel
opment of innovations in optics, lasers, and industrial materials through de
fense efforts such as the Strategic Defense Initiative (popularly known as 
"Star Wars").^' And through trade sanctions and acrimonious bilateral ne
gotiations, the United States intervened directly to support its intemational 
businesses against their Japanese competitors, even seeking to interfere with 
Japanese state regulation of its national economy. Since the beginning of 
Japanese economic troubles in 1990, the United States has missed no oppor
tunity to tell the Japanese precisely how they should restructure their econ
omy in ways compatible with the direction of the intemational economy, as 
the United States saw it.^^ 

That said, and in appreciation of the fact that these kinds of political 
stances affect the direction of national economies and change over time, the 
addition of a hard-charging, state-directed Chinese economy has strength
ened the hand of those throughout Asia who prefer national industrial poli
cies administered by interventionist state bureaucracies. There is an expec
tation in such countries as Malaysia and Singapore, and no less in South 
Korea and Indonesia, that the state will act to set direction for the future 
and facilitate economic growth of the sort that the elites in both govem
ment and business prefer.Though the economic crisis in 1997-98 shook 
some of the confidence in this arrangement, quick economic recovery qui
eted some of the more strident demands made by the United States and the 
IMF for greater separation between businesses and state, as well as banks and 
businesses. 

The Westem European case, and to a lesser extent the larger Latin Amer
ican economies, provide another altemative to U.S. and British claims to 
laissez-faire economic practices: corporatism. Again the state plays a starring 
role, except that it shares the economic planning stage with its two costars. 
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business and labor. All three in concert seek to set economic policy, the con
ditions for production, the rate of innovation, and its impact on the work
force, as well as wages and compensation. The state acts as a guarantor of 
good faith between the parties, the font of extra monies needed to satisfy the 
other two parties' demands, and something of a spokesperson for the public 
interest. This last role is perhaps the most fragile, as the state elite in the in
terests of its own survival often finds common cause with the business and la
bor elites at the sacrifice of its public fiduciary role.^"* 

Before pausing to consider the value implications of each of these kinds of 
institutional adaptations, we need to assay the differing relations that obtain 
between businesses throughout the global economy. National economies dif
fer in the way that businesses conduct their everyday transactions: The 
choice that every business faces is whether to perform every phase of its pro
duction itself or whether to buy that product or service from another firm.^^ 
Historically, for instance, Japanese and United States firms handled this 
problem very differently. The United States developed large corporations 
that subsequently became transnational corporations that largely provided 
for all their production and service needs by developing a branch of the cor
poration that could serve all the other branches. Perhaps the most famous ex
ample of this tendency was Henry Ford's manufacturing plant at River 
Rouge, Michigan. In its day, two generations ago, the plant began its pro
duction with such raw materials as coal, iron ore, coke, and energy, and at 
the other end of the plant, out rolled a finished Ford motorcar.^® This model 
of self-sufficient production for U.S. firms lasted until the 1980s when the 
Japanese industrial revival, relying on outsourcing as much of the product as 
possible to separate, though cooperating firms, showed some prospect of 
overtaking American carmakers even in their home market. The U.S. re
sponse, a radical restructuring of all of its major manufacturing and service 
industries to mirror the Japanese model, has since remade the face of Amer
ican industry to more closely resemble our Japanese counterparts.^' This is 
the basis for the so-called flexible mode of production. 

Other societies resolve the problems of how to organize businesses differ
ently. While the United States recently has found it possible, as we have just 
described above, to have big corporations and quasi-Japanese patterns of out
sourcing at the same time, Italy has handled the same organizational imper
ative by networking small firms into virtual, not actual, long production 
lines. This "small is beautiful" strategy has been successful since the early 
1970s among industries composed of microenterprises of no more than ten 
people that, when working in a production chain, compete successfully in in
temational markets.^® 
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What we leam from these examples is that the organization and func
tioning of businesses are historically fluid. Businesses must make a profit, and, 
typically, make a bigger profit than their competitors, or suffer eventual elim
ination. Intemational competition, especially since the world economic 
slowdown in the 1970s, has driven most national economies to try any num
ber of new means, new institutional lineups, different labor policies, and the 
like to obtain a marketplace advantage.^' This increases variety in one mo-" 
ment and fosters imitation in another. 

We live in a period of U.S. economic, political, and military dominance, 
in which the primary objective of U.S. foreign policy is to encourage harmo
nization of economic policies worldwide around an agenda of free markets 
and free trade. Directly or through intermediaries such as the IMF or the 
World Bank, the United States seeks to encourage like-minded economic 
practice the world over, as our discussion of the so-called Washington con
sensus in earlier chapters illustrates. Despite these efforts, many observers be
lieve that continued economic "divergence"—that is, differences in the 
structure and functioning of national economies—is a much more likely out
come than "convergence," a situation in which national differences gradually 
disappear.^" 

The second major point we need to examine is that what differentiates 
economies is whom they serve; that is, not only is it important is how money 
is made, but it is equally relevant who gets the money. Economies pay off in
dividuals and groups directly. The state also redistributes the surplus it claims 
through taxation. Both, then, are factors in who benefits from a particular 
economic configuration. 

Once again, there are differences—even among closely grouped 
economies such as those in Westem Europe and Japan when compared with 
the United States and Great Britain. Put simply, Japan and Westem Europe 
are "stakeholder" economies, while the United States, and to a lesser extent. 
Great Britain, are "shareholder" economies.^' The key is the economic sur
plus produced by corporations. In stakeholder economies, corporate profits 
go to long-serving employees; in shareholder economies, the profits are paid 
out to the corporations' owners, those who own the companies' shares. This 
means that stakeholder economies reward the steadfast corporal of the cor
poration over the capitalist risk-taking investor, the implication being that 
organizational loyalty is more important to society than individual accumu
lation of capital.^^ 

In addition to these qualitative distinctions, aggregate data conceming 
the distribution of income in societies also become highly relevant in show
ing us who receives the rewards of a particular economic system. A measure 



98 e>=^ Chapter Six 

like the Gini index, which indicates the degree to which incomes are equally 
distributed in a given society, can be very helpful. It tells us the total results 
of distribution, either through direct compensation to employees on the part 
of corporations or through the redistribution of corporate surplus through 
state expenditures. We can ask the question: When all is said and done, 
which economies produce more equal distributions of income and which do 
not? We find some very interesting clusters of countries. First, incomes are 
more equal in Westem Europe and Japan than they are in the United States 
and Great Britain. This finding would be consistent with the stakeholder/ 
shareholder distinction: Corporations in Westem Europe and Japan would be 
distributing more of their surplus to their employees, a larger number, than 
to their shareholders. In contrast, corporations in the United States and 
Great Britain would be paying out larger sums to the smaller proportion of 
their citizens who are shareholders. 

Other patterns suggest themselves. The Scandinavian countries have the 
most equal distributions of income, followed, with the exception of Russia, 
by Eastem Europe. The United States finds itself in the same league as Aus
tralia and New Zealand but, most significantly, is as unequal in income dis
tribution as the majority of poor countries and less-poor countries in Africa, 
Asia, and Latin America. In what must be one of the great ironies of con
temporary history, the United States and China find themselves tied with 
Ethiopia, Tunisia, and the Kyrgyz Republic among the higher-inequality 
countries, with identical Gini indexes of forty.^^ 

Aside from the stakeholder distinction, what accounts for these differ
ences? The presence of active welfare states in Scandinavia and Westem Eu
rope would figure in any explanation for why inequality is lower in these 
countries than others equally as wealthy by other measures. Could the ab
sence of a robust welfare state explain why the United States finds itself in 
such anomalous company? In part, yes, because the overall taxation rate of 
the United States, the crucial component of any welfare system consisting of 
the amount of money the state claims for redistribution, is significantly lower 
than that of its rich country counterparts. Less money, in other words, is 
taken by taxation from the rich and given to the poor, or poorer.^'' 

Poor countries find themselves in the same position as the United States, 
and partly for the same reasons. Once again, they typically tax less than other 
more income distribution-equal countries, and thus, like the United States, 
have less to redistribute. In addition, like the United States, they have pow
erful mling classes that use political influence to insulate them from paying 
proportionately higher taxes. Thus, they have penurious welfare states—if 
they have one at all—that retums little to their poor. 
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In sum, we have looked at how economies make money and to whom they 
spread the rewards and noticed significant differences. They are not only ev
idence of continued divergence, but forces for continued divergence. 

Different Economies, Different Values 
Perhaps another reason why complete convergence is unlikely concems the 
relationship between economies and values: Different economies generate 
and are generated by different values. To be sure, economies and values ut
terly incompatible with the world economy as it stands over the past 200 
years presumably no longer exist in their differences. Capitalism and the rule 
of profit are powerful enough to discipline extreme outliers over the long 
haul. That said, economic differences breed value differences, and vice versa. 

The economic differences we have discovered suggest significant differ
ences in value orientations. Taking up the stakeholder/shareholder compari
son once more, there are several implications. First, employees' institutional 
loyalties among stakeholders are rewarded at the expense of individual roy
alties of the shareholder. The relationship between persons and institutions, 
consequently, is valued as a deeper social attachment than merely one of eco
nomic opportunity. While the job of the firm may be to make money, it is 
supposed to distribute the surplus in a way that takes care of the economic 
needs of its loyal members, not simply provide a wage at the market rate. This 
valuation of deep loyalty finds its fullest expression perhaps in the postwar 
Japanese corporate practice of lifetime employment, a commitment honored 
in the breach over the past few years of economic crisis, but fundamental to 
how Japanese business views its obligations to some of its members. 

Second, there is an implicit valuation of group ties over individual abili
ties. In the same way that stakeholder economies hold the individual share
holder less highly, so too they tend to reward employees for their role and 
tenure in the organization rather than for their individual accomplishments. 
Compensations, bonuses, and benefits accrue with time and responsibility 
within the firm; the competitive bidding process that occurs to hire or retain 
an individual's services in U.S. corporations is rare. Again, the historical ex
ample of the Japanese "salaryman," the manager brought in, paid, and pro
moted as a member of a cohort of fellow managers over a lifetime career, is 
almost a paradigm case.^^ Further evidence can be found by noting the con
troversy over the high rates of executive compensation among U.S. corpora
tions: Europeans find it scandalous and inappropriate, and while many 
Americans may agree, it is nonetheless the norm that executives bargain for 
their market price as compensation for their work in a U.S. corporation. The 
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proof, however, is in the pay: The average chief executive officer (CEO) in 
the United States is paid three times as much as a comparable CEO in Britain 
and four times as much as comparable CEOs in France and Germany.^^ 

Next, let us take up again the issue of corporatism—the effort, primarily 
in Westem Europe and some Latin American countries, to establish an on
going negotiating process between labor, management, and the state with re
spect to vital industrial and labor policies. If we compare this sort of regime 
with practices in the United States, for example, value differences become 
plain. In corporatist societies, value is placed on cooperation among parties 
who are urged to see themselves in a sort of common effort for keeping soci
ety going and growing. There is value placed upon competition, but it is usu
ally displaced from the realms of interfirm and labor-management relations 
to extemal, preferably foreign, actors. A German company, for instance, typ
ically has employee union members on its board of directors, and it meets 
regularly with its unions to plan the operation of the firm and resolve differ
ences between sides in an industrial work council. Even cooperation among 
industrial competitors is muted, as both employers and employees are en
couraged to think for the good of the industry and for the nation. The state 
reinforces the value of cooperation by acting as a guarantor of benefits for 
both sides. 

In the United States, by contrast, the historic antagonisms between labor 
and management have seldom yielded to the corporatist persuasion of the oc
casional presidential administration that has sought smoother industrial re
lations or restraints on prices or wages.^' Instead, the state has intervened to 
aid one side or the other at different points in time, depending upon the ad
ministration's political coloration. The Reagan administration, it will be re
membered, abandoned the state-as-mediator tack more typical of the Nixon-
Ford-Carter years when it acted as management, fired U.S. air traffic 
controllers, and led a national effort to reduce the influence of unions in the 
country's economic affairs.^® The Clinton years were marked by an uneasy re-
tum to both limited union advocacy in the halls of Congress and pleas for 
labor-management cooperation in industrial councils. We have tried to show 
that these kinds of value orientations vary over time. It is still important to 
observe that when compared with European orientations toward cooperation 
at home and competition abroad, the United States in the spirit of "may the 
strongest prevail" still implicitly values competition among economic par
ties, including between labor and management. So, too, it places a much 
more limited value on cooperation, which occurs typically in the limited 
cases where labor and management find their interests coinciding in a par
ticular trade matter. 

J 
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Regarding the significant differences in economic equality among soci
eties, the findings seem neither mysterious nor new—except perhaps for the 
discovery that the United States shares its record of economic inequality 
with many of the poor countries in the world. It thus seems an obvious im
plication that some societies value equality more than others do. But this 
judgment needs refinement, as people's beliefs about the value of equality are 
complicated. For instance, economic inequality in the United States is 
treated as the outcome of the economic competition between individuals for 
economic rewards. So long as persons have equality of opportunity, Ameri
cans generally believe and the country's laws uphold, America's obligations 
to equality are satisfied. Such inequalities as exist are rationalized by the fact 
that economic competition has occurred, and the distribution is conse
quently a just result. If the reader finds this argument familiar, it is because 
the country has been discussing the issue via disputes over the policy of af
firmative action since the early 1970s. For all of the tugging of those favor
ing affirmative action, the policy has been limited to equality of opportunity 
instead of being extended to take into account equality of outcomes.^' 

Other societies value equality differently. Some seek equality of outcomes 
as well. For example, India since its independence has sought to guarantee 
preferences by reserving employment and university slots for historically dis
advantaged social groups such as the dalits or outcasts, and indigenous tribes. 
In Malaysia, the state has sought to guarantee greater ethnic Malay economic 
success vis-a-vis ethnic Chinese citizens by requiring Malay economic par
ticipation in most of the country's major industries and businesses. It has also 
buttressed Malay representation in govemment bureaucracies through pref
erential hiring. Both the Indian and Malaysian cases are relatively modest at
tempts to achieve equality of outcome as well as that of opportunity, but they 
are different from the approach to equality taken by the United States. One 
can say that they share, therefore, different values with respect to economic 
equality. 

The regional differences in national distributions of income also suggest 
value differences. The combination of taxation and welfare policies in Scan
dinavia attempts to equalize the usual inequalities that arise in industrial so
cieties in the workplace and in the accumulation of capital over time. The 
Scandinavians capture the surpluses produced through taxes and redistribute 
them both through taxes and services with an eye toward significantly reduc
ing economic inequality. To a lesser extent, Westem Europe and the former 
socialist countries of Eastem Europe attempt the same, though their redistrib-
utive reach does not equal that of the Scandinavians. One would be hard put 
to describe any of them as attempting to provide equality of outcomes, though 
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a finer-grain analysis of the history of taxation and welfare policies in partic
ular states might yield cases that more approximate the ideal. Their differ
ences in value orientations at this level of generalization, then, might be de
scribed in terms of degrees rather than of type. 

Do the Differences Make a Difference in People's Lives? 
We have discussed how economies are differently organized and how they are 
motivated by different values. The questions that arise now have a deeper 
relevance. They have to do with whether one can choose the values and the 
kind of economy that arises from those value choices and still produce an 
economy that adequately provides for human flourishing. Some showing of 
general equivalent effectiveness on the part of differently oriented economies 
would not only lessen the imperative to chase after the "one best way"—the 
one best economy that all societies must achieve or imitate. It would also af
ford us more latitude in envisioning economies that offer greater prospects of 
human satisfaction. 

Suppose we ask the simplest and most obvious question: What economies 
are most successful by the conventional criterion of wealth generated? An un-
controversial measure of wealth generated is gross national product (GNP) 
per capita. Using figures for 2000, we can generate the following list:''° 

Table 6.1. Top Ten Economies By 
Gross National Product Per Capita, 

2000 (in Purchasing Power 
Parity with US$) 

1. Luxembourg $50,061 
2. United States $34,142 
3. Norway $29,918 
4. Ireland $29,886 
5. Switzerland $28,769 
6. Iceland $29,581 
7. Canada $27,840 
8. Denmark $27,627 
9. Belgium $26,765 

10. Austria $26,765 

It is an interesting mix of nations. With the exception of the United States 
and Canada, it is composed of Scandinavian and Westem European nations 
with fairly robust welfare states. Once more with the same exceptions, it 
features Westem European and Scandinavian societies that organize the 
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interests of labor, capital, and the state along corporatist lines.''' The inference 
we can draw is that a variety of economies, albeit confined to the parameters 
we have discussed in this chapter at least, can produce reasonably satisfying 
outcomes by strictly economic measures. 

Suppose we raise the bar a few notches and ask the more demanding ques
tion: Can a variety of economies achieve a broader set of goals more closely 
related to the concept of human well-being? We can resort to the use of the 
United Nations Development Programme's Human Development Index 
(HDI), developed for the program by Amartya Sen. The index is based on 
three components. Sen explains: ". . . indicators of longevity, education and 
income per head—it is not exclusively focused on economic opulence (as 
GNP is).'"*^ As in table 6.1, a measure of the gross national product, the gross 
domestic product per capita, is calculated with respect to how much in goods 
and services a nation's income would buy if an amount equivalent to it in 
U.S. dollars were spent in the United States. This measure, "purchasing 
power parity," is an attempt to estimate a nation's standard of living when 
compared with that of the United States, which is used by the World Bank 
as an intemational benchmark.''^ Regarding longevity, the index uses aver
age life expectancy at birth. The education quotient of the index is calcu
lated by combining the adult literacy rate with the proportion of population's 
six through eight year-olds enrolled in primary school. This generates a "top 
ten" list somewhat different from our earlier rendition:'^'' 

Table 6.2. Top Ten Societies, UNDP 
Human Development Index, 2000 

1. Norway 
2. Sweden 
3. Canada 
4. Belgium 
5. Australia 
6. United States 
7 .  Iceland 
8. Netherlands 
9. Japan 

10. Finland 

What is interesting about the nations in the Human Development Index 
"Top Ten" (table 6.2) is that even though their scores on the HDI were vir
tually identical (they are separated by 0.012 of a point), and the inference 
warranted that they are providing roughly the same quality of life, their in
comes vary widely. Among the new top ten, incomes range from the $34,142 
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per person in the United States to $24,277 per person in Sweden, a differ
ence of $9,865 in wealth per capita available for consumption. Put another 
way, Sweden produces the equivalent high quality of life with only 70 per
cent of what the United States spends. Thus some societies produce more 
well-being for substantially less than others do. 

What explains the ability of some societies to produce equivalent well-
being for less? The answer is highly redistributive welfare states. Societies 
such as Austria, Belgium, and Denmark collect more of the gross domestic 
product in taxes and redistribute it to their citizens in the form of income and 
services than does, for example, the United States. Called "high-income, 
high-equity societies," they succeed in keeping their overall economic in
equality very low—about 40 percent lower than does the United States.'*' 

Suppose we tailor an index even further, so that it reflects the degree of 
relative equality between the sexes, in addition to the other measures already 
used in the Human Development Index. The UNDP has constructed an in
dex that incorporates gender differences in life expectancy, literacy, school 
enrollment, and income. The more equal the outcomes between men and 
women, the higher a society's ranking is. Here is the result:^^ 

Table 6.3. Top Ten Societies, UNDP 
Gender-Related Development Index, 2000 

1. Australia 
2. Belgium 
3. Norway 
4. Sweden 
5. Canada 
6. United States 
7. Iceland 
8. Finland 
9. Netherlands 

10. United Kingdom 

As inspection reveals, the two human development indexes, one ac
counting for gender equality and the other not, are virtually identical. The 
exceptions are that Japan, though ranked ninth on the Human Development 
Index, when ranked for gender equality falls below the top ten on the 
Gender-Related Development Index (table 6.3). In its place, we find the 
United Kingdom ranked in the top ten with regard to gender development, 
but absent from the other two indexes. But the overall continuity between 
the two development indexes suggests that human development and gender 
equality, at least as measured by the UNDP, go hand in hand. 
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Thus, between the three indexes, the differences in countries nominated 
are shght. By eUminating duphcation, we find that in all, only sixteen soci
eties are represented on the lists. This is a narrow range of countries—the 
"top" by measures of income, well-being, and gender equality. This should 
caution us against making sweeping claims that wealth generation is a sec
ondary matter or that a very wide band of values can produce successful 
economies. Neither statement is warranted. The range of variation among 
the 173 countries surveyed is vast, and no doubt we could leam lessons from 
studying them all. 

Still, among the societies measured, there are important differences. We 
can argue two things. First, wealth can be generated by economies that dif
fer firom each other in some important respects. Two, well-being, here using 
the HDI and the gender-related development index as proxies, can be 
achieved in societies whose economies differ by the degrees or qualities we 
have tried to describe above. Perhaps these points are strong and buoyant 
enough to allow us to countenance satisfactory economies that can be based 
upon the value of equality advocated here. 

This is our next task. 
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The Necessity to Choose 

We are all connected. WTiat you do, and what you believe, has a significant 
impact on the world. 

Try this exercise. Take out your wallet and examine its contents. Look at 
what you find. The dollar bills link you to a nation-state—and to a common 
way of economic life. A driver's license and voter's registration card signify 
your citizenship: You count somewhere in a democratic world. Bank and 
credit cards tie you into a system of worldwide finance. Health care and So
cial Security cards entitle you to medical care, and eventually income sup
port assistance. A union card and a membership to an advocacy or charita
ble group bind you to particular people and ideas. From a Red Cross donor's 
card to the one that gets you into a gym, all the cards are tokens of connec
tion and responsibility in your life. 

You may consider your influence slight, but your connections are vast. 
The bills you put in the church collection basket, the United Way pledge you 
honor, the yearly donation to Armiesty International or Doctors without 
Borders—these are ways, aside from your work, that you link yourself to the 
world. Moreover, they reflect some of the moral choices you make. 

Not all our moral choices are so obvious. For instance, the clothes you wear 
are commodities, their origins, save the nametags, obscure. Yet any reader of 
a daily newspaper knows that the means of their manufacture can be discov
ered, the identities, hourly wage, and employment conditions of their makers 
known. By implication, then, your choice of clothing has moral significance. 
Your purchase, this knowledge now available to you, becomes a moral choice. 
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Thus, many of the choices we make have a moral dimension. Their num
ber grows as our knowledge increases. Each of us develops a moral horizon, a 
kind of conceptual field where we can assess the direct consequences as well 
as the implications of our actions. We begin to see that even the banal con
tents of our wallets reveal an immense set of circumstances in which we are 
involved or to which we are connected. More knowledge and reflection fur
ther expand our moral horizon, and we find ourselves deeply co-involved in 
the far-flung affairs of the world. 

This poses a problem as well as an opportunity for our analysis here. 
Against what sets of circumstances should we counterpose our valuing equal
ity? What situations should concern us? 

We are related to the problems of economies in several important ways. 
First, we are producers and consumers in both international and domestic 
economies. We are thus stakeholders in economic operations great and 
small; in countless transactions, our interests and our values are in play. 
Second, we are citizens, and this ascription involves us in the affairs of 
state. It becomes incumbent upon us to sort out according to our values 
what the appropriate role of our nation should be in international eco
nomic matters with respect to other nations and peoples, and toward in
ternational organizations such as the United Nations, the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF), and the World Bank. Just as important to us as cit
izens is the part our state plays in our national economy, for it not only sets 
the conditions for economic activity, but redistributes a significant per
centage of the national income through taxation and transfer payments. It 
behooves us, then, to evaluate both how the state regulates the economy 
and how it distributes its welfare. 

The third area of our engagement is the wide swath of commitments we 
make through membership in voluntary organizations. Each person makes up 
something of a social biography through her membership or participation in 
organizations that stand apart from her efforts at work or at home. A com
mon thread tying these activities together is that the organizations to which 
we belong are becoming more international in character. Some solicit our aid 
directly for activities overseas; others like unions and the Red Cross, among 
others, are reaching out to embrace organizations of their sort all over the 
world. Thus, local commitments implicate us in the fates of peoples whom 
we can only know directly through association with a group or indirectly 
through the media. 

Still other forms of association demand attention. Many of us partake in 
activities as parts of social movements that know no organizational charters 
and formal memberships. A block club, a civic initiative, a political rally— 
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their very informality does not diminish their social and cultural importance. 
Quite the contrary: They deeply engage our commitment and energies. 

Thus, we are deeply involved in the affairs of the world as persons with 
some critical awareness of the planet's problems and possessed of a set of val
ues that we think should guide human actions. As our connections to the 
plight of others become clearer, so too the imperative grows to act. 

The Costs of Doing Nothing 
But suppose we did nothing. Or suppose that nothing was done that we 
might advocate to correct the problems we have discussed thus far. Imagine, 
instead, that the world undertook a phase in its development that we might 
call "muddling through." Let us suppose that no new initiatives were under
taken worldwide to enhance universal well-being and, specifically, nothing 
was done to diminish inequality. 

Would we find we had a dystopia, a kind of concrete reflection of the fail
ure of human society on our hands? We would probably find a world very 
much like our own. Of course, given our discussion in the preceding chap
ters, this would mean that our societies would be grossly economically un
equal both inside and outside national boundaries. We could expect that the 
consequences would include widespread poverty, lower life spans for those 
caught up in lives of desperation and degradation, and lives marked by suf
fering of various types, whether it be physical, psychological, and/or social. 
More often than not, we would be entitled to imagine that many people, per
haps the vast majority, possessed a gnawing feeling of dispossession, of the in
ability to live lives they were capable of imagining and desiring. 

Surely ordinary human experiences could become worse than they are to
day. Doing nothing more to combat the spread of AIDS could lead to an ab
solute decline in life expectancy in fifty-one countries by 2025. Of these, 
eleven countries could have average life expectancies close to age thirty, a 
level not seen since the nineteenth century.^ Doing nothing to redirect the 
flow of medical research would mean that 99 percent of our efforts interna
tionally would continue to go into finding new treatments for diseases found 
in rich countries, rather than in poor countries. Little would be done to stop 
such killers as malaria, lymphatic filariasis, tuberculosis, and dengue fever 
that literally plague poor countries.^ 

Some new demographic directions now underway in poor countries might 
improve the situation of many people. For instance, birthrates are declining 
measurably in many poor countries, increasing the proportion of able-bodied 
adults in the population. More adult labor increases the potential economic 
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output of societies.^ These possible gains are particularly threatened, how
ever, by the AIDS pandemic, which afflicts precisely those "able-bodied" per
sons, young and middle-aged adults in their prime, upon whom improved 
economies depend. 

Then, too, demographic changes of the sort we look upon as hopeful— 
fewer children, more adults—has its downside: namely, if adults begin to live 
longer, there can be too many adults in need of elder care, and too few chil
dren, absent state intervention, to provide it or to pay for it. The story is fa
miliar to rich countries: Birthrates dropped, longevity increased, and the 
number of people retired from active work increased as well. Even Western 
societies with well-established pension systems have found it increasingly dif
ficult to financially support their elderly populations. They have redefined 
who is "old" by raising the age for pension eligibility, and have offered 
stingier pension payments to their elderly than before. 

Longevity is coming to poor countries. By the year 2050, 21 percent of the 
world's population will be sixty years of age Or older; today only 10 percent 
of the world's population is older than 60, and many of the elderly live in 
richer countries. This doubling of the world's elderly will come primarily 
from poor countries, many of whom, according to the United Nations, will 
see their older populations quadruple over the next fifty years.'* Complicat
ing the picture is the fact that most workers in poor countries, and increas
ingly in rich countries, do not receive pension benefits as part of their em
ployment contracts. The International Labor Organization calculates that 
4 billion people—90 percent of the world's workers—have no old-age pen
sion, private or public, upon which they can rely. Add to this fact that work
ers in both rich and poor countries are increasingly finding new jobs in the 
so-called informal sector, that is, in parts of economies where state rules and 
regulations governing labor like pension rights do not apply, and you redou
ble the likelihood that old people around the world will find themselves poor 
people.' 

But perhaps most striking of all, doing nothing would mean consigning 
2 billion people to increasing poverty, according to one World Bank esti
mate. This is because while our attentions have been taken up with the 
Asian economic miracle (albeit with its crises as well, if one remembers the 
panic of 1997-98), the economies of other countries, home to the 2 billion 
people in jeopardy, actually shrank during the 1990s.® To be sure, the num
ber of poor people declined in fast-growing Asian countries. Economic 
growth in China, home to three-quarters of a billion poor rural people, has 
pulled many out of poverty, and because of its size reduced the numbers of 
poor people worldwide significantly. The introduction of peasant proprietor-
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ships in a mral society in which agriculture was collectivized following the 
Chinese Revolution dramatically increased crop yields and higher incomes 
for farm people, lifting many families out of abject poverty.' With newfound 
efficiency derived from more highly motivated labor, households found they 
could afford to let one or more of their number migrate to the seacoast cities, 
thus furnishing a vast supply of cheap labor—an estimated 200 million per
sons—to fuel China's industrial boom. 

A virtuous circle in which efficiency in the countryside led to industrial 
success in the cities? A victory for self-reliance and an autonomous "Chi
nese" road to economic development? Not completely. Though tremendous 
sacrifices were made by Chinese workers and peasants to move China for
ward, it is important to recall that foreign capital—more foreign investment 
than has flowed into all the other poor countries combined—as well as large 
injections of industrial know-how helped China make such startling eco
nomic progress. In fact, the lesson of Chinese economic development, aside 
for a wish that one might find oneself in a big as opposed to a small country, 
may be that poor countries need the capital and industrial know-how of rich 
countries in order to escape poverty. 

Moreover, suppose the poorest nations, with or without increased devel
opment assistance, were able to reverse their negative economic growth and 
begin expanding their economies at something like the rate of Chinese eco
nomic growth of the 1990s. The United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development (UNCTAD) estimates that if poor countries could boost their 
annual growth rates to 7 percent, they could reduce extreme poverty, that is, 
the number of people living on less than US$1 a day, by one-half by the year 
2015. This would mean that if the thirty-three countries in their sample, 
taken from the poorest countries for which there are reliable data, were able 
to sustain a 7 percent growth rate between now and 2015 instead of the av
erage 3.5 percent growth rate they sustained for the 1990s, they would have 
a little less than 200 million of the extremely poor than a projected approx
imately 400 million without accelerated economic growth.® 

This would be welcome, indeed astonishing progress, were it to come to pass. 
But is it sufficient progress? If we were to do nothing, and these thirty-three poor 
countries were to do in a sense everything for themselves, we could be consoled 
by the fact that they would not have 400 million abjectly poor, but would still 
have the disagreeable result that 200 million persons would be living by 2015 in 
extreme poverty. How do we rationalize these facts with goodwill or something 
like Ronald Dworkin's "equal concern"? On the part of the poor who pull them
selves up at sometimes unspeakable sacrifice, it seems warranted. But for our 
part, having done "nothing," we cannot congratulate ourselves on the results of 
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our charity. In fact, we run something of a moral risk. It is now foreseeable that 
by fair estimate one of the consequences of doing nothing is that there will re
main 200 million abjectly poor. The moral risk is: How can we hold beliefs 
about equality and countenance this quite predictable, in fact wildly optimistic, 
outcome? We run the moral risk of having worthless, devalued beliefs, for if one 
sees the consequences of action as going against one's valued beliefs, and one 
does nothing, can one be said to hold those values? 

I would argue that doing nothing is not an option if one values equality 
on moral grounds. As we have seen above, there is further no reason to sup
pose that the world economy would somehow correct itself and deliver well-
being to the poor and extremely poor. Thus a person valuing equality has no 
reason to expect that doing nothing will still result in an acceptable im
provement in human well-being. Quite the opposite. So-called normal 
growth rates in poor countries, that is, those true of the 1990s, will result in 
more abject poverty, not less. AIDS unhindered will damage and possibly de
stroy populations and their economies. Other epidemic killer diseases will at 
least ensure that no greater economic progress is possible. In terms of equal
ity, however, the result is worse; Rich countries will get "better," thanks to a 
pharmaceutical industry dedicated to our ills, while poor countries ignored 
by same will slip further behind in key indices such as life expectancy and 
economic productivity. Better fed, better educated, and disease-managing 
peoples will produce more per capita in rich countries, pulling further away 
from their brethren in poor countries. In all, doing nothing entails accepting 
more inequality in the long run. 

What Is to Be Done? 
Let us agree, then, that something must be done, for the sake of universal 
well-being. But what must be done is as complex as the world is, and as we 
are capable of being. I have already established that in some significant sense 
we "need" opinions and beliefs about what works and what doesn't by virtue 
of the fact that our values turn us outward into the social world and toward 
its improvement. I have also established at the beginning of this chapter that 
we intervene in the world in a number of ways via our roles as citizens, work
ers, and consumers, as well as through membership in organizations and par
ticipation in social movements. 

Hence, we will need to cast a wide net, encompassing remedies global and 
local, universal and particular. We might be mindful of Karl Popper's injunc
tion that it is better to approach solutions to social problems piecemeal, more 
as bits of social engineering, than to undertake the world's total redesign.' This 
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does not mean, for instance, that we could not finally recommend a global sys
tem of universal basic health care, for in the nature of the solution itself, we 
still have the possibility of estimating benefits, costs, and advantages—in short, 
we can have an argument about its efficacy with a mix of theoretical inquiry 
and empirical evidence. 

Popper means to caution against erecting Utopias—those total visions of 

another world solely in which the author picks and chooses willy-nilly the as

sumptions about the living and the dead she wishes to observe. The danger 

comes in the detachment of the author—and by implication the reader and 

the follower—from the stubborn materiality of life. In a vision, we might 

imagine rocks removed; in concrete engagement with reality, we realize that 

some rocks like mountains are best walked around. The fear arises for Pop

per, and should arise for us as what Albert Schutz called "wide-awake" per

sons, that when Utopian thoughts are harnessed to state power and empire, 

people find themselves compelled to move mountains, often causing im

measurable pain and suffering. For Popper, it is the power of putting Utopian 

visions into practice that has been so costly for the human condition over 

the past 100 years. 

Two important caveats are in order. The first concerns the issue of sus
tainability and the second the question of freedom. 

Sustainability as a concept was strongly endorsed in 1987 by the World 
Commission on Environment and Development,'® a group convened by au
thority of the United Nations General Assembly to examine the effects of 
growing ecological problems on the prospects for further world economic de
velopment. The commission argued that development without heed for its 
environmental costs could lead to a serious world ecological crisis. They ar
gued that development should be "sustainable," which means that our efforts 
to increase well-being worldwide should not compromise the needs of others 
in the future seeking to meet their own needs. "The concept of sustainable 
development," the commission acknowledges, "does imply limits—not ab
solute limits but limitations imposed by the present state of technology and 
social organization on environmental resources and by the ability of the bio
sphere to absorb the effects of human activities." This report was written be
fore global warming and a host of other potentially catastrophic ecological 
problems became daily concerns, and the commission was relatively opti
mistic that world poverty could be eliminated, and believed that "technology 
and social organization can be both managed and improved to make way for 
a new era of economic growth."" 

The glow of their guarded optimism has faded since 1987, as further analy
sis of ecological problems has deepened awareness, and more unforgiving 
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accounts of environmental economics have exposed the high costs of unfet
tered economic growth when environmental degradation is factored into the 
equation. International conventions in Rio de Janeiro (1992), Kyoto (1997), 
and Johannesburg (2002) have tried to create new, environmentally friendly 
norms for economic growth, while attempting to secure agreements that 
would regulate some of the more obvious activities that threaten the earth as 
one ecozone. 

A high degree of environmental concern is warranted and should guide 
our exploration of economic alternatives. As such, it is useful to think of sus
tainability as a material constraint on our actions. Much as the necessity to 
show a profit is a requirement of a successful business plan, I would suggest 
we adopt some version of environmental sustainability as a criterion that 
proposed initiatives should be able to satisfy. 

Sustainability is a notoriously fuzzy concept, let us admit that straight
away. The 1987 UN commission implied a number of things, most funda
mentally that economic growth must sustain a decent standard of living for 
the world's poor. It argued for policies that would assure moderate population 
growth. It called for the conservation of global resources and the reorienta
tion of technology toward ecological improvement rather than degradation. 
It encouraged environmental risk assessment and a new mix of environmen
tal planning with economic analysis.'^ 

Think of sustainability as a blunter instrument. If a proposal looks as if it 
will significantly degrade the environment, then we can use the constraint 
of sustainability to rule it out. Take a concrete instance. In some parts of the 
world, vast numbers of people—1.6 billion by some estimates'^—live with 
no electricity, and sometimes these same peoples could generate electric 
power by exploiting ample coal reserves. Coal remains the least expensive 
fuel one can bum, and in comparison with other more environmentally 
sound sources like solar power, it is ten times cheaper.''' At the same time, 
the negative impacts of coal burning are well known. Not only does bum-
ing coal contribute huge quantities of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, 
which is believed to add significantly to global warming, but the air pollu
tion it causes is one of the leading causes of preventable death." Though 
providing everyone with electricity would be a measurable step toward 
greater economic equality, and coal burning the most efficient means, its en
vironmental and health effects would suggest that it is unsustainable as a 
strategy for improving well-being. 

To be sure, this argument could be put more positively. We could imagine 
valuing sustainability as a thing in itself, and encouraging the development 
of a kind of environmental economics in which environment-friendly factors 
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had a priority in our thinking. But I think it is better to use sustainability as 
a constraint rather than as a value for several reasons. First, it acts as some
thing of a reality principle in our efforts to achieve greater equality. It repre
sents the rough materiality that we have argued is necessary to avoid stray
ing down impractical, even disastrous, paths that we might contrive to cope 
with such a perfidious foe as inequality. Second, for all of the reasons given 
earlier, equality is a paramount value, and in our attempts to sort out the 
complex possibilities and effects of certain courses of action, it is useful to 
keep it, above all, in mind. 

The second caveat: Valuing equality highly can limit an individual's or a 
people's freedom. The philosopher John Stuart Mill had it right, though he 
cast the relationship in the negative: Private property, according to Mill, was 
a person's defense against exploitation.'® Most proposals we can make here 
will likely abridge the liberties of someone, particularly her rights to unfet
tered ownership and control over private property. Why? All of the claims we 
have made thus far about the direction of economic change suggest that the 
following two things are true. First, economic growth, however accelerated, 
is not enough to solve the problems of economic inequality. Second, doing 
nothing more and hoping for the best mocks our moral commitment to 
equality for the sake of universal well-being, because the deep-seated prob
lems of inequality will not be solved without positive intervention in our 
economic affairs. Resources will need to be redistributed from the rich to the 
poor, both within states and among states. 

Property, though it often connotes something stable like a lot or a home 
to which we have title of ownership, refers to a much broader class of things 
or resources over which we have control.'' Our incomes and any accumu
lated capital in whatever form are also our property, as well as the rights we 
retain for ourselves through the use of patents and copyrights, among other 
things. Moreover, it is the freedom with which we are capable of dealing with 
something called "my property" that is important as well. If you own some
thing, you believe that you also own the ability to sell, give, or use that some
thing largely according to your personal wishes. In the United States, most 
of us do concede the state's right to a portion of that asset in the form of taxes 
raised for the common good. Having said that, though, it rather exhausts our 
usual concept of the limits imposed on our use of what is "ours." 

The concession to taxation, however, is an important abridgment of our 
absolute freedom. It is also the Same sort of limit on freedom that can be ex
pected to arise from our work on equality. I think we can expect that, in mov
ing resources from the rich to the poor even via a mechanism as common as 
taxation, we nonetheless will be limiting the absolute freedom of others to 
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control their resources completely. 1 think it well, too, that we acknowledge 
that some ways of life based upon enormous wealth will be harder to pursue, 
if our projects for equality dramatically increased the amounts of funds that 
will need to be redistributed for their success. 

Some writers, like Ronald Dworkin, argue that equality and liberty are com
patible. He says that no one would worry about inequality unless there were 
liberty in the first place in a society that is based upon his notion of "equal con
cern." He also believes that no real political world can improve upon the prob
lem of equality by sacrificing liberty because no one would support it.'® 

While Dworkin's attempt to save liberty from equality may or may not 
have theoretical merit, I would argue that the demands of equality and free
dom, or liberty, are not as clearly theoretically incompatible as they are prac
tically incompatible. In this, I would follow Isaiah Berlin, a philosopher who 
might otherwise choose liberty over equality, who makes it clear that in the 
world we live in, rather than the one we might fantasize, values as funda
mental as liberty and equality are in conflict: 

But if we are not armed with an a priori guarantee of the proposition that a to
tal harmony of true values is somewhere to be found—perhaps in some ideal 
realm the characteristics of which we can, in our finite state, not so much as 
conceive—we must fall back on the ordinary resources of empirical observa
tion and ordinary human knowledge. And these certainly give us no warrant 
for supposing (or even understanding what would be meant by saying) that all 
good things, or all bad things for that matter, are reconcilable with each other. 
The world we encounter in ordinary experience is one in which we are faced 
with choices between ends equally ultimate, and claims equally absolute, the 
realization of some of which must inevitably involve the sacrifice of others.'' 

As sensitive to the practical facts of living as Berlin is, let us concede some 
loss of liberty as the price of equality. In the practice of robust welfare states, 
we see this trade-off exactly. In Sweden, Norway, Austria, Denmark, and Bel
gium, dubbed "high-income, high-equity societies," the tax burden is high and 
the economic inequality low.^° These societies transfer wealth from the richer 
to those who have less. Thus, the parameters of some of what we will propose 
are less an innovation than the use of a time-honored accommodation— 
albeit now projected on a worldwide scale. 

How Shall We Proceed? 
In proposing remedies and measuring them in terms of the degree to which 
they reduce economic, social, and political equality, we need to align two 
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things. The first is a sensible picture of the world and its dimensions; the 
second is our own interests and their dimensions. As to the latter, we dis
cussed at the beginning of this chapter the many ways in which we are in
volved in the world, whether it be as producers, consumers, citizens, or par
ticipants in popular movements and public initiatives. Ours is a complex 
set of attachments that require of us a rather comprehensive and consid
ered view of proposed solutions that involve us in everything from march
ing against world hunger on a Saturday afternoon, to donating money to 
humanitarian organizations, to paying our taxes, to pressuring our elected 
representatives, to electing our elected representatives, including the pres
ident. Our rather complete involvement in the world means that we need 
to evaluate how many actions in many contexts might diminish inequality 
in the world. 

If our personal worlds and attachments are complex, then "the world" it
self at times seems unfathomable. Where do we begin? How do we get a han
dle on this most complex of human realities? 

I suggest that at the risk of doing some damage to our ability to see the 
whole, we must begin to divide the world into workable contexts for evalu
ating what can be done. Problems, as geographers such as David Harvey and 
Neil Smith have shown, can be conceptualized as being spatially scalar.^' 
That is, one can begin to imagine a problem as contained in or inhabiting 
one or more planes of experience in space and time. As Harvey points out, 
we often lump social and economic phenomena into conventional scales 
from household to community, to nation, to globe, and so on. But behind this 
seemingly commonsensical classification scheme, a lot of our assignment of 
scales to problems has to do with how we conceive of their significance, as 
well as their causes and effects. For instance, now, in contrast to centuries 
past, poverty, genocide, and war-making—to name a few—are treated as 
problems on a global scale that come before the world as a community. In the 
twentieth century, the status inequality of women vaulted from the status of 
an artifact of households to a global problem of well-being. The aim of this 
book is also to elevate the problem of inequality to that of a worldwide, and 
not simply a national or community, concern. 

These scales, as Harvey notes, are interrelated contexts for human problems: 

We also know that what happens at one scale cannot be understood outside of 
the nested relationships that exist across a hierarchy of scales—personal be
haviors (e.g., driving cars) produce (when aggregated) local and regional ef
fects that culminate in continent-wide problems of, say, acid deposition or 
global warming.^^ 



120 Chapter Seven 

As a consequence, we need to propose solutions within and across scales of 
human activity. We also need to imagine combinations of solutions that are 
aimed at different scales of the same problem. 

Let us take up as a preliminary thought experiment the example of rural 
poverty worldwide. As we have noted in another context above, three-
quarters of the world's poor live in rural areas. Suppose we isolate three key 
factors related to why agriculture, for instance, does not improve incomes 
in rural areas. The first fact we encounter is that poor people in poor coun
tries are often deprived of land to work because large landholders monop
olize markets for arable land. 

Second, if the poor do have land, they find prices depressed for the staples 
they grow, typically two-thirds of their income, because rich nations such as 
the United States and those of the European Union subsidize their farmers' 
staple crops. The farmers in rich nations are thereby encouraged to grow 
more than they can sell at a profit in the market, picking up the difference 
from their governments. They dump their staple crops on the world market, 
depressing world prices, while receiving approximately US$350 billion in 
subsidies.^ The World Bank estimates that depressed grain prices, combined 
with protective import barriers and tariffs levied by northern countries on 
the agricultural exports of poor countries, costs farmers in poor countries ap
proximately US$100 billion a year in lost income. This is a loss of great 
magnitude—almost twice the amount of development assistance or "foreign 
aid" that moves from rich countries to the poor a year.^"* 

Third, unlike in the case of the Green Revolution for crops such as rice, 
wheat, and com, little technical progress has been made in improving the 
productivity of such plants as sorghum, yams, and cassava that are basic to 
the diets of large parts of Africa. Because sorghum, yams, and cassava are not 
on the same par as wheat, com, and rice as commodities on the world mar
ket, there is less investment, public or private, in improving output.^' 

Using different geographical scales, we see that actions on several planes 
are necessary. First, on a national scale, there is a need for land reform. Take 
the case of Brazil. The Intemational Fund for Agriculture and Development 
(IFAD) reports that Brazil has "one of the highest concentrations of land 
ownership in the world": 1 percent of the population owns 46 percent of the 
land. Of the total amount of land in private hands, only 15 percent of it is 
cultivated; the rest of the land is "either lying idle or given to pasture or held 
simply for speculative purposes." At the same time, 4.5 million families are 
landless.^® 

At the national level, therefore, political action is necessary. Moreover, 
social movements that seek land reform in the countryside deserve support 
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too. The Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra (MST, Landless Peas
ants' Movement) is composed of peasants and landless rural people who have 
fought since the 1970s for redistribution and limits on maximum allowable 
landholdings. Their platform seeks reforms that will improve the lives of 
people in the countryside, Brazil's poorest population, and guarantee food at 
an affordable price for all Brazilians. Through their efforts since 1992, 6 mil
lion hectares of land has been acquired and redistributed to 140,000 landless 
families, many of whom were subsequently organized into rural cooperatives 
to support the new cultivators' activities. Wages for cultivators as well as for 
workers in agro-industries that process and commercialize their surpluses 
have risen significantly.^' 

More can be done at the intemational level. Rich countries can reform 
their agricultural policies, supporting fanners' incomes directly if they 
choose, rather than pursue policies that protect their crops at home and en
courage them to dump surplus crops for which they have already in effect 
been paid via subsidies on the world market. Without reform, their effects 
continue to be deadly. The World Bank and the IMF recently estimated that 
if world cotton prices were not depressed by subsidies, rural poverty in a 
country like Burkina Faso, a cotton exporter, could be cut in half over the 
course of six years.^® 

The Green Revolution attempted to relieve rural poverty by increasing 
agricultural productivity through irrigation, increased fertilizer use, and the 
deployment of high-yielding hybrid varieties of basic staples such as wheat, 
com, and rice. By some measures, it was very successful. Over twenty-five 
years, it doubled the food supply in Asia while expanding actual agricultural 
acreage by only 4 percent. Poverty rates in affected areas fell significantly. By 
other measures, it has been less successful. Rural economic inequality seldom 
declined. The technological fix it entailed seems to have reached the point 
of diminishing retums, as crop yield growth has declined throughout the 
1990s.^9 

Let's look at the three solutions, ranging in scale from national to intema
tional planes. A renewed Green Revolution financed by rich nations may be 
something good to do, especially as efforts could be concentrated this time on 
the neglected staple crops of Africa. But it may not be the place to start, for 
equality purposes. On the other hand, land reform remedies the source of ru
ral economic inequality—landlessness on the part of the majority—and social 
inequality in the form of stigma and discrimination foisted upon rural people 
by an oppressive rural class structure and by states that tilt their efforts, inso
far as they make any, toward the satisfaction of the needs of people who have 
left the countryside and moved to cities. Importantly, there is a popular social 
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movement dedicated to the cause of equality and agitating for fundamental 
social change. Finally, agricultural policy reform on the part of rich nations, 
to die extent that the experts are correct, could provide as much as US$100 
billion in additional income to farmers in poor countries. This would amount 
to an income transfer and a net gain, since the farmers in poor countries are 
already producing the goods, but being paid poorly for them. 

Let us observe what we have just done using the case of the rural poor and 
agriculture. First, we have identified distinct planes or scales where solutions 
could be tried. Second, we have tried to gauge their general relevance and ef
fectiveness. Third, we have applied the criterion of equality to evaluate 
whether the measures, if taken, would advance human well-being. Given the 
way we have developed the case, the economic dimension of inequality re
ceived our primary, though not sole, attentions. 

In the chapters that follow, we will see if we can succeed with this method. 
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Valuing equality weighs upon us straightaway. Let us confess at the outset 
that few standards in human affairs set the bar as high as does valuing equal
ity. Halting hunger, eliminating poverty—these are daunting goals. But they 
do not ultimately satisfy the stricter demands of equality. Moreover, we have 
argued for a fairly stringent application of equality, steering toward equality 
of outcomes over a guarantee of equality of opportunity wherever possible. 
This puts the bar higher yet. 

At the same time, we confront a world so unequal that no list of remedies 
offers any immediate prospect of achieving the total result. Our remedies will 
inevitably be partial, ameliorative, rather than entirely curative. Then, too, 
the list we could compose will inevitably be incomplete: No one book, no 
one author, advantaged though she may be by having access to social thought 
from around the world, can produce a set of efficacious initiatives complete 
enough to achieve the final result. Following Karl Popper, as we discussed 
earlier, we should probably mistrust such a list and its promise anyway. 

What can we do? We can set about proposing and examining remedies 
with a single criterion: Does the remedy advance equality in all or any of its 
several dimensions? Sometimes the remedies upon brief examination appear 
as clear cases in which an improvement in equality could be readily expected. 
Other times, the cases will be close and require more detailed analysis and 
perhaps comparison with other possible remedies to see how valuable one or 
more of them are. In all, though, since this book is about thinking about eco
nomic alternatives, each case we examine enhances our capacity to analyze 
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Others with equality in mind. The results should be beneficial for other peo

ple's lives and improve our own abilities to work for the greater good. 

So let us start with the clear cases, those in which the arguments are fairly 
clear-cut, and then move on to the close ones. At the same time, we take the 
vantage point of looking at the world with a global perspective. What can we 
unlock or unleash at the global scale that will enhance equality in people's 
everyday lives? 

World Governance: One Person, One Vote 
The world's governmental institutions do not advance political equality, the 
absence of which leads them toward less-than-salutary work on the problems 
of social and economic equality. They are neither formally democratic, nor 
effectively democratic in the terms we have discussed in earlier chapters. 

First to form. Global institutions such as the United Nations (UN), the 
World Bank, and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the foundations 
of our present international order, are not organized democratically. Estab
lished by the victors of World War II under the primary though not exclusive 
tutelage of the United States, they reflected the power politics of their time, 
not the desire, as we have discussed before, for the "fullest possible participa
tion" of all involved. Thus, the Security Council of the United Nations was 
installed in addition to the general assembly of all nations to ensure that the 
world powers of the time had ultimate control over matters of war and peace. 
The delegation to five permanent members of absolute veto power over UN 
Security Council actions has drawn repeated criticism, and there is pressure 
to reform it institutionally too.' 

Both the World Bank and the IMF also have dual governance structures. 
At the IMF, each member country receives 250 basic votes; another portion 
is doled out on the basis of each country's comparative economic power. The 
effect has been to drastically dilute the share of basic votes in voting power; 
they now account for only 2 percent of all votes cast for policy decisions and 
loan agreements.^ Africa, for instance, by virtue of its small economies, has 
only 2 percent of the IMF's total voting rights.^ At the World Bank, each 
member nation has one vote but, again, the rest are determined by other cri
teria, in this case by the size of each state's contribution to the World Bank's 
working capital. 

Consequently, committees composed of large shareholders such as the 
United States, Great Britain, Germany, France, Japan, and Russia make poli
cies and approve loans at both institutions."' The IMF and World Bank were 
meant to operate like banks, and they still do. Their public purposes have not 
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affected their largely "privatized" governance structures, though both orga
nizations have tried since the 1990s to appear more responsive to the needs 
of poor countries and their peoples. Their bureaucracies are self-perpetuating 
and in some instances staffed through the use of national quotas that ensure 
that the powerful nations maintain a secure grasp on the organizations. It is 
still the case, for example, that a "gentlemen's agreement" allots the direc
torship of the IMF to a European and the presidency of the World Bank to a 
U.S. citizen. 

Nor, as if by some miracle, are they effectively democratic. As we have dis
cussed in earlier chapters, their missions reflect agendas, whether institu
tional as banks or political as instruments of foreign policy, of others than 
poor countries. Their policies, as many leading economists allege, may be 
more part of the problem than the solution to the vast problems of inequal
ity we have discussed here. 

The World Trade Organization (WTO), though a recent addition among 
world organizations, has also succumbed to processes whereby rich countries 
rule. It is vital because under its aegis, all world trade occurs. The UN De
velopment Programme (UNDP) describes the WTO policy-making process 
this way: 

Decisions are based on "one country, one vote" and made by consensus, giving 
the WTO the appearance of democratic decision-making.... But in practice, 
the WTO is dominated by a few major industrial countries—while the poorest 
developing countries have little or no representation or negotiation capacity.' 

"One country, one vote," it seems, may not be enough to have any impact on 
reducing inequality. 

Not surprisingly, many have condemned and called for the dismantling of 
this spider's stratagem of entangling poor countries in a web of organizations 
run by the rich countries for their own benefit. The notion is to replace them 
with new organizations whose charters would be more responsive to the 
needs of the poor, as opposed to the rich.® If the task is to reform existing 
world organizations such as the IMF, World Bank, and WTO, every attempt 
should be made to assure that they enhance equality in all of its dimensions. 
To accomplish this, they will need to more securely guarantee political equal
ity to all of their members. Political equality achieved by making them more 
democratic in operation would likely trigger shifts in policies and resource al
locations that more fully reflect the wishes of poor countries. Though greater 
political equality is a virtue in itself, it would also seem reasonable to expect 
that policies would be more specifically directed toward reducing the gnaw
ing economic and social inequalities we have observed worldwide. 
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Reform proposals like those put forth by the UNDP, for example, often 
call for increasing the number of votes for each nation, so that the propor
tion allocated on the basis of economic strength is diminished. In theory, 
this would improve the prospects of poor nations by increasing their pro
portion of votes in the total mix of voting.' Given the overall discrimina
tory bias in not only the form but also the actual operation of bodies like the 
three we have discussed, is this remedy sufficient? Perhaps we should go one 
step further. Though we could stop at advocating what is essentially a vari
ation on "one nation, one vote" in "one nation, many votes," it would be 
interesting to consider the effects of "one person, one vote," and its impli
cations for world governance. What if nations in these international bodies 
had as many votes as they had persons? This would mean that the poor 
would have a majority in the world's economic decision-making bodies. 
Their impact, as is true now, would probably be diluted somewhat by the 
complexities of national rule whereby in many nations, richer minorities 
lead poorer majorities. But we would be putting democratic powers one step 
closer to the effective demands of the world's majority who are poor. The 
poor's leaders, whatever their social stripe, would be shaping world eco
nomic policy, and the hope is that they would be responsive to the needs 
and desires of their poor majorities. 

Reforms of this sort inevitably diminish the freedom of rich countries to 
do as they please, for if effective, reordering governance should lead to 
greater demands upon their resources by the world's poor majority. The goal 
is greater equality in which political equality is both a means and an end in 
itself. To submit to democratic rule, to live with Dworkin's "equal concern" 
for all, is something we strive for in the United States, however imperfectly 
we achieve it. The context has shifted; We live or can strive to live in a dem
ocratic world. 

Free Trade for Poor Nations 
The great historian Femand Braudel always argued that we confused capital
ism with free markets. Capitalism is not the ideology capitalists mouth; it is 
what they do, which is making the most money they can any way they can. 
Braudel believed that capitalists in fact abhorred competition, which low
ered their profits, and ceaselessly sought to fix the game by getting states and 
other players to help them obtain mles that benefited them and smote their 
enemies.® State connivance, as Karl Polanyi showed even before Braudel, 
kept capitalism as an economic engine from coming off the rails by absorb
ing the shocks of worker discontent over chronic bouts of unemployment.' 
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And so it is, at least with world trade—a US$7 trillion business. Rich 
countries at the behest of people in several economically and politically im
portant sectors of their economies have successfully fixed the rules of world 
trade to redound in favor of their home producers. Consider this astonishing 
fact; The poorer you are, the higher tariffs your products face abroad. The ef
fective tariff faced for goods produced by people making less than US$1 a day 
or for people making less dian US$2 a day was 14 percent of the value of the 
product. Tariffs for goods produced by people making more than US$2 a day 
averaged 6 percent of the value of the product. This means that poor people 
face tariff barriers that are on average two and one-third times higher than 
those faced by people from richer countries. This creates, in effect, an addi
tional tax on the goods of poor people and diminishes their markets.'" 

For poor countries, the losses are catastrophic. It is estimated that poor 
countries lose US$700 billion annually in potential export earnings, an 
amount equal to 12 percent of their combined gross domestic product, be
cause of the various devices rich countries deploy to protect their home mar
kets and producers." 

Discrimination occurs across the board, but the areas of most serious con
cern regard agriculture, textiles, and clothing—all bottom-line poor country 
exports. With respect to agricultural products, the rich countries play the 
game on both sides of their borders. Inside the borders of the United States, 
Canada, and the European Union, producers are helped in a number of ways. 
Farmers may be paid direct subsidies for their agricultural production; for 
every bushel of com, wheat, soybeans, or rice, they may be paid a guaranteed 
fixed amount or an amount consisting of the difference between their costs 
of production and profit and the market price, the so-called parity price. At 
the same time, quotas and tariffs are placed on agricultural imports to support 
higher domestic prices for homegrown goods. Being paid to plant, farmers 
produce an abundance beyond what the national market can absorb, so they 
dump the rest of their production on the world market for whatever price it 
can fetch. Since their surpluses often produce surpluses in world markets, the 
price of goods plummets. Producers without subsidy or producing at a higher 
cost of production than the subsidized farmers from the rich countries lose 
money and market share. Many are driven out of the market entirely. 

The stakes are high for rich countries. Aside from the political favor that of
ficeholders curry with voters in agricultural regions, agriculture is a big busi
ness. It gives one pause to consider that the United States has a 72 percent 
share of the world market for com, 49 percent share of the market for soybeans, 
23 percent of the market for wheat, and 11 percent of the market for rice. Pro
duction for the market is controlled by large transnational agro-corporations 
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like Archer Daniels Midland and Cargill, both of which are among the largest 
U.S. campaign contributors to candidates for federal office. The lion's share of 
the subsidies does not go to the family farmer, but into the hands of grain deal
ers and corporate farms. The pressure of these powerful forces was so intense 
that the United States in 2002 passed a farm bill that increases—not 
decreases—subsidies for growing crops, much of which will eventually be 
dumped on the world market, causing more pain and failure for small farmers 
around the world.'^ As noted in the preceding chapter, if we add up all the rich 
countries' agricultural subsidies, not counting the increases allocated in the 
U.S. Farm Act, we come up with an estimated US$350 billion a year—seven 
times the foreign aid that the rich pass to the poor yearly, and equivalent to 
fully 40 percent of the value of agricultural production in the rich countries. 
To put this number in perspective, US$350 billion in agricultural subsidies to 
farmers in rich countries is roughly equivalent to the gross domestic product of 
all of sub-Saharan Africa.'^ 

Outside their borders, the rich countries seek markets for their agricultural 
goods by forcing poor countries to drop their tariff barriers and quotas on 
their agricultural imports. Their instrument is the IMF. Oxfam, an interna
tional nongovernmental organization with a long record of working for eco
nomic development in poor countries, provides some sobering instances of 
how it works. Haiti, as part of an IMF agreement, reduced its rice import tar
iff from 35 percent of the price of the product to 3 percent over the course of 
a year. Oxfam reports that within the space of another year, rice exports from 
the United States wiped out "tens of thousands of small producers." In Ja
maica, the European Community is the benefactor. Under an IMF accord, 
Oxfam says that Jamaica lowered its tariff on milk, and EU producers selling 
subsidized milk at cheap prices are driving 3,000 poor Jamaican dairy farmers 
out of work.'"* 

European milk becomes a problem for Indian producers as well, according 
to Oxfam: 

Consider the Indian dairy sector, now one of the largest milk producers in the 
world and a potential exporter. Even if it could overcome EU tariffs of 144 per
cent on butter and 76 percent on milk powder, it could hardly compete in Eu
rope with domestic producers, half of whose income is derived from subsidies. 
Nor can it compete with EU milk-powder exports, sold at about half the cost 
of production in third markets such as the Middle East and southem Mediter
ranean. It is not surprising that Europe is the world's largest exporter of 
skimmed milk powder. Ironically, the EU was one of the aid donors that sup
ported the development of the Indian industry in the first place.'' 
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Thus, rich countries by subsidies, protection, and dumping agricultural prod
ucts devastate the poor, 70 percent of whom rely on agriculture directly or in
directly for their livelihoods, and who produce precisely those staples that are 
the specialties of the overproducing rich.'® Agricultural products comprise a 
third of poor countries' exports.'' 

For poor countries, so often trapped in discouraging markets for agricul
tural goods, or producing basic commodities such as unrefined basic metals 
(also products with uncertain market prospects), the manufacture of cloth
ing, textiles, and footwear is often an important first step. Local handicraft 
traditions equip local people with know-how. The technology is cheap and 
easily acquired or transferred—often picked up via second-hand machines 
from rich countries. And of course, the markets for clothing, textiles, and 
footwear are enormous. 

Yet again, the rich countries refuse to give up markets to poor producers 
of clothing, textiles, and footwear, areas where, at the low end of these vast 
markets, the poor producers with lower costs have a comparative advantage. 
The United States and the European Union, for instance, rely on import 
quotas to limit the influx of goods from outside, and they levy tariffs on those 
that they do import. Notwithstanding special concessions granted over the 
years to Mexican, Central American, Caribbean, and some Latin American 
producers, the United States still exacts 42 percent of its total tariffs from 
levies on clothing and textiles. Though a 1994 world trade agreement phases 
out many of the barriers on textile exports from poor to rich countries, the 
tariffs will remain high, roughly three times those levied for other industrial 
goods.'® 

What can rich countries do for poor countries that would reduce world
wide economic inequality? Providing open and unfettered access to their 
markets for exports from poor countries would be a crucial as well as a clear 
step toward providing increased economic opportunity. And, if we take any 
part of the theory of comparative advantage as salient, opening markets to 
producers in poor countries should significantly raise their incomes and re
duce economic inequality between producers in rich countries and producers 
in poor countries." Thus, we will make some progress toward assuring equal
ity of outcomes with rewards tending toward producers in poor countries. 

However, this is not a win-win game if you are a farmer in the United 
States or the European Union or if you work in a textile plant in a rich coun
try. Losing markets implies losing jobs, and farmers and workers will lose jobs 
if we are successful in shifting resources via trade to poor countries. But there 
are several things to say that mitigate the losses. First, agricultural and the 
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textile/clothing sectors in rich countries, despite their production, are eco
nomically very ill. This is why the rich countries subsidize them at enormous 
cost and protect them with quotas and tariffs. Making them healthier de
pends upon enlightened public policies that support their working popula
tions at the same time they rationalize the industries so that they can com
pete fairly in international trade. Then, too, the United States could follow 
the initiative undertaken by the European Union to reorient agricultural 
production toward domestic consumption, carving out ecologically and eco
nomically sound niches for their farming communities. 

Second, eliminating a system so damaging to the poor can have equality 
benefits in rich countries. The farm programs of the rich countries typically 
reward the large and often corporate farmer, rather than the family farmer. In 
the United States, a small minority of large farms, 10 percent in 1998, col
lected up to two-thirds of the farm subsidies. In the European Union, the 
largest 25 percent of the farms receive 70 percent of the subsidies.^" The rich 
countries, in other words, help neither ordinary farmers in their own lands, 
nor poor farmers in other lands. They could, if they chose, open markets to 
poor country producers and reform their own farm programs, providing small 
farmers with incentives not to plant or to plant for local markets. This would 
positively reorient redistribution in rich countries toward greater equality. In 
the case of the textile and clothing industries, rich countries could make 
loans available for industrial upgrading of their domestic producers, as well as 
provide income support and retraining for unemployed workers. 

Freer Labor Markets 
Labor, too, is traded in markets, and those markets can be just as open or 
closed as markets for goods. Labor is the bedrock of our economies; through 
our work, we reproduce our societies. Thus, labor's movement across national 
borders is an important economic fact for individuals, nations, and the world 
economy. For instance, immigration was—and remains—one of the founda
tions of United States economic growth. While other societies, notably the 
European Union and Japan, experience an aging population and anticipate a 
decline in their economic prospects because their working-age populations 
are shrinking, the U.S. labor market grows younger. Immigrants replenish the 
labor supply and provide the means for further economic expansion. In
creasingly, they are highly skilled workers: Some 50 percent of current mi
grants to the United States have some university training—a remarkable 
contrast to 100 years ago, when migrants were overwhelmingly composed of 
agriculturists with limited formal education.^' 
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For sending as opposed to recipient countries, migration can be a mixed 
blessing. Economists in Mexico must wonder what the Mexican economy is 
losing when they calculate that 10 million Mexicans and Mexican-Americans 
now live in the United States—a number that is equivalent to 10 percent of 
Mexico's population. True, a portion of the value their labors create is repa
triated in remittances, and the sum is significant. Mexicans and Mexican-
Americans working in the United States passed US$6 billiori in earnings in 
1999 back to Mexico. Remittances for other countries are significant too: 
US$12 billion for India, US$5 billion for Turkey, US$4 billion for Egypt, and 
so on.^^ In total, foreign workers worldwide remit on average about US$75 
billion to their home countries each year, a sum larger than all the foreign 
aid sent by rich countries to poor countries.^ This is good news for poor 
countries. As the share of migrants from their countries increases, the pro
portion of the poor population at home decreases. The effect is significant: A 
World Bank study shows that a 10 percent increase in migration produces 
roughly a 2 percent decline in the proportion of poor people.^'' 

For senders as well as receivers, there are also effects on wages and in
comes. Senders, in these cases poor countries, could theoretically feel an up-
draft in the average wage, though this would depend on the emigration out
flow creating tighter labor markets in economies with low unemployment—a 
situation true for only some of the better-off poor countries with strong eco
nomic growth. More typically, senders experience a "brain drain"—the loss 
of skilled workers who find better wages in rich countries than they do at 
home. For instance, Mexico, otherwise a winner when we measure only in 
terms of remittances, has lost 30 percent of its Ph.D.s to the U.S. labor mar
ket. Some estimate that African countries such as Ghana and Sierra Leone 
have lost as much as 30 percent of their highly educated citizens to emigra
tion. Though many of the educated workers are actually trained as students 
in rich countries, poor countries have often footed the bill for their educa
tion. Thus, in effect, they not only lose the value of their skilled workers' fu
ture labors, but lose their training investment as well.^^ 

The impact of immigration on receivers, in these cases rich countries, is 
somewhat mixed as well. Some workers in rich countries experience a down-
draft in wages, particularly if they are unskilled and semiskilled workers. In
creased competition from unskilled migrants in labor markets drives wages 
down, though the effects of skilled migrants on white-collar, professional and 
managerial wages are less clear.^® Here, however, we have one of the proba
ble reasons for increasing economic inequality in the United States, as there 
is evidence that migrant participation in our labor markets depresses the 
wages of low-wage workers.^' 
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Assuming that the negative effects of migration on poor workers in rich 
countries can be remedied by government action such as income support and 
supplement programs, let us entertain a provocative proposal. To reduce 
worldwide inequality, suppose we encourage freer markets for labor migra
tion. At the outset, let us observe that the overall effects of migration have 
remained small: Only 130 million, or 2.3 percent, of the world's population 
lives outside the countries of their birth.^® Half of the world's migrants find 
themselves in rich countries, comprising 6 percent of their populations, 
while the rest find themselves living in other poor countries.^' Suppose the 
rich countries marginally enlarged their temporary migration quotas for 
work, say to include up to 3 percent of their labor forces. The economist Dani 
Rodrik estimates that this would result in an increased net transfer of at least 
US$200 billion in remittances to poor countries each year.^° To put that 
number in perspective, let us recall once more that total foreign aid flows 
from the rich to poor countries runs roughly US$60 billion a year. Conse
quently, liberalizing immigration could help poor countries realize substantial 
increases in personal income. Unskilled and semiskilled migrants most often 
pass on savings to their families; housing investments often ensue. Skilled 
and professional migrants not only pass on funds to families but also increas
ingly invest in the economic development of their homelands.^' 

As with the trade initiative, opening even marginally migration of tem
porary workers from poor to rich countries would probably reduce inequality 
between countries by raising incomes of people in poor countries via remit
tances. For unskilled worker migrants, higher wages and higher incomes for 
their households would result. With respect to skilled workers, the case is 
more complicated. As we noted, migration can become a brain drain of the 
skilled personnel of poor countries. How do we balance considerations? Or, 
better put, for whom do we balance considerations—for a society, for a group, 
or for individuals? 

Our efforts to reduce equality began with the motive of enhancing uni
versal well-being, a task that also addresses the need of individuals to enjoy 
meaningful lives, to fulfill in other words their "human vocation."^^ In this 
respect, we left open the possibility that proposals for improvement could be 
aimed at individuals of certain sorts, rather than be aimed always at the ag
gregate. Though later, for instance, we consider proposals about reducing 
gender inequality and thus enhancing the well-being of women as a group, 
we advocate in this case that individuals, skilled or unskilled, be free to find 
greater fulfillment—and reward—through migration to rich countries. 
Though this promises to be among the most piecemeal and incremental of 
our proposals, it reaches directly to the conditions of freedom under which 
millions of individuals labor as such, and dius, with the other benefits enu-
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merated above weighed in, appears warranted. As a recompense, poor coun
tries could tax remittance income as they tax any other wages earned by their 
citizens. 

Once again, it behooves rich countries to develop policies and programs 
that support workers whose wages and employment are negatively affected by 
increased labor migration. They also must take steps to assure that migrant 
workers enjoy equal protection of the laws, including the right to join trade 
unions. These two safeguards are necessary to prevent businesses in rich 
countries—or rich states for that matter—from exploiting the vulnerabilities 
of foreign workers. 

Global Health Care 
Thus far, we have asked rich countries to undertake actions that have no 
costs or have more in the way of indirect costs. Achieving greater political 
equality in world organizations is not costly per se, but indirectly we could 
anticipate that resources would shift from rich to poor countries. In the cases 
of trade in agricultural products and textiles, and in labor markets, the trans
fers are again not strictly direct. By letting markets for the agricultural prod
ucts, textiles, and apparel from poor countries grow, or by increasing migra
tion flows from poor to rich countries, rich countries would doubtless feel 
negative effects. The damage is done to their own citizens by action of the 
markets. However, by virtue of their experiences in the development of wel
fare states, rich countries can provide remedies for their citizens who may be 
hurt by the success of poor countries. Most of them would need to expand 
services they already provide or make greater investments in training, edu
cation, and income support than they now do. The point is that they have 
the know-how and the resources, and probably the makings of a domestic 
consensus, to help their own citizens in need. 

This is not enough. Redistribution of an indirect sort, consisting essentially 
of offering poor countries better access to markets for goods and labor in rich 
countries, could be thought of as the equivalent of providing "equality of op
portunity." Under the proposals above, we are offering them the opportunity 
to compete as effectively as anyone else for resources and rewards in the mar
ketplace. It is a strategy, as we have noted above, highly reminiscent of, if not 
identical with, the logic underlying programs for the disadvantaged in the 
United States. We believe in providing people with opportunities, but not 
guaranteeing outcomes. They should receive the training, but not the job. 
The latter they must obtain in open competition with others. 

This standard—opportunity, not outcomes—is not the whole story, even 
in the United States. Though the U.S. welfare system is less a safety net 
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than a sieve, it still recognizes that some basic human needs must be guar
anteed for the worst off, even if it can't bring itself to guarantee everyone 
identical benefits as universal rights. Thus, the Medicaid program, for in
stance, provides complete health care for the eligible poor. The United 
States also guarantees a portion of its citizenry, the elderly, medical services 
under Medicare, largely regardless of their economic circumstances. Some 
equality of outcomes—that the elderly and eligible poor will receive all nec
essary medical care—is thus provided, even in the least generous of rich-
country welfare states. 

Suppose we imagine that poor countries stand in the same relation to us 
as the poor of the United States. What then becomes our obligation? Guar
anteeing equality of outcomes finds both its reason and its precedent. And it 
is particularly in the field of medical care, aside from the protections against 
hunger that rich nations already provide via world relief agencies, that de
mands our closest attention. Aside from nourishment, adequate medical care 
is a fundamental requisite for survival itself. As dear as education, employ
ment, and old age security are to the human vocation, none of these acquires 
value unless people can function physically with some chance of reaching 
their maturity. 

Let us quickly review once more how deadly economic inequality is. Peo
ple in poor countries die of treatable medical conditions and diseases in vast 
numbers. A woman is 100 times more likely to die during pregnancy or in 
childbirth in sub-Saharan Africa than she is in any rich country. Her children 
are more vulnerable too. When a child in the United States has an acute res
piratory infection, a category that covers everything from the common cold 
and bronchitis to pneumonia, she sees a doctor, takes an antibiotic if indi
cated, and receives supportive care from her family coi^sisting of extra nutri
tion and fluids. Though every mother worries, it is seldom a life-threatening 
condition. But in poor countries, the same conditions are killers, accounting 
for 20 percent of child deaths before age five. Supportive family care requires 
a minimum of human resources, but not having them is what being poor in a 
poor country means. Moreover, in most poor countries, doctors treat only half 
the number of children who suffer; in West Africa, doctors see fewer than one 
in five children.^^ 

Assuming children survive to age five, other major killers await them. 
Malaria infects 500 million persons a year, and kills 1 million persons a year. 
Tuberculosis kills 2 million persons a year. AIDS has infected 42 million per
sons and kills 3 million persons a year. Most of the victims of these cata
strophic diseases live in poor countries where therapies are few and death 
more certain than in rich countries.^'' 
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Yet therapies for these conditions exist in rich countries. For fifty years, 
doctors have been successfully treating most tuberculosis cases with drugs. In 
rich countries, we may be on the verge of transforming AIDS from a certain 
killer to a chronic disease. Effective supportive therapies and drugs have 
given sufferers hope and access to many more precious years of their lives. 
Even malaria, the least tractable of these three diseases worldwide, is pre
ventable if you come from a rich country. For instance, when you travel from 
the United States to a malarial zone outside the country, your doctor's pre
scription of quinine is usually enough to prevent infection.^^ 

People in poor countries do not have access to the medical care they need 
to combat these killers. They neither have the resources—read money—to 
devote to the necessary care, nor the medical infrastructure, that is, the doc
tors, nurses, health aides, drugs, health centers, and health education pro
grams, to deliver it. 

Poor health creates a vicious cycle: People in poor countries are poorer be
cause they cannot get healthier. The reason is that a sick population pro
duces less. Imagine if even just 10 percent of the adult population of your 
society suffered from untreated AIDS, tuberculosis, and/or malaria. The vic
tims would suffer chronic fevers, anemia, and fatigue—all symptoms that 
would drastically reduce or eliminate their productivity as workers. Higher 
death rates would take their toll on the work force. Economists estimate that 
the sick and dying populations of poor countries result in a total of US$186 
billion a year in lost production, goods, and services that could better feed 
their populations and help them build sustainable economies. And these so
cieties pay the final price, experiencing the untimely and unnecessary deaths 
of 8 million persons a year.^® 

Suppose, then, we envision a system of basic health care for all poor citi
zens of the world. Perhaps this seems too daunting a prospect. But let us re
mind ourselves again that the world we live in knows for the first time in his
tory the depth, distribution, and scope of human problems. We can locate 
and map the human battle with disease worldwide, down to the level of the 
province and the county, and often even the village. If anything, it is the 
mismatch of our age between what we know and what we are doing that in
cites greater and more profound moral reflection on the need to ensure well-
being for all under conditions of greater equality. 

We can also be encouraged by the fact that people have begun to imagine 
what such a system would look like, how much the first installment of it 
might cost, and how it could be constructed. The World Health Organiza
tion organized the Commission on Macroeconomics and Health in 1999 
with the mission of studying the feasibility of a basic system of worldwide 
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medical care. It argues that such a system should concentrate on the cata
strophic killers we have described above, and also focus on providing care for 
mothers, infants, and young children. In its view, these are the conditions 
that are most economically and socially costly. They are also those for which 
basic medical treatments have been developed and routinized through trial 
and error in millions of cases all over the world.'' 

The commission proposes that community health centers be established 
in every locality where none exists, and that care be supported, focused, and 
streamlined along lines it suggests in areas where they do exist. The audacity 
of its proposal lies in prescribing a world health care system—not in the 
modality that it chooses. If you think for a moment about the public health 
system in the United States, and you subtract the costly acute care infra
structure represented by our hospitals and urban medical centers, then you 
begin to see what the commission is after. The community health centers in 
the United States, for instance, deliver care to help people cope with diseases 
perceived as public health threats. In addition, the federal government sub
sidizes care and nutrition for poor mothers and children. 

This, in a rough sense, is the commission's proposal. Once the centers are 
established worldwide, the commission envisions that people with other 
chronic diseases for which simple treatment regimes can be devised would 
also receive care. Treatment for diseases like hypertension, heart disease, and 
diabetes could be added to the centers' competencies. These diseases would 
become a treatment focus once the big killers were out of the way, allowing 
local populations to age and thereby became more liable to them. 

This approach is not unprecedented. In fact, as the commission points 
out, it builds upon efforts since the 1950s that have undertaken interna
tional campaigns to eliminate specific diseases. Worldwide vaccination 
against scourges like polio and smallpox has eliminated them almost en
tirely. Initiatives against leprosy, guinea worm, Chagas' disease, and schisto
somiasis are beginning to show positive results. A global attack on AIDS has 
through fits and starts finally begun. Each of these attempts tells us more 
about how to help people effectively, even in the most unfavorable circum
stances.'® 

Centers such as those proposed by the commission are not as costly as one 
might assume. In fact, they estimate that it would cost around US$34 per 
year per patient to deliver the services discussed above. Poor countries now 
spend US$13 per year per person on health care. In total, the global program 
would cost in new monies US$57 billion in 2007, and rise widi full imple
mentation to US$94 billion a year." If rich countries undertook full funding 
of the program, it would effectively double their current foreign aid contri-
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butions of US$60 billion in 2007 and increase their commitment in 2015 
again by another 60 percent of their current foreign aid."*® 

This is not a lot of money for rich countries. Their current foreign aid con
tributions amount to less than one-quarter of 1 percent of their gross domes
tic product. Doubling their commitment would increase their liability to 
one-half of 1 percent in 2007. Given that their economies are likely to grow 
at least marginally, the more money in aid needed for 2015 could probably be 
met out of income without increasing the percentage commitment of their 
gross domestic product."*' 

A proposal of this sort seems an obvious good thing. But we need to ask 
the question of how it meets our requirements for greater equality. To begin 
with, it provides equality of resources for some basic human killers. No 
dumbed-down or discount solutions are being contemplated here. The treat
ments offered are those that would be applied to people in rich countries 
should they be at risk of tuberculosis, malaria, and AIDS, or should mothers 
or their children need supportive care. It offers the prospect that people in 
poor countries will substantially improve their longevity and their overall 
health so that they, too, can appreciate the virtues of life after sixty—and in 
some cases fifty. As Amartya Sen would put it, helping people be healthy in
creases their capabilities for creating a life with more chances for well-being. 
And the costs of poor health—8 million dead yearly and US$186 billion in 
lost income—become gains. 

The community health center focus also evens up the equality score 
among people in poor countries. The poor generally do not have much ac
cess to the health care that already exists in poor countries. Just as in rich 
countries, money is poured into maintaining acute care hospitals in the cities 
that offer little to residents of the countryside and little more to poor people 
living in nearby squatter settlements. The middle and upper classes, though 
a fraction of the population of poor countries, consume the lion's share of 
medical care and health services. As we noted in an earlier chapter, the top 
20 percent of households in eight of twelve countries surveyed in a 1999 
World Bank study got more than their statistical share of medical care. Shift
ing resources to where poor people are, and emphasizing the treatable condi
tions that can severely damage or end their lives, via the community medical 
center enhances the well-being of those who most need it. Studies of who is 
treated at existing community health centers confirms that the poor would 
be the most likely beneficiaries of services delivered in this rather direct and 
simple—^when compared with hospital services—way."*^ 

For these reasons, a global system that can deliver specific kinds of health 
care in this way shows significant promise of remedying existing inequality 
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and foreclosing on the future inequalities that arise through the poor health 
of poor people. 

Are There Other, Better Options? 
Are there other, better options to the remedies advocated above? To be sure, 
there are other options, and perhaps some better ones. One thinks immedi
ately of a worldwide progressive income tax that would redistribute the 
world's riches to the poor, a prominent and largely forgotten proposal of the 
1980 North-South Development Commission headed by the late Willy 
Brandt.'*' It has been estimated, for instance, that with 2 percent of the gross 
domestic product of rich countries, the 1.2 billion poorest of the world's poor 
could move from a US$1 a day to a US$2 a day subsistence level.'*'* At the 
same time, there are absolute limits to the good that redistribution can do. 
The deficit between North and South is so vast that a simple transfer of rich-
country wealth would not automatically resolve the problem of equality.'*^ 
This insight will lead us in a subsequent chapter to discuss the appropriate 
role of economic growth in tandem with distribution as part of the answer to 
persistent inequality. 

New ideas are finding their way into earnest discussion. One of the most 
interesting, put forward by economist Robert Schiller, is a process whereby 
poor countries could lay off some of the downside risks of the development 
process—in this case, the real possibilities of economic failure—-by selling 
bonds in an international market consisting of all other sovereign nations. 
Under this scheme, poor countries would sell securities for which, at the end 
of a determined period, the buyer, another sovereign nation, would pay the 
poor country if it could not meet its development goals. If the poor country 
met or exceeded its development goals, it would pay the bondholders a pre
mium on their money. If a country succeeded, the premium would return 
more for the cost of capital borrowed, though it would be a small cost, since 
important economic growth would have sustained with the bonds. If the 
country could not succeed, then it would receive recompense from the bond
holders that would help it sustain its society even as the economy floun
dered.'*® When we recall that according to the UNDP, fifty-four poor nations 
did not grow at all economically during the 1990s and are thus poorer now 
than before, the virtue of Schiller's idea becomes plain.'*' Had such a bond 
market as he advocates existed, these countries would have received signifi
cant transfer payments to help ameliorate the misery of their people. 

Schiller's is an intriguing proposal, but may not be enough for our pur
poses. Though on initial inspection, it would in practice appear to transfer 
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resources from rich to poor countries, its overall impact on narrowing huge 
gaps between rich and poor nations is uncertain. It would pay poor countries 
when they failed to grow economically. Under this condition, unless the rich 
countries failed to grow, too, the compensation would be unlikely to match 
the lost economic growth, and poor nations would either be falling further 
behind the rich or not making up ground. Within poor countries, the bond 
scheme might provide some economic protection as well as an iricentive 
among the political and economic elite not to fail with their economic plans. 
But, as we have seen many times above, unless one acts directly to increase 
equality, one doesn't get it. Economic growth can lessen poverty, but it does 
not disproportionately reward the poor. In the best of circumstances, it acts 
evenly across social classes, raising the standard of living of each stratum in 
the rough proportion of the country's rate of economic growth. With growth, 
the poor may be better off, but they don't catch up with the rest of society. 
Hence, Schiller's proposal as it presently stands doesn't fully meet our equal
ity needs."*® 

Our highly restricted selection of remedies—from democratizing global 
governance and freeing trade and migrant labor to fiinding global health 
care—helps us in the thought experiment of learning how we might refash
ion the world with equality as our guide. Then, too, the ambition of this book 
is to help us freshly imagine what can be done now that the world is set up 
as it is. Part of the challenge to our imaginations is extensional: We need to 
consider the implications of our beliefs in other, newer, broader contexts. 
Thus, as consistent with our beliefs, extension of democratic principles and 
procedures to world organizations becomes an inescapable commitment for 
which excessive "shaving," or modification of democratic processes for the 
comfort of the comfortable is difficult to countenance. 

Another aspect of the challenge is to redefine our social obligations so 
that the "social" in the expression now connotes a worldwide responsibil
ity for equality of opportunity. For instance, the sort of free trade and free 
labor proposals we have entertained imply that we assume an interest in eq
uity or fairness in our transactions with all others, and especially with rel
atively powerless poor countries. Of course, rich countries could continue 
to subsidize their agricultural producers, protect traditional industries, and 
shut out migrant labor—or exploit that labor in the most base ways 
through the tool of illegality, as occurs in both the United States and Eu
rope. But this would mean that we were unwilling to absorb the costs of 
providing rather minimal sorts of equality of opportunity for people in poor 
countries. It would also overlook some self-interested reasons that could 
still be adduced for extending our concerns: Agricultural goods and apparel 
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would become cheaper with rich-country protection withdrawn, and the 
utilization of legal labor migrants adds real and significant taxable wealth 
to the coffers of host countries. 

Accepting these costs would lighten poor nations' burdens while signify
ing our participation in a global network of economic support and reciproc
ity. But moving toward the provision of equality of resources worldwide rep
resents perhaps the greatest extension of our concerns and beliefs. For if the 
transfers of resources are significant enough that we experience our wealth 
lessened at the cost of providing for people in poor countries, then we have 
loosed the bonds of strict reciprocity over our actions and embraced some
thing remarkably similar to justice in world affairs. 

Still, though our thought experiment rests upon the extension of our 
moral beliefs and our social responsibilities, some of the argument presented 
here must inevitably rely for support upon a pillar, however slender, of plau
sibility. Such questions as how would something work, do we have the re
sources at present to do it, can we foresee some prospect for an idea's accept
ance, and so on, create the conditions whereby we can begin to take up a 
proposal seriously. It then invokes and tests our own beliefs and moral con
victions. Dwelling exclusively on the implausible creates a discussion with
out real moral consequences. Ideas need to have consequences. And putting 
values in practice signifies that real choices must be made, if only at first to 
extend our view of the possible. 
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C H A P T E R  N I N E  

Equality and Disadvantage Abroad 

We must redress the balance of equality among nations. In the last chapter, 
we discussed how we might begin. In this chapter, we ask how we might ap
ply the imperative of greater equality to aid populations throughout the 
world that are characterized by systematic disadvantage. Taking up the chal
lenge of the deplorable condition of women in many situations worldwide, 
we try to discover what remedies now in use can assist them in achieving 
greater equality—and which are unlikely to achieve the objective. 

Let us start from a standpoint where a contemporary market-friendly 
World Bank economist might begin. When faced with a problem that mar
kets cannot readily solve, the economist speaks of "market failure." What she 
means is that one or more of a variety of circumstances can prevent markets 
from satisfying a buyer or a seller's need. Often, a lack of information sepa
rates buyer from seller. Someone needs coal and doesn't know who has it; 
someone has coal and doesn't know who needs it. The result is that neither 
party's need is satisfied, and presumably there is a missed opportunity for in
creased economic utility shared by society at large.' 

We have made enormous strides in mastering the art of information-
gathering, and this greatly improved access to information has helped mar
kets expand dramatically, and in many cases to operate more efficiently. 
More coal buyers are finding coal sellers, one expects. New markets are also 
emerging. Consider the homely example of eBay: Who would have imagined 
ten years ago that someone could make markets that electronically connect 
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buyers and sellers of everything from one-of-a-kind heirlooms like Grand
mother's Steinway baby grand piano to Barbie Doll paraphernalia? 

There are, of course, cases that cut closer to the bone. For instance, arti
sans in poor countries throughout North Africa and the Middle East are now 
linked by Internet with craft buyers all over the world. The virtual souk, or 
market, has helped them increase their production and get better prices by 
dealing directly with the end buyers of their goods.^ In Bangladesh, the or
ganization of a network of individual women providing poor villages with 
cell phone service thanks to the ingenuity of the Grameen Bank enables 
small-scale women producers to get better prices for their goods. A quick call 
to a market center helps women keep track of prices for their goods and aids 
them in getting better prices from the itinerant wholesalers who move their 
produce to market.^ 

Economists have also helped nations and the international community 
make new markets in rather surprising commodities, such as pollution. Fol
lowing the earlier success of creating a voluntary market for pollution permits 
among coal-buming industries in the United States, the intemational com
munity, meeting in Kyoto, Japan, in 1997, framed an accord under which 
global pollution caused by carbon-buming of all sorts would be steadily re
duced by assigning nations more limited pollution quotas. Should a nation ex
ceed its quota, it would need to go on to the "pollution permit market" and 
purchase the right-to-pollute permits of other countries that had not exceeded 
their quotas, and thus had excess "pollution capacity" to sell. The price of pol
lution permits would fluctuate on an open market, much like the price of 
com, stocks, and other commodities do in exchanges around the world.'' Par
enthetically, a pollution permit market would redistribute significant financial 
resources from rich to poor nations, as the world's prime carbon-buming pol
luters are rich countries, with the exception of China and Russia. 

Markets of all of these sorts-—from Barbie Dolls, North African artisan ce
ramics, and Bangladeshi cell phone calls to pollution—are possible because 
we are able to calculate the magnitude of world outputs with the irreplace
able aid of the products of the information revolution.' This astonishing ca
pacity can help us improve the human condition. 

Alas, information isn't everything. There is plenty of information, under
stood and accepted as fact by everyone from the social scientist to the person 
on the street about the greatest "market failure" of them all: the structures of 
inequality that deprive a majority of the world's population of some signifi
cant portion of their well-being. This in tum deprives the rest of the world 
from the benefits that derive from the full participation of disadvantaged 
peoples in the ongoing project of social life. 
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As we have noted in earlier chapters, situations of ethnic and racial as 
well as caste and caste-like disadvantage abound throughout the world. The 
consequences for those victimized are damaging to their well-being and de
grading to their fundamental human dignity. Which among the many mea
sures contemplated or already undertaken will bring more equality, and 
thereby, we believe, improve their lives? Taking up the case of improving the 
prospects for women may tell us a lot about what might be usefully done. 

If women weren't a numerical majority of the world's citizens, we would 
probably best describe them in terms of a despised minority. Violence is vis
ited upon them as if they were. The World Bank estimates that 20 percent of 
the world's women have been physically abused or sexually assaulted.® The 
facts of women's inferior status begin at—and in some cases—before birth. 
The abortion of female fetuses, the selective neglect of female newborns, the 
underfeeding of female young, all take their toll, so that demographers esti
mate that the world's population is between 60 million and 100 million 
women shy of what would be the likely world population, given human re
productive probabilities. Women's reduced educational and economic capa
bilities lead to stunted economic growth in poor countries. Women's low do
mestic autonomy and their poor educational and economic opportunities are 
all highly correlated with higher birthrates as well as higher rates of infant 
and child mortality.^ Moreover, worldwide, women's wages, when compared 
with men's, continue to be significantly undervalued—the equivalent of 70 
percent of that earned by men. "Women's work," their social reproduction of 
the population, is all but completely uncompensated, except in those few in
stances where nations indirectly subsidize mothers' child-rearing labors with 
grants for child support.® 

Of course, first things first: nations need to assure equal rights for women 
as full citizens in their societies. Taking care to see that women are accorded 
the rights enumerated in the United Nations Declaration on Human Rights 
(discussed at length in an earlier chapter) would be an ideal starting place. 
Then, it is no doubt prudent, as the World Bank indicates, to encourage eco
nomic growth, as there is clear evidence that women benefit no less than 
men do from increasing national wealth. Once again, though, we learn that 
economic growth will not create enough equality, in this case for women, or, 
as the World Bank in its extensive analysis of gender in the development 
process puts it: 

[E]conomic development and income growth tend to promote gender equality. 
But the positive effects of economic development can take a long time to play 
out. And they are not sufficient to eliminate gender disparities. Nor are they 
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automatic. For these reasons governments and development organizations 
need to take a more integrated approach to promoting gender equality.' 

At least since the first United Nations conference on women held in 
Mexico City in 1975, policy makers around the world have devoted a great 
deal of attention to the problem of gender equality in the distribution of eco
nomic rewards and resources. They have produced programs that try to in
crease women's educational attainment, employment, and access to financial 
resources. 

Two programs have become significant options in trying to remove the 
burden of disadvantage by gender in local societies. A new approach is 
emerging in the development community. Intemational organizations such 
as the World Bank, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), foreign aid 
donors such as the United States Agency for International Development, 
and poor nations themselves have sponsored programs that offer women 
small loans to support small business development. They have also tried to 
encourage increased educational attainment among women by subsidizing 
the elementary and, in some cases, secondary education of young girls, on the 
theory that more education for women means higher eamings and faster eco
nomic development as a whole.'® 

Our question in each case is not whether each succeeds on its own terms. 
That is, whether the microlending program we are about to examine can get 
money to women, help their businesses flourish, successfully recoup its loans 
to poor women, loan the money out to others, and so on. It can be a success 
by the standards that we would ordinarily expect if we were purely interested 
in program effectiveness. The same would be true of educational efforts: Did 
the money reach the participants, did female school attendance go up, and so 
forth. While these questions are reasonable for our World Bank economist to 
ask, our overriding interest here, instead, is whether either program has any 
effect on reducing economic inequality that arises from gender differences. 

Improving Equality for Women: The Case of Microlending 
Poverty, as one wag once put it, is the absence of money. Poor people don't 
have money, and they don't typically have access to it via banks and credit 
unions. This does not mean that people are idle. Quite the contrary, people in 
poor countries spend enormous amounts of time scraping together a living, 
working in the market stalls, garages, alleyways, and kitchen tables of what is 
rather ambiguously referred to as "the informal economy." Few transactions 
are recorded, few taxes paid, and little money made in these kinds of eco-
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nomic environments." Though illegal or unregulated labor makes up a sig
nificant portion of most informal economies, people put an enormous amount 
of energy into their own small businesses. Their activities—everything from 
selling farm goods and reselling household items to producing crafts and small 
services—consist for the most part of eking out a living selling to poor people 
like themselves. Their businesses often need credit to tum profitable or to at 
least become capable of supporting a person and part of her household. Since 
people without capital are people without collateral, banks generally eschew 
doing business in poor communities. The risks are too great, and the prospects 
for profit slim. 

For a variety of reasons, poor women are well represented, but not over-
represented, among small businesspeople in informal economies around the 
world.'^ As women focused the attention of the intemational community on 
the conditions of their disadvantage, especially as it negatively affected the 
economic development of poor countries, women's local self-help activities 
received particular scrutiny. It was discovered in the 1970s that poor women 
were lending each other small amounts of money, or working with local non
governmental institutions to establish microcredit lending among them
selves, to help their small businesses survive and, where possible, to grow. 
The concept was simple. If outside money from a credit bank or nongovern
mental organization were involved, women would be gathered into a lending 
circle, and all of its members became responsible for paying off the loans of 
all others in the circle. In this way social support—as well as pressure— 
helped assure that loans were repaid. The presumption was that if a woman 
could pay off her microloan, she was achieving some success with her busi
ness. Where these programs succeeded, they soon became part of the action 
programs of women's self-help organizations and developed strong roots in 
their communities. 

Microlending began to find external support in the 1980s from nation-states 
and NGOs as policy makers sought ways of supporting economic change initi
ated by local people themselves. The result is that microlending became a key 
policy strategy for addressing the manifest economic disadvantages of women 
in poor countries, more now than ever. For instance, a policy maker like John 
Williamson, thg author of the set of policy prescriptions strongly recommended 
by the Intemational Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank for adoption 
by poor countries that became known as the "Washington consensus," and for
merly a firm believer in exclusively macroeconomic solutions such as budget-
balancing, currency devaluation, privatization, and so on, now concedes the 
importance of microeconomic solutions. His leading candidate for part of the 
new "Washington consensus" prescription is microlending.'^ 
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Because it has become such a key economic intervention, it is important 
that we critically examine microlending's effects on equality. It would also 
provide an excellent instance for attempting to evaluate a social policy by a 
yardstick other than the instrumental one of market efficiency. If we followed 
the latter, for instance, we would be concerned with whether microlending 
overcame an obvious market failure in poor countries, where banks fail to 
provide small businesspeople with liquidity. In contrast, let us ask whether 
microlending to women's small business enterprises reduces or eliminates 
economic inequality among women and/or men. 

"With Little Loans, Mexican Women Overcome," the headline of a New 
York Times story reads.''' Tim Weiner, a highly experienced liberal reporter, 
leads off his article with the following story: 

Guadalupe Castille Urena was widowed at 31, left alone with five children 
when her husband died trying to get to the United States from their hut here 
in the foothills of Mexico's southern Sierras. She was among the poorest of the 
poor—scraping by, like half the people in Mexico, and half the world's six bil
lion people, on $2 a day or less, barely surviving. Then an organization called 
Finca came to the village. It asked the women there—and only the women -
whether they would be interested in borrowing a little money, at the stiff in
terest rate of 6 percent a month, to start their own businesses. Change came. 
With a loan of about $250, Ms. Urena, now 35, started making hundreds of 
clay pots this winter. With Finca's help, they were sold in bulk to a wholesaler, 
who sells them in the city. She pocketed $15 to $20 a week in profit. That sum, 
the first real money she had ever earned, was enough to help feed her children 
and pay their school expenses. "It's exhausting," she said, kneading the mud, 
stoking the kiln. "But it's something. An opportunity."'^ 

Microlending, Weiner argues, "is producing wealth in some of the world's 
poorest countries."'® 

In addition to providing poor women with small-business loans, Weiner 
notes that the NGOs involved in lending have also begun providing other fi
nancial services, effectively becoming the banks of the poor. "The fact is that 
poor people can save money," one World Bank expert who had been in
volved in microcredit start-ups tells Weiner, who also observes that this fact 
was "something of a revelation to economists."" 

The high interest rates of microlenders do catch Weiner's eye. The article 
ends with the story of another client, Escolatica Medina, who had borrowed 
the equivalent of US$500 from the Finca microlenders. The sales of the clay 
pots she produced with the loan amounted to US$800. The US$300 "profit" 
calculated as the difference between the loan and the sales—and not count-
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ing her labor as a cost of production—was split between her and the mi-
crolender. She received US$190 and Finca received US$110, the latter a 
corisequence of what Weiner describes as an interest rate "about five times 
higher than any United States credit card company could legally charge."'® 

As a result of her loan-assisted business, Escolatica Medina and her chil
dren could probably not be said to be living richly. "A little money for when 
my children need something—enough for food, for school, for their health," 
is how she puts it. Consistent with the upbeat character of the article, 
though, Weiner concludes by quoting Medina's very positive sentiments 
about the effects of microlending on her life: "Now I feel equal to anyone."" 

Though perhaps with less skill than that of Weiner, this story has been 
told time and again in development and political circles. Microlending, and 
through it the fostering of microenterprises, works for women otherwise 
weighed down by child care and household labor and beaten down by males 
in patriarchal societies. The microlending movement, dating roughly to the 
establishment of Bangladesh's Grameen Bank in 1974, has quickly become 
one of the premier development interventions designed to wrest disadvan
tage from the shoulders of women around the world. The World Bank esti
mates that 7,000 microlending institutions have made loans to 25 million 
people, 75 percent of them women, in more than forty countries.^® In 
Bangladesh alone, owing to the success of Grameen Bank, 7 million people, 
largely women, have received small loans. Grameen has branched out as a 
bank and as a nongovernmental organization into a variety of income-
generating businesses, including dairies, fisheries, textiles, and telecommuni
cations. In the case of the last, it can now boast of being the largest mobile 
phone company in Asia, using its links with local lending circles to distrib
ute handheld cellular telephone service operated by women microentrepre-
neurs throughout poor rural villages in Bangladesh. We noted above how this 
phone network had helped a poor woman get a better price for her goods 
from a wholesaler.^' Other credit banks engaged in microlending have re
ported similar successes in Latin America, and of late in the United States.^^ 

Microlending is popular among policy makers and politicians, locally and 
internationally, for several reasons. First, it makes a market for poor people 
where the private banking sector has failed. Second, it does so without rely
ing on state intervention, as the solution involves setting in motion at most 
some NGOs, themselves voluntary and private entities. These two points 
support a conclusion that a market-based approach, albeit assisted a bit by 
the visible hand of organized charity, is still the best solution to economic 
problems. Third, the rationale for microlending fits the prevailing welfare 
presupppositions of many rich countries. The new approach to development. 
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as World Bank president James Wolfensohn puts it, is analogous to that un
derlying the reformed U.S. welfare system: "It is about scaling up—moving 
from individual projects to programs, building on and then replicating, for 
example, micro-credit for women or community-driven development where 
the poor are at the center of the solution, not the end of a handout."^^ 

Women become die solution, rather than the problem. This is an attrac
tive slogan. If women can do something for themselves, a greater moral dig
nity is attached to them and some change in their character is inferred. They 
are, in a word, empowered. That is, women exercise more everyday autonomy 
over their bodies, their labor, their associations, and their time, and they have 
greater access to and control over material resources in their environments. 

But what are the results? Looking at the question of empowerment rather 
than taking the sterner measure of equality, microlending has a mixed record. 
Putting money in women's hands through loans in Bangladesh, for instance, 
is highly associated with improving children's nutritional status, an outcome 
not typically found when money is given to men.^'' As one Salvadorian 
woman told a microlending researcher, microloans beat depending upon the 
local loan shark: Instead of "feeding the fat man," the loan shark, she could 
feed her children.^' However, there is contradictory evidence as to whether 
microlending helps women overcome the practical conditions of patriarchy 
at home. In one Bangladesh study, women microloaners as compared with 
nonloaners did increase their say in household decision making.^® Another 
study, once more from Bangladesh, suggests the opposite, except that it notes 
that women do have access to more financial resources and do acquire more 
control over fertility decisions in family planning.^^ 

However, microlending may also have unintended negative effects on par
ticipating women. It appears that men advantage themselves from programs 
otherwise directed toward improving the lot of women relative to their men. 
While evidence from Bolivia suggests that women were able to put the loan 
money to good use and maintain control over their businesses,^® a detailed 
Bangladeshi study of households to whom loans in the name of the senior 
woman were made revealed that in about half of the cases, men—not 
women—controlled the loan monies.^' It also is reported that women expe
rience enormous peer pressure from their co-loan recipients, the other 
women in their lending circles, to pay off their loans. More vulnerability, 
rather than the expected empowerment, can be the result.^" 

But what of the equality effects? That is, do microlending programs cre
ate greater economic equality? In actuality, this is presently impossible be
cause microlending is but an economic drop in the bucket, even in nations 
where it is highly diffused. The Grameen Bank is not only a pioneering mi-
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crolender, but can boast of loan operations in 40,000 of Bangladesh's 68,000 
villages. Yet, its turnover, the amount of money it contributes on an annual 
basis to the country's gross domestic product, varies between 1 percent and 
1.5 percent a year.^' Perhaps the dilemma of BancoSol, a successful Bolivian 
microlender, illustrates the point best: despite providing 40 percent of all 
bank loans in Bolivia, BancoSol holds only 2 percent of the Coventry's bank
ing assets.^^ 

However, based upon the evidence of how microlending has been work
ing in local situations, we can get some measure of its impact on reducing 
economic inequality. We can begin to get some idea of whether it is an in
tervention to be promoted in achieving greater economic equality, or 
whether the present and future assets devoted to it might be better placed 
elsewhere. To develop our assessment, we must take and adapt the findings 
of studies for which the question of equality was not directly evaluated. 
First, we can review studies analyzing the degree to which microlending 
has reduced poverty among its client populations, a focus of much current 
research. 

Several intemational aid agencies, having analyzed the results of a wide 
range of empirical studies, conclude that microlending is not directly effec
tive in reducing poverty. Noting that while some research has highlighted 
microlending's potential for significant poverty reduction, while others have 
found minimal impact on poverty reduction, the Intemational Fund for 
Agricultural Development argues: 

It is now increasingly recognized that microfinance alone is not a magic bullet 
for poverty reduction, but only one of the many factors that may contribute to 
it. In fact, in an effort to dispel the impression that microfinance is a cure for 
poverty, it is argued that the claims that microfinance assists "the poorest" and 
"the poorest of the poor" are unfounded within national contexts. Microfi
nance institutions virtually never work with the poorest. . . and many micro-
finance institutions have high proportions of clients who are non-poor, using 
national poverty lines.^^ 

The World Bank in similar fashion concludes that microlending is "no 
panacea for poverty," noting, too, that studies suggest participants living at 
or above the national poverty line derive significantly greater benefits than 
do those below the poverty line.^"* 

Based upon these findings, another question would seem warranted: Is mi
crolending increasing rather than decreasing economic inequality? TTie ques
tion needs to be qualified in two ways. On the one hand, has microlending, 
a program historically targeted at women, reduced their inequality vis-a-vis 
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men? Discussion above of the data related to research on women's empower
ment suggests that women do get access to money to which they would oth
erwise not have access, but the research also notes that women in some con
texts lose control over the loan money to male residents of their households. 
Aside from the softer measures of "empowerment," there is not much evi
dence available to confirm or deny that women's equality vis-a-vis men in 
their immediate surroundings or in areas with lively microlending programs 
has increased.^' If a positive equality effect compared with men were signifi
cant, it would likely be noted widely. Perhaps all we can infer is that in the 
matter of men versus women, microlending neither increases nor decreases 
equality. 

On the other hand, analysis does suggest that microlending increases 
economic inequality among women as a whole in contexts where it is preva
lent. We have just noted above that reviews by large intemational develop
ment agencies such as the World Bank and the Intemational Fund for Agri
cultural Development found that more advantaged women, relative to their 
surroundings, do better in microlending programs, and that as a conse
quence, poorer women are underserved. Several ethnographic studies show 
that microlending can actually deepen class differences among women by 
providing limited social mobility for a better-off minority that is able to cap
ture microloans as a new local resource. A field study of the activities of 
three microlending NGOs in Bangladesh shows that women of the local 
elite monopolized receipt of microloans. They did so in part because of their 
superior social cormections, and in part because NGOs, both desiring elite 
participation and needing lending successes for their own institutional rea
sons, favored them. Microenterprises funded by microlending, the author ar
gues, reinforce existing inequality.^® 

An ethnographic inquiry outside La Paz, Bolivia, reveals much the same 
thing, except that the pattem discovered by the research suggests something 
far more insidious. NGOs outside La Paz also recruit economically advan
taged women whose more likely successes make the organizations and their 
programs look good. Microlending participation also connects women more 
closely with NGOs and avails them of greater access to local financial and 
political power, which becomes itself a creator of more inequality.^' 

But Lesley Gill, the author of the La Paz study, also posits that the grow
ing involvement of a microlender like BancoSol, which has become a for-
profit business, signals that microlending is being transformed into another 
circuit for the capitalist exploitation of the poor through the extension of 
small loans at rates little lower than offered by the local loan shark. Like the 
U.S. banking giant Citicorp that has dipped down through acquisitions of 
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"consumer finance" corporations (a.k.a. usurious lenders) to lend to "sub
standard" (a.k.a. poor) clients at high rates, Gill sees an agency like Ban
coSol leading the way in the transformation of grass roots microlending into 
a profitable, private banking business. 

Whether microlending will take the route spotted by Gill in the case of 
BancoSol or whether it will remain largely the province of NGOs interested 
in self-sufficiency rather than, strictly speaking, a profit, one cannot at this 
point say. 

If one, however, were interested in increasing equality, specifically in this 
case economic equality—and one would be expectant about increasing social 
equality as well if one succeeded—then microlending would not be a wise in
tervention. It appears to have no measurable effect in narrowing the eco
nomic inequalities between men and women. It would also seem less than ef
ficacious in reducing the social inequalities that arise between men and 
women in households, as suggested by the empowerment studies that attempt 
to capture precisely the closing of social status differentials at home. 

Supporting microlending for women may be virtuous when seen in the 
light of other values. Surely it supports the development of petty capitalism, 
and may ease the impact of market failures to provide credit at reasonable 
prices for women in small enterprises. To the degree that petty bourgeois val
ues such as thrift and hard work are associated with small business, mi
crolending may strengthen these kinds of value orientations among women 
entrepreneurs. Many ascribe additional value to people "making something 
of themselves," and "pulling themselves up by their bootstraps," no less than 
the persons trying to do it for themselves. 

Those valuing equality, particularly economic equality in this case, how
ever, will probably not find in microlending a highly congenial solution. 
With respect to the condition of women and the poor, for instance, there is 
some evidence suggesting that public works programs, education, and job 
training programs provide more concrete support for people's eamings, and 
thus eat away at income inequality more directly.^® 

Paying for Educational Opportunity 
In our vision of the good life, education ranks highly—^so highly, in fact, that 
a recent, very disparaging study provocatively entitled "Does Education Mat
ter?" caused nary a blip on the collective radar screen.^' We simply take for 
granted that education is a virtue, and that more of it is good—and probably 
related to having more wealth. As we have accepted Aristotle's view of hu
man life as the development of a kind of practical mastery in the pursuit of 
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happiness, education is a conventional way of building up our capacities for 
skilled accomplishments of which a good life is made. • 

It is apparently also of crucial significance in our economic outcomes as 
well. Seldom, if ever, have daily beliefs received such ringing empirical sup
port from social research, especially as applied to the problems of gender 
equality and poverty. Economist Lawrence Summers, president of Harvard 
University (2001- ), argued based upon empirical analysis of data from three 
large poor countries that educating young females was the best single devel
opment investment a poor society could make.'"' There are abundant reasons. 
First, the more women's educational attainment approximated that of men, 
the faster the poor country's rate of economic growth.''' Providing women 
with more education increases a society's labor productivity and its personal 
income. In fact, one study in Kenya shows that giving women farmers the 
same education and inputs as men receive increases total agricultural yields 
by 22 percent; a study in Burkina Faso shows similar results.'*^ 

Second, improving education opportunities for girls and women has many 
additional benefits to the well-being of society as a whole. Better-educated 
women have children who live longer, are better fed, and experience better 
cognitive development. Their children are more likely to be immunized 
against basic infectious diseases. The more education channels more income 
into women's hands, the more likely children are to be the direct recipients 
than if the same money were in the hands of their men.''^ 

Third, and very important for our consideration, increasing educational 
levels among poor people significantly increases their overall income share. 
One recent cross-national study showed that increasing the number of high 
school graduates by just 1 percent among the bottom 40 percent of the popu
lation in poor countries increases their share of the national income by 6 per
cent. This would seem a very important equality effect, and it is suggestive of 
how directly more education could raise women's incomes significantly.'''' 

Though universal public education is spreading throughout the world, 
there is still a long way to go for both men and women in poor countries. Pri
mary school education is most widely diffused in poor countries, but it is still 
the case that one-quarter of primary age schoolchildren in poor countries in 
1997 were not going to school. Only half of those children eligible in poor 
countries in 1997 were attending a secondary school. These numbers con
trast rather smartly with the experience of children in rich countries, where 
100 percent primary school and 96 percent secondary school attendance has 
been the norm for at least a generation.'" 

If we add gender to our analysis of educational opportunity, we find girls 
and women at a disadvantage generally, but especially so in the poorest re-
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gions of the world. Women in poor countries spend little actual time in 
school. By 1990, for instance, women were averaging just two years of pri
mary school in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, and about three and a 
half years in the Middle East and North Africa. In East Asia, Latin America, 
and the Caribbean, women did better, having averaged about five years of 
primary schooling. By contrast, women in rich countries finished nine years 
of school.'*® The educational opportunities made available to women in poor 
countries leave a great deal to be desired. 

But the situation, when we take up the question of gender equality and ed
ucational opportunity, becomes particularly dramatic in specific regions 
among die world's poor countries. In South Asia, women in 1990 were re
ceiving only half as much schooling as were men. In sub-Saharan Africa, the 
Middle East, and North Africa, the figure is 60 percent.'*' To put this gender 
deficit in perspective, these regions comprise 38 percent of the world's popu
lation, and in rough numbers, the same proportion of the world's women.'*® 
So, we might put it this way; The problem of gender equity in education is 
enormous, even if it is most severe in particular places and populations. 

As we noted earlier in this chapter, economic growth alone will not bring 
gender equality in education with all its advantages. Recognizing this, policy 
planners and governments have designed programs that offer households fi
nancial incentives for putting their daughters in school. Results from around 
the world suggest that the programs work well; girls' primary and secondary 
school attendance improves significantly. The strategy, essentially, is to make 
girls' education more valuable to their households or communities or, at min
imum, less of an expense to their kin. 

Let us look at several different programs and their results. In 1982, 
Bangladesh experimented with a school stipend program that subsidized ex
penses that girls incurred attending secondary school in several areas of the 
country. After five years, the proportion of girls enrolled in secondary schools 
increased from 27 percent to 44 percent. The Bangladeshi government then 
went a step further by eliminating secondary school tuition for girls and ex
panding the stipend program for exper^es to all of its rural areas. The result 
is that nationally the proportion of all girls enrolled in secondary school by 
1992 had reached one-half, high school completion rates increased, and 
many more young women went on to postsecondary education.'*' 

In the Balochistan region of Pakistan, government, NGOs, and neigh
borhoods tried a different approach to improved gender equity in education. 
NGOs would build primary schools and subsidize their operation on the 
condition that the school enrollment of boys was less than half of the 
school's roster. This was an interesting experiment in reversing incentives. 
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Even if communities had a prior and/or greater incentive to educate their 
boys—^following the logic of gender discrimination in the first place—their 
possibility was conditioned on educating more girls in order to increase ed
ucational opportunities for their boys. The program worked out well. Girls' 
primary school enrollment rose by one-third in the city and by almost one-
fourth in the countryside, and boys' primary school enrollments rose also.'° 

More recently, Mexico has tried to fine-tune a stipend program to en
courage school attendance among the children of its poorest rural communi
ties. As part of its PROGRESA program beginning in 1997, it offered poor 
households a grant for every child enrolled between the third grade of pri
mary school and the third year of secondary school. Grants for girls' atten
dance were slightly higher, and grants grew in size the older a child became, 
so that by the third year in secondary school, a family would receive a 
monthly grant equaling 46 percent of an agricultural worker's average 
monthly eamings. Enrollments have increased across the board, in some 
cases as much as 17 percent in crucial grades, when children ordinarily drop 
out for low-wage agricultural work.'' Overall, students completed two-thirds 
of a year more of schooling than they might have if they had not been en
rolled in the program.'^ Girls' middle school attendance grew firom 67 per
cent to 75 percent, while boys' attendance rose firom 73 percent to 78 per
cent.'^ The PROGRESA program is another instance of how states and 
policy makers are remedying gender discrimination in their attempts to 
strengthen educational opportunities for poor people. 

Taking all the cases into account, the results are encouraging. More girls 
and young women are going to school, and going for longer periods of time. 
The programs appear to significantly reduce their educational disadvantage 
when compared with boys and young men. The programs also strengthen the 
educational capacities of poor people in societies with high class divisions. 
Comparing the three programs, it probably makes sense to follow the exam
ple of Bangladesh in supporting girls directly or that of Pakistan in creating 
incentives for serving girls first. It seems to improve boys' prospects as well 
but, most important, does more to assure equality for girls. 

Greater gender equality in education is not.a magical intervention that 
can knock out gender disadvantage in one decisive move. However, these 
kinds of programs seem to go a long way to eliminate gender disadvantage in 
schooling, thus providing directly the equality of outcomes that we have ar
gued is necessary to solve the problem of inequality. They would also con
tribute to increased equality of economic opportunity, assuming their wide
spread adoption and success, and assuming for our purposes that education 
improves economic outcomes for the educated. Finally, an indirect, if 
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wanted, consequence in the case of stipend programs is that they transfer re
sources—money—directly into the hands of poor people through the eco
nomic support of their daughters. 

Programs and the Pursuit of Equality 
Microlending and girls' schooling are programs that politicians and policy 
makers around the world hope will lessen the disadvantages of gender for 
women and foster economic growth. They reason that a healthy entrepre
neurial sector and an educated labor force, both with the full participation of 
women, will improve well-being in poor countries. We have seen, however, 
that their consequences for equality are different. Microlending neither low
ers economic equality at large nor between the sexes. Empowerment, often 
described as the goal of microlending, is not equality, and there is even an 
open question as to whether microlending meets its own lesser goal. In con
trast, increasing educational attainment among girls and young women re
dresses the problem of equality on two grounds. First, they pull even with 
men in obtaining a resource valuable in itself. Second, the girls and young 
women as adults have better prospects of gamering the higher eamings often 
attached to educational qualifications—another equality effect, though ad
mittedly long-term. 

The point of our comparison here is to show how our equality concerns 
change our evaluations of what we should be doing to improve human well-
being. In this chapter, we have taken up two now "standard" development 
community initiatives that comprise part of the package of remedies cur
rently finding their way into the national plans of poor countries, non
governmental organizations, and lending agencies like the World Bank. Mi
crolending, from this perspective, seems fundamentally flawed. On the 
contrary, girls' schooling seems promising. Remembering that equality is 
paramount, however, may lead us to conclude upon further examination that 
other remedies, whether discussed in other chapters of the book or lying out
side our scope, may be superior if they provide more equality than do efforts 
to increase girls' schooling. 
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Equality at Home 

As it is abroad, so it is, too, at home: Economic inequaUty is the single most 
iniquitous condition affecting the health of U.S. society. This land of plenty, 
this producer of 30 percent of the world's economy, provides more and more 
for its wealthy and less and less for its poor. We have embarked on creating 
a society very different from the kind we once shared with other rich coun
tries, one that featured much less absolute inequality between rich and poor. 
Instead, we find ourselves joining the grim company of poor countries such 
as Cambodia, China, Ethiopia, Tunisia, and Turkmenistan whose economic 
inequality matches ours, despite our superior economic performance.' 

Our colleagues in the "unequal camp" have much to do with few re
sources. That is why in earlier chapters we have shown how important it is 
for rich countries to shift significant portions of their resources to poor coun
tries so as to reduce inequality worldwide. We have also demonstrated that 
some programs will increase economic equality within countries and between 
countries, and others will not. 

In contrast, we in the United States, while also having a lot to do, at least 
have a lot of resources with which to do it. A quick review of the facts about 
the distribution of income and wealth in the United States, however, makes 
for bracing reading. The top 20 percent of U.S. households in 1997 captured 
56 percent of all the income generated by the U.S. economy, and the bottom 
40 percent of U.S. households received 11 percent of all U.S. income. The 
overall "take" for the rich is skewed heavily toward the top families: Just the 
top 5 percent of U.S. households accounted for 31 percent of all U.S. income 
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in 1997. These proportions remained stable throughout the 1990s, a period 
of historically unprecedented U.S. economic growth. The poor, in other 
words, did not make up lost ground during the boom years. Rather, their in
comes stagnated.^ 

As striking as these facts are, and as unequal as incomes among Americans 
are, the picture becomes more disheartening still when we examine the dis
tribution of wealth. Again, the top 20 percent of U.S. households does well, 
but this time their hold is quite remarkable: They owned in 1998 fully 83 per
cent of the nation's wealth. If you subtract the value of people's homes from 
their net worth, you get some idea of how little wealth outside of their homes 
most Americans possess; for then, the top 20 percent of the households in 
1998 own 91 percent of America's wealth. Small investors may be notewor
thy new citizens of Wall Street, but their holdings, looking at the big picture 
of America's liquid wealth consisting of the bank deposits, stocks, and bonds 
and other negotiable instruments that can be readily converted to cash, are 
minuscule when compared with those of the top families. And again, these 
results are tilted toward the very rich, as the top 5 percent of U.S. households 
owned 59 percent of America's wealth, an amount that becomes 68 percent 
when you take out homes as readily cashable financial assets.^ 

Looking at the bottom 40 percent, this time for net worth and liquid as
sets, we find out what really makes one poor in the United States, aside from 
low incomes. The bottom 40 percent of U.S. households in 1998 held less 
than I percent of America's wealth. When the value of homes is deducted 
from net worth, they become net debtors. That is, what savings they have 
does not surmount their debts.'* This means that four out of ten U.S. house
holds have no funds to see them through even a three-month spell of un
employment, a serious illness, or a family emergency where money is in
volved. In real terms, they have nothing to fall back on in difficult times.' 
Using figurative language, economist Richard Freeman argues that we are 
becoming an "apartheid economy—in which the successful upper and up-
per-middle classes live fundamentally differently from the working classes 
and the poor."® 

But in the United States, the term "apartheid" is never merely a metaphor. 
For its fundamental meanings—that a society is in fact separated into two 
racially different and economically unequal societies—are never far from be
ing at least a partial description of our world. Integration of public facilities 
and friendship groups, the growth of culturally diverse large firms, profes
sions, and public bureaucracies, as well as the success of federally mandated 
affirmative action programs, have created the warranted impression that 
people of color have made economic and social progress since the 1970s. 
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Their relative success has been celebrated by many throughout society at 
large. 

This era of better, if not completely good, feelings should not fool us, 
though, about the gross economic inequality between people of color and 
white Americans. If you are African American or Latino/a, your income, fi
nancial assets, and net worth are a fraction of those held by your white coun
terpart. For African-American households in 1998, average income was 49 
percent of white income, and net worth was 18 percent that of whites. When 
houses are subtracted from net worth, African-American financial assets 
amounted to 15 percent of that of whites.^ 

For Hispanics, a category that conceals groups of different ethnicities and 
national origins, the comparison with white Americans was somewhat, but 
not much better than found for African Americans. Hispanic households 
garnered an average income equal to 54 percent that of white income in 
1998. Their net worth was 25 percent that of whites, but when homes were 
subtracted, they figured for only 20 percent what whites possessed in finan
cial assets.® 

In the United States, therefore, we have a situation in which rather dra
matic economic inequality between rich and poor is further exaggerated by 
persistent racial and ethnic disadvantage. Given these circumstances, reduc
ing inequality at home, then, suggests that we analyze remedies in terms of 
how they address both problems. Given the depths of disadvantage faced by 
people of color, it would be hard to recommend remedies that were not likely 
to advantage them greatly. It may also be the case that some remedies may 
meet our demands for greater equality and be largely, even solely, dedicated 
to improving the condition of people of color. If, however, we can achieve 
greater equality for people of color and the millions of Americans who suffer 
the effects of inequality more generally, so much the better. In fact, perhaps 
this goal will point the way to better solutions overall to the problems we 
have enumerated. 

Shifting Assets for Equality 
Once more, as we have seen in the case of the world economy and global eco
nomic inequality, we in the United States cannot grow our way to equality. 
Though this would seem obvious from the income and wealth figures reported 
above, it needs to be said again. If a decade of sustained economic growth such 
as the 1990s, itself a period without precedent since World War II, cannot 
bring it, the reasonable inference to draw is that something must be done to 
change economic opportunities for what is roughly a majority of U.S. citizens. 
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Redistribution, shifting resources from the rich to the poor, is the answer, 
and the U.S. federal government is the only agency with the means and le
gitimacy to accomplish the task successfully. In fact, it is an elemental func
tion of the federal government to redistribute tax monies generated by our 
economy to finance national needs like defense, welfare, education, social se
curity, and so on. It also transfers monies to groups or categories of citizens 
whom we, through our representatives in Congress, believe deserving of ad
ditional compensation. For instance, the federal government redirected re
sources via the G.I. Bill to support economic success for almost 10 million 
former members of the armed services who served in either World War II or 
the Korean War. Veterans received support for their higher education, mort
gages for their first houses, and start-up loans for businesses. Congress esti
mated that it had spent more than US$80 billion in 1988 dollars over the life 
of these programs to support veterans.' These figures do not include the bil
lions yearly spent by the Veterans Administration on its national system of 
hospitals that provide for the medical needs of veterans. 

As a society, we have also made significant commitments to other groups, 
such as farmers, homeowners, retirement savers, and holders of financial cap
ital. We have noted in earlier chapters that the U.S. government spends up
wards of US$100 billion a year supporting farmers. People paying off a home 
can deduct the mortgage interest charged to them; if they sell the property, 
the first US$125,000 of any gain they make over its original cost is tax free. 
These subsidies to homeowners in fiscal year 2000 cost the government an 
estimated US$75 billion. During the same year, taxpayers saving money for 
retirement received effectively a US$124 billion subsidy, because no tax was 
levied on the money put away. Tax forgiveness for business investments, ex
clusions of some financial gains from the capital gains tax, and making gov
ernment bond income tax-free passed on US$289 billion to the holders of 
capital.'® In all, then, the federal government redistributes significant sums 
of money to designated beneficiaries by legislation. 

Often, we overlook this fact and neglect its obvious impact on economic 
inequality. To get the mortgage interest deduction and/or profit from a home 
sale, one must have a house in the first place. To set aside money in savings 
for retirement, one must have an income that offers some surplus above one's 
cost of living. To benefit from reductions in the capital gains tax, the tax ex
emption of government bonds, and so on, one must have capital. Counter
intuitive to our notion that the more money you make, the more tax you pay, 
those with more money get more tax breaks, and ultimately more money 
back engaging in these activities. Between one-half and two-thirds of these 
benefits in 1998 went to households making more than US$100,000 a year." 
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In light of our quest for greater economic equality, these redistributive ef
forts must give us pause. Let us set aside the question of veterans' benefits, for 
it could well be argued that they are a form of deferred compensation and in 
some cases an indemnity for disabilities suffered during the course of service 
in the armed forces. Looking at the other government expenditures, I would 
argue that they are manifestly unequal in their effects, and by their operation 
recreate economic inequality by giving more to those who have more, and 
leaving out those who don't possess the assets for which the federal govern
ment gives the holder a reward. What should we recommend? The elimina
tion of these benefits? 

We could. In each case, we might find grounds for doing so. There would 
seem in some of these schemes plenty of injustice to correct. Tax policies 
such as these are unlikely to meet our demand for equality and thus warrant 
elimination. Following the recommendation of the late economist James To-
bin, the other sensible thing to do is return to and increase the progressive 
taxation of individual income, and recoup a much greater portion of the 
wealth of the wealthy, estimated to be about US$25 trillion, an amount three 
and a half times the size of the annual gross domestic product, by an equally 
progressive tax on wealth itself.'^ There is little doubt that these two initia
tives along with abolition of tax breaks described above would lower eco
nomic inequality in the United States. As a consequence, our economic in
equality as measured by the ratio of the top earners to bottom earners might 
look more like Sweden's, where the ratio is four to one, instead of the twelve 
to one now characteristic of the United States.'^ 

Thus, taxation itself is our first instrument of greater economic equality. It 
clips income and wealth from the top of the population and lowers inequality 
ratios. But we need to address the question of greater equality in light of our 
major theme of enhancing human well-being. Would progressive taxation 
enhance well-being? The answer would have to be no. Unless we dramatically 
enhance the well-being of those in the bottom half of the U.S. population, 
the equality we claim is simply a bookkeeping effect we achieve by lowering 
through taxes the income and wealth of the top, not a transformation of peo
ple's lives. Enabling people to save for their security, own a home, invest in a 
small business, and have an education and health care—these are things in
scribed in the American dream. When we think about what equality would 
mean in the United States, this vision, all technical calculations aside, is 
probably about as close as we can get to operationally defining "equality," and 
about as close as we need to get for the purposes of our argument here. 

Once again, redistribution is the necessary next step. The federal gov
ernment, whom we have made flush with funds setting it to progressively 
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tax income and wealth, needs to put the wealth to work among the people 
comprising the struggling half of U.S. society. It needs also to assure a solu
tion that deals with the special equality deficits of people of color and other 
disadvantaged populations, such as women and handicapped persons. 

Perhaps it would be easier, more economical, and pragmatically more ac
ceptable if we strengthened and expanded a highly successful ongoing gov
ernment program, the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). Passed into law 
with the support of both political parties in 1975, the EITC is a very simple 
and effective way to put money into the hands of poor people who have 
earned it by their hard work. Up to US$3,800 in federal taxes are returned as 
tax refunds to low-income household heads yearly. By this means, the federal 
government redistributes more than US$30 billion a year to 15 million work
ing poor, more than under any other federal program targeting poor people.^'' 

Expanding the EITC has many advantages as social policy. High on the 
list of its virtues is that it rewards people for working." In the argot of the 
day, it is a hand up to poor people—^not a handout. In addition, it can get 
money directly into the hands of poor people. Sociologists Fred Block and 
Jeff Manza have calculated that if all the resources the federal government 
now devotes to a variety of social programs designed to help poor people were 
funneled into a robust national incomes program, we could bring all of the 
U.S. poor above the poverty line.'® The expansion of the EITC on its own 
merits is something we should do." 

As a parenthesis, the same could be said—without, I hope, discussing the 
topic at length—for devising a scheme for universal health care in the 
United States. As we showed in the chapter on equality among nations, good 
health is crucial to a person's well-being. Without it, the development of 
one's full capabilities is difficult, often impossible. We saw that this had sig
nificant effects on society as a whole, including a lower potential for produc
ing the goods and services everyone needs to survive. If we are agreed on the 
premise, then let it be noted, but not argued here, that part of the redistrib
utive task is to provide equality of resources in health care. 

Turning back to the EITC, there are several reasons why it falls short of 
the equality mark. First, getting people over the poverty line only marginally 
reduces the vast disparities of income and wealth. Supposing, as we did just 
above, that well-being in the context of the United States was equivalent for 
argument's sake to the American dream, then people will need more re
sources to achieve it than the EITC could provide. 

Second, the EITC, though a simple, almost elegant, way of redistributing 
incoiyie via the tax return, rewards only people who are working and provides 
money based upon the extent to which they work. Many people don't work: 
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They are too young, too old, or disabled. They may be unemployed due to 
layoffs or skill deficits, or only able to find part-time work. They may be car
ing for family, friends, children, and/or working at home to maintain a house
hold. They may be going to school to strengthen their skill bases. They may 
be working "off the books," making untaxed income taking care of people's 
children, cleaning their houses, or engaging in the myriad tasks of living for 
diemselves or toiling for others that occur outside the purview of the federal 
government. If you think of the EITC as a wage subsidy of about US$2 an 
hour presently for low-income workers, then poor people working illegally, a 
growing proportion of our labor markets, are actually working at a US$2 
hourly discount.'® 

Third, one of the unintended consequences of the EITC is that it actually 
supports the continued existence of low-wage jobs and low-wage labor mar
kets. It "works" for workers because it is in effect a wage subsidy based upon 
the hours they work. But this also means that it is in effect an employer sub
sidy because it allows bosses to pay workers less out of their pockets than they 
might otherwise have had to pay. 

Fourth, and perhaps the most important for our argument here, is that the 
EITC, for all of its value, enters the picture after the damage has already been 
done. People are already poor, their cognitive and vocational skills weak, and 
their health neglected and perhaps already significantly compromised. By 
early adulthood, new and often lasting economic inequality has been pro
duced, and people find themselves ensnared in the traps of bad labor markets, 
substandard and expensive housing, awful education, and inadequate and 
costly health care. They seek what little relief they can find in our ungener
ous and unforgiving welfare state that is little more than a poorhouse with
out portals.'® 

For this reason, many have begun to diink about what economist Richard 
Freeman and Ronald Dworkin call "starting-gate equality." By this they mean 
that we should "front-load" our welfare state so that it intervenes effectively 
in the lives of all children. For illustrative purposes, let's see what Freeman 
lists among the essential activities: 

We'd need things like full insurance and counseling on prenatal and maternal 
care; paid time off at birth for either parent (which would encourage both work 
and the two-parent family); health insurance for the child up to maturity; 
child-care subsidies sufficient to get all kids into safe and responsible care by 
qualified caregivers earning a living wage; child allowances to keep all kids out 
of poverty; and increased investment in schooling such as intensive and ex
tensive use of technology, more teacher training and more demanding stan
dards on teacher performance, and an extension of the school year.^° 
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Freeman's proposal is a paean to early intervention, a kind of comprehensive 
Head Start program that he offers because he believes that "most Americans 
would . . . prefer generating equality 'naturally,' from more equal labor-
market endowments, to generating it 'unnaturally' by correcting market out
comes through taxes and transfers."^' 

Despite the robust intervention Freeman advocates, there is something 
austere, even chaste about his proposal. Reminiscent of the old Protestant 
cast of mind that a person must earn her own salvation and therefore must 
be cast into the world to make her own fortune, so too Freeman can tolerate, 
even encourage a welfare state from the cradle through the high school. But 
there will be no cradle-to-the-grave notions to be heard from him. He abjures 
further interference: "But once government accomplishes a basic redistribu
tion," by which he means starting-gate equality, "I believe it should step aside 
and let us all compete fairly in the market (with some modest social insur
ance for those who fare poorly) 

As in the case of the EITC, let us suppose that the federal government did 
everything that Freeman asks of it. They are good ideas, and probably deserve 
adoption. Like the EITC, they are another way to spend the resources the 
federal government would recoup through progressive taxes on income and 
wealth and the elimination of tax breaks for the rich. But would this initia
tive advance economic equality sufficiently? Freeman's faith in the necessity, 
even the virtue, of free competition in the marketplace tips us that this is a 
proposal for equality of opportunity^—-not of resources. Recall the statistics 
with which we opened this chapter. What is the meaning of opportunity 
when you have no resources and those of your competitors are overwhelm
ing? Without a transfer of resources, how can the competition ever be fair? 
This is not starting-gate equality, because Freeman's proposals don't make the 
participants equal. The poor with this strategy will always be in the position 
of catching up. They will be smarter, healthier, more skilled, and perhaps 
more integrated with their families. But most will most likely lag behind in 
the fundamentals that make up the notion of well-being we have adopted in 
the American dream. 

An Algorithm of Equality 
Let us see what we can do to achieve real starting-gate equality. To make the 
game equal, we will need to handicap the players and redistribute resources 
with those differences in mind. To whom would we award handicaps if we 
were organizing a fair competition? Let us start with persons of color, for 
whom we have made a case above. Let us add women. In another chapter, we 
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explore how women worldwide find themselves profoundly disadvantaged. 
At home, though the facts have improved since the 1970s, they are still 
deeply disquieting. Women's wages are 70 percent those of men. At the same 
time, their economic burdens have increased. They now head one-quarter of 
all households with children and 60 percent of all poor households with chil-
dren.^^ Thus, we will need to handicap women for the race too. 

We should also add persons with developmental disabilities and handi
caps. They suffer on two scores. Their needs are great, and they often require 
additional resources to develop and exercise their capabilities. At the same 
time, their economic means as measured by eamings potential is often lower 
by virtue of their disadvantage. 

Our selection here is not arbitrary. Every set of persons whom we have 
marked for handicapping in the race is a legally protected category of per
sons. In our constitution and laws, and their interpretations by courts, we 
have explicitly declared that the United States has a special interest in their 
well-being. And we have already charted the depths of disadvantage suffered 
by poor and working-class people in the United States. Being on the short 
side of the yawning disparities in wealth and income, we have claimed, is at 
the core of the diminishment of their capabilities for well-being. 

Thus, our proposal must meet the equality needs of all economically dis
advantaged persons, and also accommodate the particular needs of categories 
of persons whom we have shown to be more profoundly disadvantaged. One 
solution, advocated by Bruce Ackerman and Anne Alstott, is to give every 
person at age eighteen a personal stake of US$80,000, payable in install
ments over four years. The only eligibility requirement is that a person has 
successfully completed high school. Recipients are free to spend the money 
in any way they choose. The authors imagine that many persons will spend 
their stake on higher education, but they foresee that it might be just as ra
tional for others to finance a house purchase. They estimated that their pro
posal would have cost US$255 billion in 1997, and that it could have been 
financed by a 2 percent wealth tax on the top 40 percent of U.S. households. 
The authors also provided that recipients would pay back their stake in small 
increments over the course of their work lives.^'^ 

The "stake-providing" proposal has pluses and minuses. On the plus side, 
it countenances a significant transfer of resources to support people's pursuits 
of their well-being. It also does not restrict how people use the money, in 
contrast to other proposals that insist that a social endowment of this sort be 
used for education and training.^' Nor does it reward people with funds ac
cording to the extent to which they invest or save in projects preferred by the 
govemment.^® This is important because we have shown that well-being is 
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fundamental to individual happiness, as well as perceptible as a group char
acteristic. Insofar as it is possible, we have argued that persons should be able 
to plot their own courses according to their own designs for living. Hence, 
the absence of restrictions on choice is admirable. 

The minuses, however, overwhelm the good sense of this proposal. To re
peat our earlier objection to simply supporting people through the EITC, 
stake-provision at age eighteen is too late. Second, by provisioning everyone 
equally, the proposal actually increases inequality, for it confers the same re
sources on rich and poor alike. Nothing is leveled save the resource provided. 
Consequently the proposal fails in a third respect: Namely, it does not pro
vide a remedy to the problem of the depth of disadvantage suffered by the 
categories of persons we have nominated above. As we have argued, some 
persons need more resources than others for economic equality to take on 
concrete meaning. 

Let us fashion our own plan. Our criticism of the "starting-gate" and 
"stake-provisioning" proposals provides our first two dimensions. First, re
sources should flow to persons from birth forward. Second, resources should 
be redistributed progressively. Third, distribution of resources should reflect 
the specific disadvantages of protected categories of persons as well as the 
general disadvantage of being poor. Fourth, a program should offer both 
surety and flexibility. For people to thrive in their projects of well-being, it is 
helpful for them to know that the support they receive is a constant of their 
condition. At the same time, any program should be flexible enough to sup
port households caught in situations of disadvantage that may be more acute 
and short-lived than chronic. 

With these points in mind, suppose we imagine an algorithm of equality 
composed of two steps. First, we address the general problem of income in
equality with a guaranteed annual income. Second, we envision additional 
compensation for disadvantages that persons acquire at birth by virtue of 
their sex, color, or disability. 

As an initial step, we need to establish a baseline of support. Let us suppose 
that our unit of redistribution is the amount of money it takes annually to sup
port the subsistence needs of one person in a household living at the level of 
the national median. We can calculate the necessary amount in the roughest 
sense for illustrative purposes if we take US$43,000, the 2003 median income 
of a U.S. family,^' and, assuming the household is composed of four persons, 
divide that amount by four, yielding US$10,750. This sum becomes what can 
be called a redistribution unit—the basic annual income guaranteed to every 
person living in the United States. Though this figure can be adjusted or cal
culated anew when a proposal of this nature begins its trek toward becoming 



Equality at Home 175 

a law, the principle of providing an adequate income guarantee must be re
tained if we are to meet the general imperative of providing economic equal
ity. Since every person will now have an income, and thus either filing an in
come tax form or being part of a household filing, we can assure that each 
person receives the total amount of the minimum guaranteed by raising the 
standard deduction to US$10,750, thus rendering the income tax-free. Tax re
funds can serve as the device for delivering the guaranteed income. So that 
we do not re-create inequality by giving every person the same amount, and 
thereby providing well-off persons with an additional income subsidy, we need 
to assume that income above the minimum level is taxed progressively. This 
means that the federal government will tax higher incomes at higher rates, 
not simply as a means of financing government expenditures, but as a social 
policy designed to redistribute the national income more equally. 

Now the second step: Suppose we apportion additional amounts of the re
distribution unit based upon the degree(s) of disadvantage. There is an ongo
ing) specific economic cost to being a person of color, a woman, and/or a 
handicapped person, as comparisons of their income and wealth with that of 
their counterparts who are white, male, and/or not affected by disability or 
handicap have shown. From the ratio of the differences in income and 
wealth between those disadvantaged by one of these factors and those who 
are not, we can begin to compile additional sums, portions of the redistribu
tion unit, that indemnify those marked by disadvantage and provide them 
with additional support. 

This notion that there should be an indemnity for disadvantage parallels 
philosopher Ronald Dworkin's criticism of and amendments to John Rawls's 
landmark theory of justice. As we discussed in earlier chapters, Rawls argued 
that all individuals should be provided with a given quantity of primary so
cial goods, and that any social differences that arise must ultimately redound 
to the favor of the disadvantaged. Dworkin's proposal is that a society can es
tablish a kind of insurance against the effects of disadvantage that provides 
people with, in effect, disability policies. The amount of compensation for 
particular disadvantages could be recalculated by democratic means as cir
cumstances indicate.^® 

We have the capability to calculate disadvantage fairly. Our skills in esti
mating future income and eamings, as well as lost income and eamings be
cause of various disadvantages, have advanced greatly over the past half-
century of social research. Consider how very skilled we have become. For 
instance, labor economist Joshua Angrist was able to show how just one 
event—being drafted in the 1969 Vietnam War lottery—could change the 
life chances of an otherwise random group of individuals. He proved that 
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those men with low numbers who were drafted subsequently earned 15 per
cent less in income than those with high lottery numbers who were not 
drafted—even ten years after discharge from the military.^' Though Angrist's 
work demonstrates how sophisticated our statistical tool kit has become, the 
ability to derive ratios for disadvantages will not probably depend upon such 
fine-grained analysis. There is already a good amount of national data aggre
gated on the impact of disadvantages on eamings, as our thumbnail sketch 
above and the data sources upon which they were based suggest. 

Let us remember, too, that both public and private sectors have been 
tracking income and its differential distribution for a long time. Irisurance 
companies with the help of actuaries and other statisticians are routinely de
veloping and revising the probabilities and costs of losses of income and 
livelihood on the part of their policyholders. This assures that they can pay 
off disability and other income claims and still make a profit. Their tech
niques must stand the test of constant scrutiny, as business survival depends 
upon their accuracy. The federal govemment's Social Security Administra
tion also possesses the actuarial capability to predict changing rates of mor
tality among its current and future senior citizen clients. Their estimates of 
growing demand for old age pensions since the early 1970s have been largely 
accurate, if ignored by the nation's politicians. In all, then, the technical 
means exist to develop an algorithm of equality. 

Our next move—to remedy the problem of profound disadvantage-
departs from the standard formulas. As we noted earlier in the chapter, 
African-American household income is 49 percent that of white income; 
for Hispanics, the income ratio to that of whites was 54 percent. Taking 
these as the roughest of indicators of income inequality, for every African 
American residing in a household with an income of less than US$43,000, 
we would award them 1.51 redistribution units, or US$16,233, annually; for 
every Hispanic under the same circumstances, we would award them 1.46 
redistribution units, or US$15,695, annually. Since women are members of 
the overwhelming majority of households, we cannot derive directly the ra
tio of disadvantage by comparisons among households, dividing the data be
tween those with and those without women. We can, however, take the 
data presented above showing that a woman eams approximately 70 percent 
of what a man does, and award her 1.3 redistribution units, or US$13,975, an
nually. With respect to persons with handicaps and disabilities, suitable ra
tios could be found as well. To assure that persons receiving additional re
distribution units based upon disadvantage obtain the whole amount that is 
their due, additions to their standard deductions will render their income 
guarantees tax-free. 
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Let us sum up the practical consequences these two proposals would have 
for people residing in the United States. The following list illustrates what 
the guaranteed household minimum incomes of various household types 
composed of four persons would look like: 

These results are merely approximate sketches of the results we derive from 
guaranteeing each person a decent living standard and compensating disad
vantaged persons with additional resources. 

Problems arise. First, to whom would the money be given in the case of a 
minor? Like other disbursements made to minors, the parent or guardian 
would receive the funds on behalf of the child until she reaches her legal ma
jority. There is ample precedent. Parents and guardians are entrusted with 
Social Security survivor benefits, which a child receives upon the death of a 
parent. Private insurance indemnities of many kinds, including inheritances, 
for minors are superintended by parents and guardians. 

Second, for how long shall a person receive a redistribution award? Here 
it is important that we part company with the "starting-gate" and "stake-
provisioning" proposals that have helped us thus far in constructing a new 
proposal. Here, too, we join company with proponents of the negative in
come tax or guaranteed annual income. The observation that must guide us 
is that disadvantage does not disappear at age eighteen, twenty-five, or 
thirty-five—and sometimes never at all. For persons in the protected cate
gories whom we have identified above, disadvantage is a lifelong condition. 
The U.S. economic slowdown in the first years of the twenty-first century 
provides dismal reconfirmation, for instance, that people of color suffer dis
proportionately the effects of layoffs and eamings declines of business reces
sions. Though we look forward to the day when this is no longer tme, we ar
gue that a proposal like the one put forward here is needed to create the 
avenue for exodus. In addition, as the great American experiment contin
ues, people should be held harmless for stigmatizing conditions not of their 
making and able to pursue well-being of their choosing. 

More generally, we know that people can be bom poor or fall into poverty 
at any point in their lives. We have seen above how the lower 40 percent of 
the U.S. population is especially vulnerable to the effects of one-time eco
nomic crises for lack of savings. The same fate can befall households just above 

Guaranteed Minimum 
Household with two females 
African-American household 
Hispanic household 

US$43,000 
US$49,450 
US$64,932 
US$62,780 
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the median income line via unemployment, a business failure, illness, or just a 
string of bad luck. To be sure, the disadvantage experienced in acute crises such 
as these can be temporary, a drastic income slip of a year or two. These house
holds also deserve support, as a slip can become an inarrestable slide if people 
find themselves vulnerable and unaided. Being bom into a poor family confers 
an initial disadvantage that may—or may not be—overcome in time. Once 
again, lifting people's household incomes to the national family median is a di
rect answer to their needs. It provides them with a decent means of living and 
improves their prospects for being able to pursue their personal projects. 

Putting a Proposal into Perspective 
Despite our proposal's expansive scope and size, it is important to confront its 
limitations in light of the equality problems we have discussed. 

Most importantly, it does not magically end economic inequality. Progres
sive taxation of income and wealth is crucial. Redistribution following our 
suggestions is necessary in a long journey toward greater economic equality. 
It shifts substantial resources to economically disadvantaged persons whom 
we have defined as those residing in households making less than the median 
household income. It also takes care to assure that persons belonging to con
stitutionally protected groups that nonetheless find themselves profoundly 
disadvantaged receive additional resources. 

The plan we have sketched also has an important progressive feature. The 
plan fiinnels resources to households below the median, thus causing the me
dian household income to rise steadily over time. As the median household 
income rose over time, the value of the basic redistribution unit would too. 
This would be in addition to the increase in median household income that 
often accompanies economic growth. What this means, at least in theory, is 
that the ratio of total income devoted to the bottom half of society should 
increase incrementally. Our society, by this device, would become progres
sively more economically equal. 

That said, the plan does not solve the wealth and savings deficits that a 
substantial majority of American households suffer, as we observed above. In
creased income could perhaps provide people with more possibilities for sav
ing, but the redistribution contemplated would probably find its way toward 
purchases of goods like housing, education, and health care that people can
not presently afford. The federal government could find ways to encourage 
small savings in the same spirit in which it has supported accumulation via 
savings and investment among the rich. It could sort out its housing policies, 
taking care to assure that its subsidies for home ownership support these same 



Equality at Home 179 

desires among the disadvantaged rather than simply reward the rich for pur
chases they would have made anyway. It could also levy higher taxes on in
heritances, thus reducing the starting-gate inequality in the first place. 

Finally, it is good to recognize that proposals such as the one we have con
structed above have been around before, as generations of persons concerned 
with the pernicious inequalities of industrial capitalism have tried to envi
sion remedies. Perhaps the "algorithm of equality" that drives this attempt 
will lead to justice more directly. 

The politics of such a transformation of U.S. society as of this writing are 
unfathomable. It is important to recall firom an earlier chapter that Sweden, 
for instance, has gone much further along the lines of economic equality 
than we have, with fewer objective resources per person than we possess. 
This suggests technical feasibility, to be sure. But it will take substantial po
litical protest and revitalization of the U.S. democratic process for the ma
jority to express its will, which, one hopes, would be in favor of a new poli
tics of equality. 
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A Good-Enough Economy 

Two regions sit side by side, facing the Indian Ocean from the coast of the 
Asian subcontinent. Kerala and Kamataka are two of India's twenty-eight 
states. And they are two regions whose economic development, or lack 
thereof, has drawn worldwide attention. 

Kerala is perhaps the more famous of the two, probably because the region 
is such an exception to every rule that development economists have pro
pounded. Its well-earned reputation derives from the observation that it has 
achieved by its efforts as a region of 31 million persons since the 1960s sub
stantial well-being for its population without significant economic growth. In 
fact, its record is quite astonishing. Average life expectancy for men and 
women approximates the averages of rich countries; it is universally literate; 
and its birthrate conforms to rich-country norms. Its infant mortality rate, a 
key measure of well-being as a whole, was twelve per 1,000 persons in 1997, 
contrasting with India's sixty-five per 1,000, and again comparing favorably 
with high-income countries. All this was done on a per capita income of less 
than US$1.25 a day.' 

The Kerala accomplishment's admirers, among them Amartya Sen, attrib
ute its success to enlightened civic action and wise regional planning. An ac
tive, alternating party democracy, mass organizations involving a third of the 
population, and popular struggle were key ingredients. Land reform, unem
ployment insurance, a pension system, subsidized rice and local feeding pro
grams for children and infants were some of the ways that Kerala achieved dra
matic improvements in economic equality.^ Important, too, was the reforming 
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vision summarized by two proponents of Kerala's social mobilization in these 
past years. Kerala's experience, Thomas Isaac and Richard Franke write, "shows 
that even at low levels of economic development, basic needs can be met 
through appropriate redistribution strategies, a paradigm that has come to be 
called the 'Kerala Model.'"^ 

Opponents criticize the Kerala Model for discouraging capital investment 
and entrepreneurial activities. They note the region's chronic unemploy
ment and its inability to capitalize on its highly literate potential workforce. 
They argue that the Kerala economy has stagnated and relies now upon re
mittances (some US$2 billion a year) from the 3.5 million Keralites whose 
work it exports abroad because it can't occupy them at home. In the mid-
1990s, one of the reform leaders most responsible for the redistribution poli
tics of Kerala's regional government acknowledged the value of what many 
of the critics believe: 

Let not the praise that scholars shower on Kerala for its achievements divert 
attention from the intense economic crisis that we face. We are behind other 
states of India in respect of economic growth, and a solution to this crisis 
brooks no delay. We can ignore our backwardness in respect of employment 
and production only at our own peril.'* 

Perhaps for Keralites, an anxious glance northward to Kamataka reveals 
for them the path not taken, for better or worse. Kamataka, with its popula
tion of 53 million people, figures itself to be India's future. Bangalore, the 
state's capital, is the headquarters of India's information industry. Since the 
1980s, it has become one of the premier computer software production sites 
in the world. Its productive dimensions are measured in billions, whether it 
be output or investment. Like Califomia's Silicon Valley, it is a beehive of 
development, employing 80,000 software professionals in more than 1,000 
firms, large and small, foreign and domestic. The industry's clients include 
Fortune 500 firms, its growth rate is phenomenal, and its economic direction 
is decidedly upward bound.' 

Yet, while Kamataka surpasses Kerala in production and technology, find
ing itself at the leading edge of the world's leading industry, it lags—and then 
some—in well-being. Only two-thirds of its population is literate, and this 
proportion drops substantially for women, of whom only 58 percent are lit
erate. These figures are equivalent to the overall Indian average, and signif
icantly less than Kerala's virtually universal literacy.^ Though Kamataka's 
poverty rate is slightly less than that for India as a whole, it still amounts to 
one-third of the population. Despite the economic boom in information, 
Kamataka's per capita gross domestic product in 1997, though more than 
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that of Kerala, was still only 82 percent of the US$430 Indian average. Its in
fant mortality rate of fifty-three per 1,000 persons compares favorably with 
India's sixty-five per 1,000 persons, but poorly with Kerala's twelve per 1,000 
persons.' 

Despite widespread extemal praise, as Nicholas Stern, former chief econ
omist of the World Bank, put it, for "driving the dynamic India," there is also 
unease with the evident unevenness of Kamataka's economic growth and the 
resultant economic inequality. The state's chief minister, S. M. Krishna, has 
noted that regional development without equity and justice is a lopsided de
velopment. Especially vexing are the economic inequalities between town 
and countryside, between men and women, and between scheduled castes 
and tribes and the rest of the population. Recall that despite its success, the 
information industry employs only 80,000 professionals—not much of a lever 
to lift a population of 53 million people. The state remains overwhelmingly 
committed to a rather impecunious agriculture, which absorbs 70 percent of 
the working population, but produces only about 37 percent of the state's do
mestic product.® 

The cases of Kerala and Kamataka are not just opposite; they are also ap
posite. To be sure, there is the surface contrast between Kerala, the state that 
gets welfare at least minimally right but can't succeed at economic growth of 
any sort, and Kamataka, which succeeds in creating a world-class industry 
but doesn't produce much welfare. But there is more here than meets the eye. 
Taken together, their plights tell us just how hard it is to enhance well-being 
and run at least a modestly successful economy that can support your welfare 
proposals. 

This is why, after focusing on creating more equality so as to enhance hu
man well-being, we tum in this chapter to the economy. We need an econ
omy for provisioning and for redistribution. We have established that the 
world cannot grow its way to economic equality. Not even the United States, 
with all of its resources, can grow its way to economic equality. The reason, 
we have seen, is that economic growth at its best rewards everyone in a so
ciety equally. And precisely because it rewards everyone equally, those start
ing behind can never catch up. They can sometimes escape poverty, but they 
remain economically disadvantaged—a condition that damages their well-
being in every other sense. Without economic equality, the social and polit
ical dimensions of equality are hard, typically impossible to attain. Social and 
political deprivation then become means by which economic inequality— 
even with economic growth—becomes once more a grim fact of life for the 
disadvantaged. Thus, our prescription is economic redistribution from rich to 
poor, at home and abroad. 
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But lurking beneath our efforts all along has been an assumption that our 
economies will continue to produce the goods and services we need to pro
vision ourselves more equally. Because equality is not pegged to growth, we 
did not put forth remedies designed to speed up our economies in hope of 
closing the gap between rich and poor. Yet it must be admitted that we have 
assumed that the world economy and its national constituents could produce 
adequately enough to support the world's population and its incremental in
crease. We also accepted that the world economy should produce only what 
it could within the accepted limits of environmental sustainability. 

But what must that economy be? A continuation of what we have now? 
An acceleration of what we have now, if we take the advice of many devel
opment economists? You will recall from an earlier chapter that the United 
Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) estimates that 
if poor countries could boost their annual growth rates to 7 percent, they 
could reduce extreme poverty, that is, the number of people living on less 
than a US$1 a day, by one-half by the year 2015. This would mean that if the 
thirty-three countries in their sample, taken from the poorest countries for 
which there are reliable data, were able to sustain a 7 percent growth rate be
tween now and 2015 instead of the average 3.5 percent growth rate they sus
tained for the 1990s, they would still have 200 million extremely poor peo
ple instead of 400 million without accelerated economic growth.' 

Never say never, of course, but we noted that only China had achieved a 
growth rate of this magnitude in the 1990s. While it could be reasonable to 
assume that one or more economies—even including a giant like China— 
could grow at an accelerated rate simultaneously, we also argued that it was 
unlikely that the world as a whole could sustain that rate. The more typical pat
tern, looking around the world today, is for one country or region to run 
ahead, while the others lag or are pulled along by the leadership of the eco
nomically quicker. Thus, no new, remarkable global economic run seems 
likely to arise and fix our problem. And it also bears repeating that even an 
accelerated growth rate like that of China's would not eliminate poverty. 
Even doing so supports but does not at all win the battle to achieve economic 
equality. 

So, what is an economy "good enough" to support our equality project and 
enhance well-being? Once again, a caveat is warranted. As we observed in 
earlier chapters, official economic advice either from rich countries or their 
surrogates such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund 
should not be taken at face value. The information they supply and the pol
icy prescriptions they provide emanate from their own highly interested 
stance as economic top dogs. At the very least, it must be said that they read 
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economic experience from their point of view and with their own desire to 
remain top dogs commingled with their conclusions. Given the need to 
choose between believing and saying what is true about the world and what 
is to their advantage, the latter looms large, particularly in the policy discus
sions that revolve around economic development and growth. The rich 
countries' combination of selective vision and overweening economic and 
political power can misdirect policy in poor countries and deeply damage 
their peoples. Poor states and their ruling groups, either led by rich-country 
policy directives or up to no good on their own, can contribute mightily to 
their peoples' miseries.'® 

Inside rich countries, perhaps much the same process is at work. Ideas can 
be just as self-serving, information distorted, and policy prescriptions tipped 
in favor of the top dogs on home grounds like the United States. Here the 
rich seek to capitalize on their accumulated national advantages. Through 
political representation, business pressure, and policy development itself, 
they try to move the complicated process of democratic governance along 
the lines that they favor. The facts are often the first casualties in a not-so-
subtle struggle for control over the policy directions of the nation. Because 
of the economic and political hegemony of the United States in the world 
today, the game of the nation's rich also includes maintaining its top-dog sta
tus in the world economy. 

With this caveat in place, we can reenter our discussion of what is a 
good-enough economy to support our goal of economic equality. First, let us 
look at the foundations for our approach: What is implied by "good 
enough"? The key here is to make room in our thinking for other values, 
such as equality, in what is otherwise a standard economic rationality dom
inated by efficiency and maximizing the gains of every transaction. The in
comparable German sociologist Max Weber argued that an instrumental ra
tionality, one in which economic actors calculate the most efficient means 
to achieve the greatest reward, lay at the heart of modem capitalism. In
strumental rationality was thus both the work and the basic belief system of 
modem capitalism. There were, Weber countered, possible rationalities 
other than simply the economic calculation of means and ends, including 
those that arose out of a person's concems with what he called "ultimate 
ends." These beliefs about the cosmos, human nature, and virtue that most 
often, though not exclusively, found their outlets in religion, provided al-
temative justifications for taking one course of action over another. They 
implied a different measure of value for human experiences than did instru
mental rationality. Though Weber thought that capitalism's instrumental 
rationality would dominate the modem age, one can infer from his studies 
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of religion and charisma that some future potential for rejecting altogether 
the means-ends economic rationahty remained." 

Our devotion to equality and human well-being is thereby a commitment 
to a rationality of ultimate ends that does not rely upon instrumental ration
ality for its justification. It is important to recall from an earlier chapter, how
ever, that several serious researchers have empirically linked greater equality 
in its economic, social, and political dimensions with greater economic 
growth.'^ Because the root of our concern lies elsewhere, we won't make the 
argument directly. It also should be freely acknowledged that creating greater 
equality may decrease strictly economic efficiency. Equality, as we have seen 
in our chapters on remedies, entails costs. Meddling with markets, imposing 
higher tax burdens, transferring economic "rewards," (that is, resources) from 
rich-country "winners" to rich-country and poor-country "losers," in the 
parlance of mistrustful rich-country economists—these and other notions 
proposed in earlier chapters can interfere with the basic function of markets 
to efficiently distribute resources based upon supply and demand.'^ One 
could respond immediately: What about the cost of a poorly trained and un
healthy army of unemployed persons in our midst? What is the cost of dis
crimination in potential output lost by inefficient economic utilization of 
disadvantaged people? Like the question of whether equality fosters growth, 
a comparison of the strictly economic value of redistribution or repairing dis
crimination with the costs of not doing so on overall economic efficiency is 
not an argument we can resolve here. The evidence is mixed, so much so that 
the eminent economist Robert Solow speculates that the costs of redistribu
tion to economic efficiency are probably not very high at all.*'^ But it is pru
dent not to pick and choose our assumptions with an eye toward greater con
venience. 

So, let us just assume for argument's sake that it costs something in extra 
economic potential to move ahead with our equality project. Our goal, in
stead of chasing optimal economic functioning, is to capture resources for re
distribution without triggering economic decline. We may slow the economy 
down, but our success could be measured by whether we managed to produce 
a "good enough" economy for our needs." 

It would also be useful to take another look at the economy itself to dis
cover the degree to which economic processes could produce in their opera
tion more egalitarian outcomes. In a world that takes the nature of the firm 
to be inviolate, as a kind of institution with the social valence of the family, 
if not its respectability, are there ways in which we can advance various di
mensions of equality in the day-to-day activities that constitute our 
economies? We take up this question in the following and final chapter. 
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where we address how we can become engaged in moving economic actions 
into more promising directions. 

Thus, the issue of creating a good-enough economy occupies us for the re
mainder of the chapter. 

A Poor People's Guide to a "Good-Enough"- Economy 
We have observed with a mix of fascination and mistrust our present-day ca
pacity to plan, and commented on whether mendacity or hubris could ex
plain the ease with which rich governments and their international surro
gates could produce remedies for economic privation that were themselves 
more depriving. Our position has been that gathering relevant data and de
vising solutions that involved assembling something called "a plan" was not 
in itself a bad thing. Its virtue depended instead on who was doing it and by 
what democratic authority. 

Having said that, though, it is important to recognize that plans have their 
place in a context where a set of participants is embarked upon taking con
crete actions in pursuit of a remedy. The very particular embedding of people 
in a given environment, replete with its potentials as well as problems, di
minishes the value of the tidy, one-size-fits-all type of policy prescriptions for 
poor countries that have flowed from the leadership of rich countries and 
their surrogates since the end of World War II. More appropriate, perhaps, 
would be a set of heuristics or orientations under which alternatives in which 
we have interest might be discussed. This is especially true for us in the con
text of this book, where the objective is to create the conditions for thought 
experiments that would aid us in understanding what might be done. 

An Open Economy—^But Only Partially 
The first heuristic is that an open economy—with important qualifications— 
is better than a closed one. The beliefs that an economy can delink from the 
world economy, and poor economies should delink, are alluring but neither 
possible nor wise.'® Autarky, the notion of autonomous, self-reliant devel
opment, doesn't seem possible, given the present stage of worldwide eco
nomic integration: What society today is discormected from the world econ
omy? Looking at the post-World War II period, Eastern Europe and the 
former Soviet Union with the onset of the Cold War ran their own collec
tive world economy separate and apart from Western capitalist countries 
and their postwar dependencies. By the 1970s, however, trade, aid, and bank 
loans connected the two economic blocs back together. Only Albania and 
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North Korea sought continued economic independence from capitahst 
economies, with rather self-evident results, though North Korea remained 
dependent upon China for important economic exchanges. The case of con
temporary Cuba is instructive as well: Despite the best attempts of the 
United States to starve Cuba into submission by preventing its integration 
into the world economy, the Cuban government has realized that opening 
its economy to exchanges with others is important to its survival. The open
ing is helping Cuba cope economically but, rather predictably, it appears to 
be increasing economic inequality. 

Supposing, then, that all economies in the world are already integrated to 
a greater or lesser degree with others in a larger world economy, how would 
a society disembed its economy from the countless connections that form the 
everyday basis of material life? How does one pull the millions of little plugs 
that literally as well as figuratively connect one economy to others? It doesn't 
seem practicable. 

If it is not readily possible, we should still pursue the question of whether 
it is advantageous. Many argue that it is desirable as well as necessary for poor 
countries to escape the clutches of the rich via deglobalization. The promi
nent intellectual and political deglobalization activist Walden Bello has put 
together perhaps the most complete proposal for at least a partial delinking 
of poor from rich economies that advances more concretely the concept of 
deglobalization. It consists of seven points: 

1. Gathering capital from within poor countries rather than depending 
upon extemal sources; 

2. Creating a strong local market through land reform and income redis
tribution; 

3. Reducing environmental despoilation by deemphasizing growth and 
stressing equity; 

4. Making more democratic instead of market-based decisions; 
5. Monitoring both state and private sectors by civil society; 
6. Creating an economy that includes more community cooperatives, pri

vate and state enterprises, and excludes transnational corporations; and 
7. Producing as much as possible for local needs with community and na

tional resources.'' 

Though other deglobalization activists share parts of Bello's proposal, his 
is by far the most carefully balanced and articulated.'® There is much to ad
mire in it. Bello emphasizes local production with local capital for local 
needs, and stresses redistributing land and other resources to create greater 
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equity. He envisions an economy that is subject to democratic control and 
composed of a mix of actors: state, private, and cooperative. As such, it ap
peals very much to the sentiments of many that the world has grown too big, 
too complicated, too "Jurassic," to paraphrase Bello,'' to reproduce liveli
hood for all and to do it democratically and equitably. The bigger the eco
nomic sphere for Bello, the greater chance that the rich will outrun demo
cratic controls and get richer, and the poor will get poorer. 

Bello's proposal is a compendium of good sense, but suffers from a mix of 
timidity and ambition. Its timidity lies in Bello's underestimation of the de
gree to which poorer countries can control foreign capital. During the 
1997-98 Asian financial panic, countries such as Korea, Indonesia, Thai
land, and the Philippines largely succumbed to the dictates of the Interna
tional Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the U.S. Treasury Department. 
Malaysia more successfully managed the crisis by instituting currency con
trols that limited the damage caused in other countries when investors with
drew their money from local economies.^® The 2002 financial collapse of Ar
gentina should have been a knockout blow to that country's national 
autonomy and made its subjection to international authorities and foreign 
investors complete. Instead, new political leadership elected in 2003 re
asserted Argentina's national autonomy by insisting that foreign creditors as
sume a significant share of the financial burden involved in paying off its na
tional debt. Arguing that foreign creditors had received high-interest-rate 
returns on Argentinean bonds precisely because the country was in acute fi
nancial distress and was thus a risky investment by any standard, the gov
ernment is resolved to pay off the debt at much less than its face value.^' 

Moreover, countries have also demonstrated the capacity to control the 
rate and behavior of foreign investments. After a serious banking crisis, 
Chile, for instance, resolved to insulate its economy from the ill effects of 
"hot money" investment flows into its financial system by requiring foreign 
investors in Chilean stocks and bonds to deposit a fixed amount of their cap
ital in an interest-free bank account for a year. Investors forfeited this bank 
capital if they withdrew their investments from Chile before the year was up. 
This rule enforces a certain seriousness on foreign investors, in effect dis
couraging them from shifting their money willy-nilly out of the country 
wherever a point or two extra of profit might be gained. It also potentially 
sets aside low-cost capital for loans to Chilean lenders. 

China, anyone's candidate for most successful developing country of the 
1990s, prudently controlled from the beginning the terms for foreign invest
ment in its economy. Though China encouraged capital flows from Hong 
Kong and Taiwan that were destined for the small and medium industrial 
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enterprises in its southern regions, it insisted during the crucial first decade 
of its economic takeoff that large-scale investments in sectors like automo
biles be joint ventures with Chinese companies. This maneuver guaranteed 
ultimate Chinese control over business decisions and assured the transfer of 
complex manufacturing technologies to Chinese industries. Further, in the 
first years of its economic rise, China refused to allow free conversion of its 
currency into the currency of other nations, thus ensuring that it could con
trol its value both at home and to some extent abroad. As of this writing, 
China is the only major nation that still controls the value of its currency. 
The value of all other currencies is fixed in the daily transactions of foreign 
exchange markets. 

Surely China has exploited its enormous size and potential to control the 
terms of its economic relations with the rest of the world. But Malaysia, 
Chile, and even Argentina are not blessed with great size or wealth when 
compared with rich countries, nor even when stacked up against such coun
tries as Brazil and Indonesia, which have succumbed to greater international 
discipline over their economic decisions. Their success, albeit modest, sug
gests that poor countries need not disengage from the world economy the ex
tent to which Bello might prefer. 

Moreover, if Bello exhibits a bit of timidity on behalf of poor countries 
when confronted with the powers of the international system, his ambitions 
for locally created capital, production, and technologies seem also to over
shoot the mark. Foreign capital and technology can be very useful, indeed in
strumental, in supporting local development. Rich countries like the United 
States are huge capital importers. One need only think of the U.S. auto in
dustry. U.S.-based manufacturing plants for such firms as Toyota, Honda, 
Nissan, Mazda, Volkswagen, and Mercedes-Benz, to name a few, produce al
most half of the United States's autos, provide jobs for thousands of persons 
in regions that are otherwise in deep economic decline, and have stimulated 
via competition the technological renewal of American firms like General 
Motors. The United States also succeeds in protecting domestic ownership 
from takeover in what it deems strategic industries, such as airlines, commu
nications media, and defense. A similar scenario could be sketched for the ef
fects of foreign investment and technology transfer on the relative success of 
the post-World War II European economy. 

Why should poor countries choose at some cost to their own economic 
growth to be exceptions to these historically rather routine economic prac
tices? If there is a lesson to be found in the collapse of the Russian and East
ern European economies in the 1990s, it is that their relative isolation from 
the technological innovations produced in the West, combined with re-
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Stricted access to foreign capital for industrial renewal, left them unable to 
contend with their newfound Western competition.^^ Bello's expectations 
for local production of capital and technological innovation are not only 
overly ambitious, given the general sense of how economic development 
goes, but also onerous for poor countries that lack capital, technology, and 
the experience of linking them together effectively. Foreign investment and 
technology transfer are not the only answers to economic growth in poor 
countries, but they are several of the answers necessary for success. 

This realization must be used carefully. It is not a recipe for unfettered 
openness. Rather, it is a recommendation for a wide-awake, even hard-nosed 
control over a national economy's exposure to the world market. As Fred 
Block astutely remarks in developing his notion of a more egalitarian "prac
tical Utopia," every country needs a few key industries that can earn it export 
earnings and track the technological progress being introduced into the 
world market by other economies.^'' If your nation is poor, you need the world 
market. It reminds me of what a famous bank robber is said to have replied 
when asked why he robbed banks: "That's where the money is." The world 
market and, particularly, rich-country markets are where the money is. Thus, 
in addition to importing capital and technology, export-oriented production 
from poor countries makes sense for many reasons, not the least of which is 
that it represents the transfer of real resources from rich to poor countries. 

Important, too, is that irreducible dyad in capitalism, the relationship be
tween buyer and seller. To capture markets, one needs to find buyers and pro
duce what they want to buy and at the price they are willing to pay. If one 
succeeds, then one can extend production lines, lower costs, develop or pur
chase technology, increase efficiency, and capture more market share. Poor 
countries need access to world markets and the money through production 
that they provide. Without the markets and the money of rich countries, you 
have the situation that Max Weber once offhandedly claimed was true of 
nineteenth-century Naples: a group of poor people working very hard every 
day, trading, haggling, and scampering about, only to find at the end of the 
day that all of their efforts boiled down to exchanging the equivalent of the 
same dollar, and finding themselves both exhausted and poorer for it. 

Fair Trade, not Free Trade 
Rich countries can sniff out the poor countries' gambit, and they resist free 
trade. In earlier chapters, we have documented, for instance, how rich coun
tries close their markets to agricultural commodities and textiles from poor 
countries, areas where poor countries because they are poor should have a 
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comparative advantage. Further, we have seen that rich countries compound 
the problem they create for poor countries by subsidizing their producers of 
the same goods, thereby providing them with the opportunity to dump their 
products on the world market at prices below their cost of production, and at 
both a rate and price that destroys the market possibilities of poor-country 
producers. 

Should free trade be freely reciprocal? That is, should poor-country 
economies be as open to imports as those of rich countries? From the poor-
country perspective, the best answer, and our second heuristic, is not com
pletely, and certainly not right away. There is both positive and negative ev
idence for this stance. On the positive side, the performance of several of the 
highly successful East Asian economies, starting with Japan and including 
Taiwan and Korea, relied initially on protecting certain of their industries 
and markets while they developed exportable products, often based upon 
technologies licensed from U.S. firms. To maintain and expand its 
post-World War II footprint in Asia, the United States provided markets for 
their exports and allowed them to run up large trade surpluses that financed 
their highly successful industrial growth, while receiving very limited access 
to their domestic markets in retum. This relationship would come to grief in 
Japan during the 1980s, as U.S. industrial producers suffered greatly firom 
Japanese competition, and U.S. policy makers decided to obtain trade reci
procity from Japan.^' But initial nonreciprocity paid off, and it offers empiri
cal support for poor-country resistance to wholesale trade reciprocity.^^ 

There is negative evidence as well, and it comes via Mexico. Sitting next 
to the largest national market in the world, a succession of Mexican govem
ments attempted to tap its productive potential by encouraging U.S. busi
nesses to produce their final goods across the border in Mexico, tariff-free 
and with inexpensive Mexican labor. The subsequent boom in maquiladora, 
or assembly production, further enticed the Mexican elite to risk national de
velopment in the great leap forward crystallized in 1994's North American 
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), which created a continental free trade 
zone that included Canada. 

A decade later, U.S. farmers, with their highly subsidized products and in
creased access to the Mexican market, have run small farmers off the land and 
converted them into migrant laborers bound for the United States, rather 
than helping create through competition a much-hoped-for upgrading of 
Mexican agriculture. Mexican tolerance, even encouragement initially of the 
final assembly export production process on the border, has not created in the 
new NAFTA environment the complex industrial production chains of sub
contractors, parts producers and on-site design and production technologists 
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that sustain long-tenn industrial development. An astonishing 99 percent of 
the value of the inputs that go into Mexico's export production are produced 
outside Mexico. The only component Mexico is producing in many circum
stances is the labor in the last manufacturing stage. Low Mexican wages were 
Mexico's initial comparative advantage vis-a-vis the U.S. market. Now that 
China is open for business and its average wage is one-fourth that of Mexico's, 
U.S. and other foreign businesses are off to China. Unemployment; in north-
em Mexico, once an area of labor shortage, is now common.^' 

The lessons to be drawn from Mexico's experience with the United States 
are several. Once again, absolute reciprocity, in many cases, was probably too 
dangerous for the damage that unmediated competition with an industrial 
behemoth like the United States could cause. In the case of agriculture, the 
dismantling of the U.S. protection and subsidy system for its farmers should 
have been the quid pro quo for even the partial opening of other Mexican 
markets to U.S. business. With respect to manufacturing, Mexico would have 
been wise to continue to insist on substantial foreign investments in produc
tion infrastructure and local content requirements for complex industrial 
goods, strategies that helped it build a successful automobile industry in the 
pre-NAFTA days. 

Mexico's loss has become China's gain, as we have seen, and the case of 
China is again highly inistructive. China began its commercial opening to the 
world market with its significant size advantage, figuring correctly that for
eign businesses and their govemments would concede much in retum for ac
cess to its enormous untapped market. Owing to its size and complexity, 
many different kinds of commercial opportunities have been created in its 
territory, including a more laissez-faire, export-oriented industrialization zone 
between Hong Kong and Shanghai. That said, it has succeeded in insisting 
on local-foreign joint ownership and production parmerships in many basic 
industries with an eye to appropriate the technology and technology-based 
leaming as well as capital facilities for the rapid expansion of its industrial 
base. Its object is to build intemationally competitive industries in most ma
jor fields of production by its controlled involvement with more sophisti
cated and resourceful foreign firms. 

Obviously there is only one China,^® but that is at least nominally true of 
every poor country. Each has its assets and liabilities and therefore its own 
special requirements for economic development. Economist Joseph Stiglitz 
puts the point well: 

The policy issue is not "to globalize or not to globalize" or "to grow or not to 
grow." In some cases it is not even "to liberalize or not to liberalize." Instead 
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the issues are: To liberalize short-term capital accounts—and if so, how? At 
what pace to liberalize trade, and what policies should accompany it? Are there 
pro-poor growth strategies that do more to reduce poverty as they promote 
growth? And are there growth strategies that increase poverty as they promote 
growth—strategies that should be shunned?^' 

Careful linkage with the world market, judicious trading relations with an 
eye toward export production—these can get the economic motor running 
at a much faster clip than autarky. 

But there is a final and conclusive reason for treading carefully. Opening 
markets to trade can be especially harmful to poor people. There is some 
good evidence that income growth among the bottom 40 percent of popula
tions in poor countries slows as an initial consequence of trade openness.^" 
Any attempts to expose domestic markets to foreign competition need to be 
accompanied by strong redistributive programs to the poor. 

Equality Programs 
This leads to our third heuristic: Poor states need to undertake equality pro
grams while building good-enough economies. The World Bank and the In
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) have instituted a policy process whereby 
all aid-receiving countries must develop an explicit poverty reduction strat
egy.^' This is an interesting initiative—to get countries to spell out how and 
by how much they will reduce poverty over time—but again poverty reduc
tion is not equality production. Having leamed that growth alone won't 
bring equality, we can nonetheless gather up the surplus generated by growth, 
even in poor countries, to redistribute creatively to poor people. 

Providing adequate public education and health care is a good start. These 
services can be targeted toward the poor and improve their incomes and 
quality of life. They are not particularly complicated interventions, and per
haps do not create much of a glimmer in a planner's eye. In fact, there is a 
distinct lack of artifice in setting out to provide health care and subsidize ed
ucation. We discussed earlier how a network of basic health care could en
hance the well-being of poor people significantly. Education, too, has a big 
payoff for poor people, particularly, as we have seen, when women succeed in 
getting more schooling. We have also argued that subsidizing the education 
of girls and young women by direct payments to their families not only gets 
women more education, but gets money directly to poor families on a regu
lar basis. In another instance, via a school attendance subsidy, the Brazilian 
govemment of Luis Inacio Lula da Silva will be delivering a family grant of 
US$24 a month to a quarter of his country's population. In addition, basic 
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medical services will be delivered to the children in school.^^ The long-term 
effects of the education itself are extremely favorable for poor people. As pre
viously stated, one cross-national analysis of educational attainment of both 
men and women in poor societies suggests that for every 1 percent increase 
in the number of poor high school graduates, the income share of the bottom 
40 percent of households increases by 6 percent.^^ 

Targeting resources and thinking about how to provide them effectively is 
important. Devoting resources exclusively to poor and working-class people 
in poor countries does respond to our interest in providing equality of re
sources. Providing universal access to resources, rich or poor, does not. For 
instance, subsidizing primary and secondary education is pro-poor; spending 
the money instead on higher education is pro-rich, as analyst Dominique van 
de Walle plainly puts it. Brazil provides a fine illustration of this point. It 
spends 25 percent of its education funding on higher education for the 2 per
cent of all students who attend college, a funding level that amounts to three 
and one-half times Brazil's per capita gross domestic product per student. 
Meanwhile, 13 percent of the population is illiterate, and only one-third of 
the teenage population attends secondary school.^'* Providing basic health 
care through community centers in rural areas and poor sections of cities gets 
medical care to poor people. Building highly capital-intensive hospitals in 
urban areas and providing "universal" access to health generally aids the rich. 
They have the networks and connections to capture the resources in 
amounts greater than their numbers.^' 

Thus, the more one can get the services and the money directly to poor 
people, the better. The necessary administrative costs of sophisticated 
interventions—those, for instance, that are elaborately targeted at specific 
subgroups or are extensively means-tested—can eat up funds that could go to 
the poor. Direct grants get more of the money to the poor.^^ 

This is what makes public works employment and job training so useful. 
Amartya Sen has argued that jobs programs in areas struck by natural disas
ters or succumbing to famine such as India, Botswana, and Zimbabwe have 
been a highly effective way of getting money into economies undergoing 
these kinds of stresses.^' Other research, in Latin America, has shown that 
jobs and job training programs are superior to unemployment irisurance and 
savings accounts programs in reaching the poorest workers. The problem 
with the insurance and savings programs is that they already assume that 
workers are regularly employed. In poor countries, poor workers are most 
likely employed (if at all) in the informal sector. Offering a job or training 
places no prior constraints on eligibility. The only negative features of these 
programs, it would seem, is that they are not more widely in place, and that 
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they often offer a wage less than the prevailing average in a given area to as
sure that only the really needy will have the incentive to take the posts. Self-
selection thus replaces a formal means test of the sort with which we in this 
country are familiar, but the cost is that less income is transferred to poor 
workers. This can prevent these kinds of programs from significantly reduc
ing poverty.^® 

This is especially important when we consider another important possi
ble initiative for equality in poor countries—the development of incomes 
policies. Though poor countries are probably unable to mount as robust an 
income redistribution scheme as we proposed in an earlier chapter for the 
United States, they can attack inequality through a pension system. The 
need is great. Just 16 percent of workers in poor countries have pension cov
erage, a proportion that drops to 10 percent in South Asia and sub-Saharan 
Africa. Should we succeed even modestly to improve well-being in poor 
countries, life expectancy will rise, thus compounding the problem of in
come support for the elderly. Moreover, since most pensioned persons in 
poor countries are tied to work in the formal economy, there is an un
counted number, perhaps four or five times as many persons working in the 
informal economy, who have no access to pensions whatsoever.^' We have 
just discussed how Kerala, as poor as it is, instituted a pension system that 
helped enhance the well-being of its poor people."*® Marc Edelman shows 
how a very good Costa Rican welfare system including state pensions and 
land reform that had dramatically improved the quality of life over forty 
years was deeply wounded by the impact of a structural adjustment plan im
posed by the World Bank and the IMF from 1985 onward."" Namibia pro
vides universal old age pensions, and it is estimated that the program 
reaches 88 percent of those eligible. Studies also show that the pensions 
contribute significantly to poverty reduction, serving as the main source of 
income for 14 percent of rural households and 7 percent of urban house-
holds."*^ Pensions, by redistributing significant sums to the elderly, can keep 
people out of poverty' and increase economic equality, as the Kerala and 
Namibia cases show."*^ 

States in poor countries can also help poor people gain legal title to lands 
they have worked and houses they have built or improved. This idea has 
been promoted by the economist Hernando De Soto as a solution to the 
problem that poor people lack capital to function successfully in the econ
omy. By titling their houses, now held informally or illegally in barrios and 
favelas in the burgeoning cities of poor countries throughout the world, De 
Soto believes that poor people will discover in their homes the collateral for 
financing entrepreneurial initiatives.^"* His position is increasingly sane-
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tioned and supported by the major development interests, including the 
United Nations and the World Bank.'*^ 

Poor people should be able to own property protected by law and to gain 
sweat equity from their labors as, in so many ways, they should find equal pro
tection under the law. As precedent, De Soto offers that United States law 
during the nineteenth century recognized deeds based upon people's use and 
improvement of land."*® Though converting a small plot or a one-room house 
into titled property does not significantly increase poor people's prospects for 
equality of resources, it does support equality of opportunity, and thus is worth 
doing. The verdict does not depend on how effective property titling is in lift
ing poor people's prospects, though the World Bank itself questions how fun
gible housing assets in poor neighborhoods will be, absent viable real estate 
markets and banks to service them.'*' Common sense suggests, I think, that it 
will not prove to be the magic bullet De Soto or his supporters believe it to 
be. One has only to ask oneself some basic questions. How many of us would 
risk our house to finance a small business? Having gained a roof over our heads 
through enormous sacrifice and sweat, how many would gamble it in the 
quicksilver stability of a poor-country economy? More to the point: Why 
should poor people need to risk in all probability all they have when none of 
us with more means would? Though many poor people in Lima, Rio de 
Janeiro, and other places will and should achieve a piece of security through 
home titling, the effort will not yield a cornucopia of "hidden capital" that 
will propel poor people out of poverty and toward economic equality.'*® 

Pluralism in Building the Good-Enough Economy 
This speculation on the prospects of building assets among poor people sug
gests the fourth and final rubric that might guide the construction of a good-
enough economy in poor countries. That is, a good-enough economy can be 
built in a variety of ways, so beware of fads and formulas. Since the early 
1990s, international and nongovernmental agencies that comprise the "de
velopment community" have devoted increasing amounts of rhetorical en
ergy as well as funds to stimulating the growth of microenterprises among the 
poor. We have already examined how microlending for small businesses has 
become a primary strategy for supporting the growth of women's economic 
and social equality. Now the focus is on all people in poor societies, male and 
female. As Paul Martin, Canadian prime minister and United Nations 
cochair of an elite commission formed by UN Secretary Kofi Annan in 2003 
to develop ways of supporting microentrepreneurship, puts it, the poor "want 
a hand up, not a hand out" in lifting themselves up firom their desperate 
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straits.'*' Sound familiar? The locution, "a hand up" rather than a "hand out," 
echoes the words spoken a year earlier by World Bank president James 
Wolfenson and quoted in our earlier discussion of microloans for women. We 
observed then, too, that the slogan bore a strong resemblance to the "welfare 
reform" rhetoric in circulation when the Clinton administration changed the 
Aid for Dependent Children program of the Social Security Act to a mix of 
temporary income support, job training, and employment. This should tip us 
off a bit that we are in the midst of something of a marketing and sales cam
paign pitching small-scale entrepreneurialism. It is becoming the newest 
"new thing" in a string of solutions that the rich have offered the poor since 
the end of World War II. 

We have noted in an earlier chapter how appealing microentrepreneurial 
talk is in a world economic climate that is dominated by market-friendly 
rhetoric. If only poor people could find a channel for their protocapitalist en
ergies, which they surely have, probably naturally, we can hear Paul Martin, 
UN commission cochair, say: 

Whatever else we do to help the poor, local entrepreneurs have the power to 
create the greatest change for their countries. The entrepreneurial spirit is 
everywhere. It does not have to be imported. Visit the smallest town in the 
poorest country on market day and you will see the private sector at work.'" 

This magical belief in the powers of peoples in markets to spin gold from the 
straw of their impoverished existences needs a dose of De Soto's "magical re
alist" belief that poor people's capital, their gold, was actually beneath their 
feet in the trillions of dollars of unrealized value in their squatter homes. De 
Soto was right about one big thing: Poor people need capital for small enter
prises. Unless an economic program dedicated to small business entrepre-
neurship delivers it, we have Max Weber's Naples all over again, a situation 
where poor people trade their poverty with each other. 

A good-enough economy needs small businesses, entrepreneurialism, in
novation, and so on. As an anthropological field researcher, I have been fol
lowing since 1981 the economic development and social impact of an Ital
ian region that has become a beehive of small-scale entrepreneurial activity 
since the 1960s. I can report that microindustries producing such export 
goods as shoes, fashion clothing, furniture, and machine tools have brought 
a high standard of living to entrepreneurs and workers alike, and thus I am 
not immune to its "small and beautiful" charms. It has served as a model for 
regions in other countries that are trying to produce prosperity with small in
dustries and family-run firms.'' 
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It can work, as I have found out. But it depends upon a number of factors. 
It relies upon injections of capital, whether loaned at home by banks or states 
or garnered abroad through export earnings. It relies upon state (or regional) 
support and sometimes even direct guidance. William Easterly, an utterly 
committed market-oriented development economist for the World Bank, 
nonetheless argues that states need to take a leading role very often in subsi
dizing the research and development that enables poor countries to establish 
intemationally competitive industries. He notes, as have many, that state in
volvement in the research process and its financial support of technological 
innovation were highly important in the East Asian economic successes of 
the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s." 

But before we are carried off by rather romantic notions of entrepre
neurialism, expressed well above by UN Commissioner Martin and be
lieved by many others, it is important to acknowledge that there are upper 
limits on the degree to which entrepreneurialism can transform poor soci
eties. First, there is significant doubt even among World Bank development 
economists that small and medium-sized enterprises advance economic 
growth. Both small and medium-sized firms in goodly numbers and eco
nomic growth are found together in a sophisticated statistical survey of eco
nomic development in seventy-six countries, but there is no evidence of a 
causal link between the two. That is, a good-growing economy has small 
and medium-size enterprises, but there is no surety that the small and 
medium-sized firm sector helped the economy get there. In addition, they 
found once more, as we noted in the case of microenterprises and women, 
that small and medium-sized firms do not reduce poverty in any way. This is a 
significant finding, if only to wam us of the doubts that should replace the 
commonplace certainties of the development community noted immedi
ately above.'^ 

Second, let us recall that three-fourths of the world's poor live in rural ar
eas; by 2025, one-half will still live in mral areas. Industrial development is 
important, but to be especially beneficial it needs to occur in countrysides 
where poverty is greater and labor undemtilized. To that end, it is important 
to acknowledge that nonfarm activity already provides a significant propor
tion of rural income, as the agricultural economy supports needs for trade, 
transport, and construction. For these nonfarm activities to grow, a healthy 
farm economy is necessary. And the answer to the agrarian question of how 
a society sustains its nutritional life and ordinary persons might wrest a liv
ing from the land is not simply to dissolve the agricultural into the industrial 
and hope there is no residue. Farmers need their capital—land—and need 
working capital no less than do microindustrialists. 
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Land reform—by redistributing land and making smallholders out of the 
landless and by providing adequate agricultural credits—diminishes poverty 
by enabling agriculturalists to feed themselves. For instance, the redistribu
tion in the late 1970s of agricultural lands to the Chinese peasantry elimi
nated food poverty in the Chinese countryside. Dividing big agricultural 
plots into small plots also improves productivity, sometimes doubling yields 
because small farmers use the lands more interisively.''' Recall that land re
form preceded industrial development of both the small and large sorts in 
East Asian countries such as Taiwan and Korea as well.'^A good-enough 
economy has to make significant progress in agriculture no less than in in
dustry, and perhaps must do so as a sort of precondition for industrial success 
in areas that are still predominantly agricultural. 

The third limit to microentrepreneurship as development's new saving 
grace is that the world economy allots a significantly smaller space to its 
practitioners. It is important to bear in mind the rather sobering fact that 
four-fifths of the world's industrial output is a product, directly or indi
rectly, of the world's 1,000 largest companies.'® Let us suppose that 20 per
cent of the world's industrial output of US$10 trillion dollars, or US$2 
trillion, flows through the productive capacities of entrepreneurial small 
and medium-sized firms." While this is certainly not small change, brief 
contemplation of these facts helps one to keep in perspective the actual
ity of the kind of world in which petty capitalists live and compete. Large 
firms dominate world industrial production. In addition, the progressive 
incorporation of the output of small businesses into the production chains 
organized by the world's megafirms is fortunate for those who find them
selves inside the production chain and unfortunate for those who are new
comers.'® 

Does it make sense for the overwhelming majority of the world's popula
tion to confine its economic prospects to garnering a portion of one-fifth of 
the world's economic production? Again the example of China is instructive, 
for its industrial leap forward incorporates big and small firms, multinational 
giants and township microenterprises, foreign investment and local capital 
accumulation. On the one hand, the emplacements of foreign capital and do
mestic labor can be truly gargantuan: Consider that in Dongguan, a city in 
the Guangdong region of southern China, one factory employs 80,000 work
ers making upward of 100 million rurming shoes per year." The River 
Rouge-like dimensions of some of China's capitalist development is a re
minder that firms can still build great factories and manufacturing facilities 
that would make even Henry Ford envious, when the circumstances are suit
able. Too, these industrial behemoths can still find customers for their long 
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runs of standardized goods, even though they have mastered flexible manu
facturing with its speedy changeovers, just-in-time supply systems, and re
programmable machines. Large firms have no trouble finding markets for this 
factory's enormous output, nor do they encounter difficulties financing plant, 
equipment, and the working capital necessary to make a year's run. 

On the other hand, the Chinese regions located north of Hong Kong are 
the homes of hundreds of thousands of small firms, privately or publicly 
owned, either guided by Hong Kong capital or dealing directly with firms in 
Japan, the United States, and Europe, that are producing a great deal of mer
chandise and making China the new center of the industrial world. Their 
success, and the rapidity with which they have transformed the Chinese as 
well as the world economy, is testimony to UN commissioner Martin's wish: 
that the entrepreneurial energies of every local marketplace can be released 
for economic development. 

However, these same industrial giants that make the enormous invest
ments in China as reflected in the Dongguan shoe factory may subcontract 
to hundreds, even thousands of small entrepreneurial firms to produce the 
same output. Or, the running shoes made in Dongguan are also made simul
taneously in Taiwan, Brazil, Mauritius, and Albania. A megaproducer might 
even produce an enormous quantity in Dongguan and the same quantity or 
more all over the rest of the world. What this means for poor countries is the 
single-minded pursuit of local entrepreneurialism needs to be amended to 
take into account the continuing role of transnational firms and their mix of 
production chains. As in Dongguan, they may aggregate labor and capital in 
massive quantities, or they may subcontract shoes to the more than 800 
smaller producers in the same Chinese region. All said, some accommoda
tion to the facts of how they operate the 80 percent of the world market they 
control is necessary. 

Too often, this "accommodation" is a one-sided affair. The Fortune 500 
firm dictates the terms, investments are made, and the poor country perforce 
accepts the accord with the firm as the best available. This was certainly the 
dominant impression fifteen, even ten years ago. We have already noted in 
this chapter how China attempted to blunt the transnational firms' powers, 
and. sought capital and skill investments that would help the country build 
its own core industries on an international scale. There is something else to 
observe: Large, transnational production endeavors like an 80,000-worker 
shoe plant may be no greater exploiters of human labor than small firms run 
by a stranger, a townsperson, a neighbor, or even kin. Sometimes, one is bet
ter off in a big, bureaucratic firm, and sometimes .one is better off in the fa
milial, neighborly entrepreneurial firm. It is an empirical question: Neither is 
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inherently virtuous.® These are issues that poor people, their communities, 
and their states can in part determine through negotiation and struggle with 
large and small firms. 

It also should be pointed out that the welfare states of rich countries were 
deeply indebted for their existence to the struggle and power of organized la
bor, which was typically stronger and more effective when lodged in large 
firms, rather than in small firms where it was often weak.®' In countries that 
have created robust industrial capacities over the past 25 years, such as Ko
rea and Brazil, labor movements have been instrumental in advancing wages, 
improving working conditions, and challenging the govemments of conser
vative, probusiness elites.®^ Aggregating capital and labor is still necessary in 
heavy industries like metals, chemicals, and auto manufacturing, for in
stance, and this can confer greater opportunities for worker gains. Again, 
there is no guarantee whatsoever that greater factory size and increasing the 
capital intensity of the plant will put the lever for a politics of equality in the 
hands of workers. It may, but it is an empirical matter, rather than some uni
versal imperative. 

Bello raises legitimate fears, as the empirical evidence we have analyzed 
shows, about the overweening power of transnational corporations in the 
world economy. However, keeping them at bay by denying them entry to 
poor countries seems a cure worse than the disease. If they are the current 
purveyors of most of the world's commodities, then does one expect poor 
countries, or perhaps each poor country so as to avoid recreating transna
tional among poor countries, to produce replacements for all of these types 
of goods, from toothpaste to tractors? This seems an impossible task and yet 
another grand burden to impose on poor countries. It also seems a great waste 
of human potential, if the efficiencies of mass production, however minimal 
they might be in some cases, were wasted in duplication and costly produc
tion processes. 

Rather, in sympathy with Bello's concems here, it is the power, both eco
nomic and political, of the transnational that must be curbed. Two things 
need to happen. One, corporate power can be curbed in basic industries 
through nationalization, a remedy currently out of favor but worth a revisit. 
Power, energy, and sanitation—areas that have been targeted by the IMF and 
World Bank as necessary candidates for privatization in poor countries 
around the world—could be considered once again public utilities and oper
ated in the public interest as govemment entities or public trusts. A mo
ment's reflection on the costs, chaos, and hardship that arose from the enor
mous power and fraudulent practices of Enron in the United States suggest 
that nations need to rethink the role of states in guaranteeing public safety. 
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instead of leaving basic services to the whims of profit. As Joseph Stiglitz 
points out, part of Chile's economic success since 1994 owes to the fact that 
it did not privatize some key industries, including copper mining, that re
turned important financial dividends to the Chilean economy.® Second, the 
intemational community must build institutions that can do the job of ef
fective regulation. In line with earlier recommendations for expanded and 
more powerful global govemment, it is time to do so. For example, the suc
cession of sanctions regimes executed through the United Nations were suc
cessful in controlling commerce to a degree that suggests that curbing the 
sales and distribution networks of transgressing transnational corporations 
might be a fruitful means for enforcing effective intemational regulation of 
their conduct. 

So Far, So Good? 
The four rubrics we suggest could guide the making of a good-enough 
economy—an economy open to investment and technology but protected 
from free trade, state efforts to end inequality, and an eclectic economic mix 
to assure some growth and limiting the power of transnational—may seem, 
in retrospect, just so much good sense. All to the good, for the closer we hone 
our remedies to the realities of the everyday lives of people in poor countries, 
the greater the prospect that the notions might be useful and efficacious. 

So far, though, we have dealt largely with making economies grow and fo
cused on production and redistribution. We have not considered what might 
be done inside economic institutions such as firms and markets to advance 
the goals of economic equality. 

In the final chapter, we take up the issue of ways we might improve the 
process of economic production to aid in our struggle for equality, as well as 
reflect finally on how people can take action for the sorts of equality that are 
the concern of this book. 
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Achieving Equality 

One of the chilling and disconcerting facts we face in our lives is that we see 
the pattern of things only as we look back on events. Though living through 
the last gasps of the Roman Empire was surely mortifying to many of those 
who did, contemporaries probably had no idea that the Western world was 
about to tumble into the Dark Ages. Incredible to the modem reader as it 
may seem, a succession of generations after the fall actually forgot much of 
the basic know-how that had made living in the Roman world possible and, 
for some, tolerable. In our time, consider the following experiences. Did any
thing prepare German people who had lived during World War II for the al
most giddying turnabout in their economic fortunes after the death of Hitler? 
How could the Russian people have predicted the vale of tears that the eco
nomic travails of post-Communist society have put upon them? Who indeed 
expected that a disease like AIDS would arise to destroy the dreams of eco
nomic development for hundreds of millions of sub-Saharan Africans? 

Do we live in a Hobbesian world? Are we about to enter one? What would 
it mean to say we are or will be? In the circumstances of today's world, 
Thomas Hobbes in his magnum opus Leviathan (1651) bequeathed a contro
versial intellectual legacy that is well worth pondering. Hobbes's beliefs 
about human existence are as caustic to modem ears as they are uncompro
mising: Humans, while bom equal, he believed, soon find themselves at war. 
It is precisely their natural equality and the equality of their hopes to attain 
their ends that creates a lack of trust among them. Thus, if two humans de
sire the same thing: 
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which nevertheless they cannot both enjoy, they become enemies; and in the 
way to their end, which is principally their own conservation, and sometimes 
their delectation only, endeavor to destroy, or subdue one another.' 

In society, the combination of mistrust and desire, or even just a desire for 
conquest for reputation's sake, leads to the "war of every one against every 
one." The consequences of this state of constant war are: 

[Tjhere is no place for industry; because the fruit thereof is uncertain: and con
sequently no culture of the earth; no navigation, nor use of the commodities 
that may be imported by sea; no commodious building; no instruments of mov
ing and removing, such things as require much force; no knowledge of the face 
of the earth; no account of time; no arts; no letters; no society; eind which is 
worst of all, continual fear, and danger of violent death; and the life of man, 
solitciry, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.^ 

Is this where are our world is leading us, to chronic social chaos where one's 
loss is another's gain, where our lives are lived in continual fear and danger 
of violent death? 

To answer the question, we must consider more closely what Hobbes im
plies. Like Rousseau, whom we discussed in an earlier chapter, the social 
calamity Hobbes describes is not a crime of human nature, but a crime 
against human nature. It occurs as humans seek to satisfy their needs and de
sires, material and even reputational, at the expense of other humans. For 
Rousseau, the wresting of surplus from another, the aggregation of riches, and 
the construction of a legal and social structure that protected this exploita
tion was in effect a war of the privileged against the powerless. For Hobbes, 
the struggle was perhaps even more elemental. No one in his war sought jus
tice, and nothing was unjust. Power and advantage become ends in them
selves. Only when the fear of death overwhelms all other sensations do hu
mans seek peace. Then, in Hobbes's mind, humans are tamed by setting up a 
state so powerful as to make all stand in fear.^ 

It could be said that both Hobbes and Rousseau were bom into a world 
used to arguments that contemplated few exclusions, that imagined solutions 
without the sticky residues of real life. In our age, exceptions and nuance are 
everything. Perhaps our sensitivity to the great variety of human experience 
and our ability to express it statistically and in complicated models of human 
society and behavior ill prepare us for their certainties, their predicating log
ics of the causes and consequences of human unhappiness. Rousseau's implicit 
advocacy of revolution and Hobbes's robust rationale for a strong monarchy 
may seem but interesting anachronisms to the contemporary reader. 
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Their emphasis on the pursuit of inequality and the social unrest it causes 
seems quite familiar to our ears. Yet, if something of Rousseau's ardor for 
equality found its way into the socialist revolutionary experiments of the 
twentieth century, the impulse for now seems quieted. Instead, it is the 
Hobbesian vision that comes uncomfortably close to our own experience. In
cessant struggles for material goods, power, and domination, conflicts with
out boundaries and without binding moralities, the rise of obliterating ma
chines of violence and death and, of course, the rise of a kingly nation such 
as the United States trying to reign above all by making the others stand in 
fear—these are the portents of a Hobbesian world. 

A kind of moral indifference appears ascendant. The human misery, the 
privation and degradation we have documented here bespeaks the depths to 
which our economic inequalities, and thereby social and political inequali
ties, have grown. Ignoring this crime against human nature, to play forward 
the sense we might attach from the worlds of Hobbes and Rousseau, seems 
designed only to bring on more of the war of everyone against everyone. Can 
the monarch who "hath the use of so much power and strength conferred on 
him, that by terror thereof, he is enabled to form the wills of them all" be far 
behind r* 

This chapter seeks to explore how to ease the flow toward reaction, and 
pursue a politics of equality. We have argued throughout the book that eco
nomic equality was first among the other dimensions of equality because with
out it, both survival and the capacity to successfully wage struggles for social 
and political equality would be sorely, if not fatally, compromised. We sug
gested that it would be hard to hold onto strictly political or social gains with
out the economic equality that provided capacity and fuel for struggle. At the 
same time, most of the actions that seem to lead to greater economic equality 
rest upon achieving success in the political arena. Hence, our judgment is that 
political equality is a necessary, but not a sufficient component of equality. In 
the pages that follow, we focus on its necessity, as well as its likelihood. 

We look first at what can be done to foster greater economic equality in 
the workplaces of both poor and rich countries. Then we examine the egali
tarian import of nongovemmental organizations and social movements, two 
key sources of activism in global society. Finally, we take a brief look back at 
our thesis and the arguments for it. 

Equality in Workplaces, Poor and Rich 
Can there be a version of capitalism that provides greater economic equal
ity? Can firms be organized for the common good and owne;d collectively 
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rather than being operated in the sole interests of their ovmers? Can their 
collectivization increase human sociability and regard? These questions ani
mated Christian sociahsts, political radicals, workers, and, in the United 
States, prairie populists to experiment with cooperative economic activities, 
based upon the search for a common well-being and protection from the pre-
dations of capitalist-run economies. Though some parts of the movement 
shared the English reformer Robert Owen's interest in self-sufficient, au
tonomous communities, most sought to create an economic environment of 
equally shared economic burdens and rewards of running a business in main
stream capitalist society. By the middle of the nineteenth century, coopera
tives of various sorts had sprung up in the United States, England, and con
tinental Europe. By the end of the nineteenth century, both France and Italy 
had given legal sanction to cooperatives as special kinds of firms and had 
granted them several favorable financial concessions.^ Throughout the 
United States, farmers after the Civil War built and cooperatively owned 
grain elevators, feed and seed stores, and even their small-town general stores 
as a way of reducing the costs of their goods, as well as protecting themselves 
against the vagaries of markets and the monopoly muscle of the railroad 
trusts and grain traders. 

Though we little note their significance, cooperatives are an important 
presence in parts of the economies of many countries today. In the United 
States, for instance, 30 percent of the country's agricultural products are mar
keted through co-ops. Rural electrical cooperatives provide electricity for 26 
million people. Credit unions have 80 million members and assets that ex
ceed US$100 billion. In cooperatives of these sorts, the user is typically an 
owner whose participation comes via co-op board membership or voting at 
annual meetings.® While workers may be owners, too, they do not solely own 
the firms, and thus, despite the cooperative settings, the workers may not 
find themselves much more empowered to set wages and working conditions 
than they would in ordinary private firms. 

Other countries have active cooperative movements. Counting both East-
em and Westem Europe, there are some 83,000 cooperative enterprises uti
lizing the energies of 1.3 million worker-owners.' India, for example, boasts of 
more than 300,000 cooperatives with a remarkable membership of 146 mil
lion. Though it should be added that credit cooperatives akin to U.S. credit 
unions account for about one-third of the number of co-ops and two-thirds of 
total cooperative membership in India, a majority of the enterprises are in
dustrial and employ 42 million worker-owners. This industrial cooperative 
sector accounts for 15 percent of India's manufacturing workforce.® India's ex
tensive involvement in cooperative schemes owes much to its independence 
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struggle from Britain and to Mohandas K. Gandhi's vision of a self-sufficient 
"village India." Dairy cooperatives, an outgrowth of the Gandhi-led indepen
dence movement, today are the largest rural employers in the country.' 

In the eyes of many supporters of the worldwide cooperative movement, 
the collection of worker-owned and -operated enterprises clustered around 
the Basque town of Mondragon, Spain, are a sort of paragon of co-op success, 
and an object lesson in how to do it. From modest beginnings.in 1956, they 
have become the eighth-largest industrial group in Spain, with sales of more 
than US$15 billion a year in industrial goods ranging from machines, tools, 
robots, and microchips to car parts and kitchen appliances. The 66,000 
worker-owners enroll in the Mondragon cooperatives, a collection of 150 
businesses, with eamest money amounting to US$10,000 apiece, which en
titles them to part ownership in the firm. Every year, they approve the coop
erative's business plan, which includes their level of compensation based 
upon anticipated revenues. A relatively flat skill hierarchy means that man
agers may make only three to four times what ordinary workers make, though 
competitive pressures have in some cases been lengthening the gap between 
the highest and lowest paid.^° Managers can be dismissed by majority vote of 
the worker-owners in any Mondragon co-op firm at any time." 

Mondragon's success'^ suggests two things. First, cooperative enterprises 
need not be any less efficient than conventional, private profit-driven 
firms. In fact, as a comparison of private and cooperative firms performed 
in mid-1980s Italy shows, co-ops in some cases can have higher worker pro
ductivity than private firms. Second, Mondragon's 150 firms are anchored 
by the cooperative's bank, a nationally prominent institution that enables 
the cooperative to raise capital and finance its technological upgrading and 
expansion more easily. Access to capital is generally hard for cooperatives. 
Conventional banks mistrust co-ops because they account for income, 
profit, and working capital differently than do private firms, and treat them 
as greater business risks than other corporate customers to whom they 
might loan.'"* This suggests that either cooperatives, organizations of coop
eratives, or states need to assure that these sorts of firms have good access 
to capital markets, if they are to serve as important alternative forms of 
economic activity. 

The impact of cooperative enterprises on economic equality in their areas 
is unknown. The effects are probably quite slight. Except in rare instances— 
say, the grain elevators of the U.S. Middle West and the countryside dairy co
ops of India, where they may have found unique market niches—they are mi
nor players in a global economy characterized by for-profit enterprise and, 
most especially, one dominated by transnational firms. Yet within very specific 
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contexts, worker-owned and -operated firms do distribute salaries and sur
pluses more equally than do for-profit firms—and certainly without the ex
traordinary salary differentials between top and bottom that one finds in 
transnational firms. In the case of consumer-oriented cooperatives, the local 
teachers' credit union, and the like, the financial circuits they use are proba
bly not contributing much to the growth of large transnational banks and 
other large for-profit firms. To the extent the transnational firms contribute to 
economic inequality, the cooperatives remain holdouts from the growing con
solidation of capital in the hands of the few firms and, finally, their owners. 

Co-ops could prove a wedge by which countries, rich and poor, support 
what Fred Block calls "popular entrepreneurialism." It is a device whereby 
states could provide partial operating subsidies via tax breaks to coopera
tives organized in areas of endeavor usefiil to society, but where state opera
tion and control were neither wise nor necessary. In the United States, for 
instance, there is enormous demand for child care services, still unmet de
spite the efforts of government, nonprofits, and private providers. It is a clas
sic case of market failure, a term of economic art we used in an earlier chap
ter. It means here that not all of the people needing child care can afford its 
cost; our inability to provide it has negative consequences for our society, in
cluding putting children at risk. Suppose the federal government were to 
provide a tax break equivalent to 50 percent of a cooperative's cost of pro
viding child care. This would increase the supply of child care, while re
warding people for engaging in socially useful economic activities. Block 
puts it well when he says: 

the motive behind entrepreneurial effort need not be the search for enrich
ment; it can just as well be the desire to solve social problems or to provide at
tractive employment opportunities." 

In Sweden, instead of expanding state-run day care centers, the state en
couraged the formation through tax incentives in 1988 of co-ops and private 
firms. By 1994, these co-ops comprised two-thirds of the private child care 
offered and accounted for a significant portion of the 10 percent of the na
tion's children who sought day care outside state-run centers. Sweden has be
gun to sponsor similar cooperative arrangements for the care of elderly, sick, 
and handicapped persons.'® 

Cooperatives, in sum, are a different kind of economic choice, one in 
which collective entrepreneurialism can be directly socially useful and lead 
to more egalitarian salary structures for worker-owners, and indirectly for so
ciety as a whole. 
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No Profit? Nongovemmental 
Organizations and the Third Sector 

We have seen that cooperative enterprises take what a private firm owner 
calls profit and redefines it as surplus to be shared among worker-owners or 
saved for the common good. Along with flatter wage differentials, co-ops do 
make a dent in the everyday inequalities that derive from work life. Thus, 
they seem like worthwhile ventures for themselves, and are probably capable 
of absorbing a greater proportion of economic activities than they have in 
the past. 

What if, however, we toss out the concepts of profit, profit sharing, and 
the like from our affairs? What if we start and/or work for a nonprofit corpo
ration? 

We will have joined what people are calling increasingly the "third sec
tor" of the economy: not a state organ, not a private firm for profit, but a 
nonprofit entity chartered by the state that performs some public service. 
The nonprofit sector in the United States is immense. Much of our intensive 
medical care occurs in nonprofit hospitals. Nonprofit providers perform a sig
nificant portion of children's and family services, as well as drug, alcohol, and 
rehabilitative services. Nonprofit groups especially dedicated to people with 
particular special needs provide services for the blind, deaf, and persons with 
serious developmental disabilities. Our criminal justice system depends upon 
the ability of nonprofit providers to provide counseling, training, and postre
lease supportive services. Daytime programs for seniors, child care, and early 
childhood education classes are another several areas of everyday life where 
nonprofit providers provide crucial services in support of families throughout 
the United States. 

Nonprofit organizations also perform important functions throughout the • 
world. An analysis of nonprofit operations in 22 countries, including Eastem 
Europe and Latin America as well as Westem Europe, Australia, and the 
United States, shows that, on average, nonprofit workers account for 5 per
cent of employment in their countries. The distribution of outliers is some
what predictable: Poorer countries in Latin America and Eastem Europe 
have smaller nonprofit sectors; richer countries, particularly those with am
ple welfare states or robust charitable resources, have larger nonprofit sectors. 
Regarding the latter, both the Netherlands and Belgium have generous wel
fare states, and each country seeks to solve its cultural pluralism by involving 
the nonprofit sector of various culturally different groups in their provision. 
The United States, on the other hand, has persistently sought to subcontract 
its welfare state to private providers rather than add state employees, which 
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accounts for the fact that the nonprofit sector employs one of every twelve 
American workers.'^ Some recent estimates suggest that worldwide the sec
tor has more than US$ 1 trillion in economic assets and employs 19 million 
people.'® 

The third sector includes the nongovemmental organizations (NGOs) 
that have become such important actors on behalf of poor people since the 
1980s. They have started or joined initiatives that try to eliminate poverty 
and discrimination and bring about, whether in their country of origin or 
abroad, lasting social improvements in the lives of the world's disadvantaged 
peoples. There are believed to be at least 37,000 NGOs operating interna
tionally, one-fifth of which were formed in the 1990s. Though no one has a 
good idea of how many NGOs are operating in each country, their numbers 
are no doubt vast. Recent tallies for India, for example, placed the number of 
national NGOs at 1 million; in Brazil the figure was 210,000. The United 
Nations Development Programme estimates that US$7 billion in develop
ment assistance, about one-tenth of the overseas aid of rich countries, is 
channeled through NGOs." 

To be sure, some NGOs do not regard improving the plight of the poor as 
part of their mission. Greenpeace, for instance, takes direct action against 
environmental polluters. Others seek to protect tropical rain forest and 
wildlife heritages. 

But fostering economic development is a significant NGO activity. For in
stance, the Bangladesh Rural Advance Committee (BRAG) runs the largest 
private school system in the world, educating more than 1.1 million students 
per year in 34,000 schools throughout Bangladesh. It is particularly success
ful in getting girls into school; they comprise 70 percent of the school sys
tem's enrollment. Like the Grameen Bank, discussed in an earlier chapter on 
gender, BRAG is a big microlender, reaching 3.5 million women a year. It 
runs businesses, a university, and provides general health and prenatal care in 
2,000 clinics. It gainfully employs 62,000 people in its schools, clinics, and 
enterprises.^" BRAG estimates that it is providing gainful employment for 5.5 
million persons.^' 

In a sense, BRAG is not simply supporting development; it is helping de
velop Bangladesh directly by its efforts. It is also filling the void in state ac
tions to provide basic education and health care. BRAG is also acting to pro
vide employment opportunities and banking access in a context where the 
private sector is either unable or unwilling to do so. 

The efforts of NGOs such as BRAC and Grameen probably go further 
than most to intervene directly in markets in trying to alleviate poverty. 
Other NGOs provide funds and technical assistance to local groups engaged 
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in specific improvement projects. Craig Warkentin's analysis of the activities 
of Womankind Worldwide, founded in London in 1989, is suggestive of the 
way many NGOs work. Womankind first elaborated its goal as helping 
women to achieve more rights worldwide and to acquire the skills that would 
enable them to reach their full human potential. The organization provides 
funds and support for local NGO initiatives. In one case, they supported the 
efforts of a Ghanaian women's self-help association to improve crop yields so 
that local women might pay off medical bills brought on by a local attack of 
cerebrospinal meningitis. In another, they worked with Indian women's 
NGOs to organize and educate women newly elected to Indian village coun
cils subsequent to a 1993 constitutional amendment mandating women's par
ticipation in local elective offices. In sum, NGOs such as Womankind 
Worldwide supply money and expertise to local NGOs that are committed to 
their goals.^^ 

Though disaster relief and economic development remain key items on 
many NGO agendas, there has been a noticeable shift over the past several 
decades toward activities that advocate social justice. Oxfam Intemational, 
originally Oxford Committee for Famine Relief when it was founded in 1942, 
describes itself as the United Kingdom's "very first permanent charity shop." 
After 20 years of short-term relief work, it began undertaking development 
projects in which it sought to work with poor people "to help them help 
themselves." Now explicitly dedicated to putting an end to poverty world
wide, it has become a formidable advocacy agency. Its policy papers, many of 
which have been used in this book, and its constant presence at intemational 
organizations and fomms, have made Oxfam a major protagonist among 
NGOs in the struggle for a fairer deal for poor countries in the acrimonious 
negotiations over trade and aid between North and South.^^ 

At the grassroots level, NGOs are often deeply involved by necessity in 
local and national politics. In many places, service and activism have been 
fused, either in one organization or by alliances among several different 
groups. The Bombay political landscape, for instance, includes a broad-based 
alliance of a social-work-centered NGO concemed with urban poverty, a 
community organization advocating for slum dwellers, and a women's orga
nization focusing on women's self-help activities. In turn, these three groups 
have organized pavement dwellers and street children in Bombay's poorest 
neighborhoods. They share expertise and leverage their popular power to ex
tract resources from a highly politicized city and state apparatus, while refus
ing to become a part of any political machine. They are particularly keen on 
developing links across and outside of India with like-minded organizations, 
building leaming and support links as they go.^'' 
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Though an inadequate "guide" to the scope and variety of efforts that have 
come in on the high tide of activism represented in the spectacular rise of 
NGOs throughout the world, the above instances suggest some of its poten
tials for a politics of equality. In many cases, the connection to inequality is 
organic: The NGOs are composed of poor and disadvantaged people who 
have organized themselves. The cases of popular organizations in Bombay 
and of BRAC in Bangladesh for the most part fit this description. They en
gage in popular struggle for a greater share of local, regional, and/or national 
resources. To the extent that they transfer resources to the poor or help trig
ger the process, they fit into our evolving notion of a politics of equality. 

In other cases, NGOs work with and for poor and disadvantaged people, 
and they also claim to represent them in the global struggles for social jus
tice. We have noted how some NGOs are in fact hybrids, offering care to 
poor people and engaging in advocacy on their behalf. Oxfam and Wom
ankind Worldwide are exemplars of this kind of organizational mission. 
Their efforts may indeed diminish equality in locales where they work, pro
vided that they actually transfer resources from rich countries to poor people. 
Their advocacy on behalf of people in poor countries adds voice of moral 
concem to the intemational mix of opinion-making. It must be said, though, 
that NGO advocacy is no substitute for the participation of poor people in 
their own politics or that of the world. And it does not solve the most fun
damental problem of poor people's political equality. 

The growing prominence of NGOs has been highly discomfiting to some. 
Critics pose two questions. First, aren't NGOs simply filling in for the care 
and services that states should be providing, and thus relieving states of their 
responsibilities, as Ronald Dworkin puts it, for "equal concem"? Second, are 
NGOs becoming, wittingly or unwittingly, agents of a new world order, in 
which social protections become individual privileges rather than rights, and 
palliative care is offered the poor to assure political quiescence? 

The strongest criticism that the NGOs have fielded is that they are agents 
of Westem imperialism. The belief is that NGOs defuse popular unrest and 
reorient people in poor countries to the policies and demands of rich coun
tries.^^ It is also argued that otherwise repressive and/or unresponsive poor 
states use NGOs to perform functions they no longer can or want to perform, 
especially as many states have been forced to withdraw from providing basic 
human services under the terms of economic stabilization agreements with 
the Intemational Monetary Fund. In this case, NGOs help these regimes cre
ate an undeserved political consensus.^® 

There is also concem that NGOs are fostering new social inequalities 
among the poor. When NGOs enter poor areas, they bring financial and po-
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litical power that few, if any, can rival. Thus, those whom they recruit bene
fit as clients and employees, and the fear expressed by several observers is 
that they become detached and alienated from their base in poor communi
ties. Moreover, this new local elite's survival depends upon protecting the 
NGOs' interests, rather than advancing popular struggles for political and 
economic equality.^' 

This position has merit, even if the claim of imperialism might exceed our 
empirical capacities for proof. In our earlier discussion of microlending and 
women, we noted how what can be loosely called the development commu
nity, composed of intemational organizations, the aid agencies of donor 
countries, and NGOs, was subject to the changing political winds that em
anate from the capitals of rich countries, and particularly from Washington, 
D.G. Power politics clearly influences the kinds of projects that NGOs pur
sue. We have seen how an enthusiasm for entrepreneurialism has swept the 
development community, landing at the top of the policy heap with a blue-
ribbon UN commission. While it is true that microlending actually began 
among poor women in poor countries as their answer to problems of credit 
scarcity, it became an almost mandatory development device when both Re
publican and Democratic administrations in Washington directed U.S. over
seas development aid into subsidizing NGO start-ups of microcredit circles 
and banks in poor countries.^® 

To be sure, then, powerful rich country forces intervene to steer the nor
mative policy flow of the development community. But it is also true that 
this community has developed its own intemal system of rewards and incen
tives that, like all normative structures, pushes people to do what everyone 
whom they consider important says is the thing to do. For instance, if you are 
an NGO development officer, and all of the conferences you attend, all of 
your NGO counterparts, and all of the available research suggest that mi
crolending produces good results, you, too, will want to microlend. More
over, your NGO will get access to the system's rewards, such as contracts from 
intemational aid agencies, the United States Agency for International De
velopment (USAID), and larger NGOs that also want to show success for 
their investments. You may believe that imperialism is alive and well in the 
intemational system, but you surely don't consider yourself its handmaiden, 
and you still think that microlending is a policy altemative resulting from 
the analysis of the best development practices available. 

The question does arise: "best practice" by whose standards? And here, 
then, the problem of political equality is exposed. Working on behalf of poor 
people is not the same as working with them, their assessments, and their vi
sions of their future. Nor is there any automatic assurance that even a fruitful 
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combination of NGOs and poor people will produce a politics of equality. The 
first thing to suggest is that collaborations between NGOs and communities 
need to advance effective democracy both in their operations and in tJie so
ciety at large. In the phrase of the Italian political theorist Norberto Bobbio 
cited earlier, a process needs to assure "the fullest possible participation of in
terested parties."^' It is likely that NGOs can make themselves heard, though 
they may find themselves in opposition to political regimes of various sorts. 
But poor people, in relation to all other actors, most often more powerful than 
they are, are those for whom political equality must be a priority if their well-
being, needs, and desires are to count. NGOs must not only be democratic in 
their processes involving poor and disadvantaged people, but advocate effec
tive democracy for poor and disadvantaged people in all of their programs. 

Second, and perhaps more obviously, NGOs must be careful to use eco
nomic equality as their guide. Are significant resources being transferred to 
poor and disadvantaged people? Are some programs more successful in doing 
it than others? We noted before that programs can be good, or be "best prac
tices," without having a significant impact on inequality. NGOs, no less than 
anyone else who finds themselves in markets—even if NGOs are nonprofit, 
they still form a coherent market^—-become easily preoccupied with the 
means-ends business logic of efficiency and cost-effectiveness. So, to reprise 
an earlier argument, microlending to women makes business sense because 
start-up costs are low, repayment rates are high, and the projects often be
come self-supporting. We noted, though, that microlending is a nonstarter as 
regards equality. In all, then, we are insisting on a higher standard: well-
being anchored in equality. 

Change toward greater equality in NGO processes and programs can oc
cur gradually, and there is no reason why states themselves can't support 
democratic environments in which NGOs, both local and intemational, can 
participate in helping poor people achieve more well-being. The Indian state 
of Andhra Pradesh (population 80 million) in 2000 began an antipoverty 
program that looks like and operates as an NGO. With funding from inter
national organizations, the NGO Velugu (meaning "light" in the Telugu lan
guage) has targeted the poorest villages in its poorest districts, and offers an 
array of activities aimed at eliminating the systematic presence of rural 
poverty. At first blush, the program seems like another microlending pro
gram, for the first thing it does in a village is form self-help groups among 
women in the lowest castes and show them how to save and provide each 
other with small credits to keep their households going. Realizing, however, 
the basic paucity of resources in the village, it authorizes the women to offer 
a limited number of loans with funds provided by the NGO to local endeav-
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ors that they believe can improve market access for goods produced by peo
ple in the village. For instance, in one village a self-help group decided to or
ganize the marketing and transportation of local grain production. As a col
lective, they lowered both transaction and transportation costs, made a 
modest profit, and passed on savings to the local farmers. In another village, 
a self-help group financed the start-up of a basket-weaving cooperative, once 
more increasing producers' yields by uniting them and helping them get more 
out of the market. In these cases, we see that Velugu goes one step beyond 
microlending as it is traditionally conceived. Women in self-help groups can 
collectively tap outside monies and make social interventions locally on 
their own. 

Two other features of Velugu add to its equality potential. First, the NGO 
staff helps villages and their self-help groups do an analysis of the village 
economy in order to get some idea of its actual basis, as well as its strengths 
and weaknesses. The assessment is then matched with NGO resources to help 
villagers plan how they can function economically with greater success in the 
markets. The basket-weaving co-op and the graining marketing group are ex
amples of the kinds of solutions that arise with study of the local economic ap
praisal. Second, Velugu provides a centralized training center for tuming out 
"barefoot" (paraprofessional) practitioners in animal husbandry, agriculture, 
and veterinary medicine, so that the village resource base is enriched.^" 

Local self-determination and greater access to resources mark Velugu as a 
progressive move in the right direction. In Kerala, India, the state took these 
notions one step further. The state instituted a planning process whereby it 
encouraged villages, democratically reconstituted by an Indian federal con
stitutional amendment into self-goveming entities, to assess their needs and 
submit requests for state govemment support of local projects aimed at eco
nomic development. To fund the process, the state set aside 40 percent of its 
annual budget for disbursement to village initiatives. Some 100,000 volun
teers were trained to support grassroots planning that utilized public assem
blies and citizen committees to acquire the necessary local data and draft 
workable plans. Emphasis was placed on maximum citizen participation.^' 

An analysis of the projects for which requests were sought and monies 
disbursed provides an interesting window into how poor local communities 
in Kerala assessed their needs. The biggest share of outlays went into sup
port of agriculture, twice what the state until then had been spending. The 
village plans called for spending on garden crops rather than paddy produc
tion of rice, which had been a long-standing development priority for the 
state in its drive for self-sufficient agriculture. Local people also invested 
heavily in animal husbandry, another income aid to small and marginal 
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farmers. Other areas of major expenditure were drinking water and sanita
tion, housing, roads and bridges.^^ 

Effective democracy created by greater poUtical equality makes a differ
ence. "Participatory budgeting," a process whereby citizens shape the priori
ties of state and local spending through processes not unlike those that take 
place in Kerala, has also become an important vector of democracy in Brazil. 
Starting in the city of Porto Alegre in 1989, more than 100 Brazilian cities 
now engage citizens in budget-making. Again, as in Kerala, people's demo
cratic preferences create priorities different from even those developed by 
representative govemment. Porto Alegre citizens put environmental sanita
tion and street lighting into the city budget. Over seven years, the people's 
pressure for results in sewage, clean water, and education led to changes in 
city spending patterns and improved well-being. Thanks to city investment, 
the portion of households with fresh water rose from 80 percent to 98 per
cent, with sanitation from 46 percent to 85 percent, and school enrollments 
doubled. Since 1989, the number of citizens involved in the process has 
quintupled.^^ 

We began this discussion of the third sector and NGOs with care and 
charity and ended up with popular democracy and political equality for poor 
people, with states actively encouraging well-being by changing the way they 
work. It is no paradox. If we keep an egalitarian eye on the well-being of poor 
and disadvantaged people, then political equality as a process and a demand 
creates an environment whereby both state and nonprofit sectors can help 
each other do what they need to be doing. 

Moving for Change 
Civic life and citizen activity are growing, the World Bank reported in 2003. 
An intemational survey of civic participation in eleven countries showed 
that 25 percent of the population were regular religious congregants, 9 per
cent were political party members, and 6 percent belonged to environmental 
groups.^'* For those who believe that we are witnessing an upswing in grass
roots democracy around the world, these are reassuring data. 

Other data are not. To recall an observation made earlier in this book, 
democracy flourishes more in name than in deed in a large portion of the 
world, according to the United Nations Development Programme. The UN 
survey showed that only 140 out of 200 countries hold multiparty elections, 
and of these it would characterize only eighty as real democracies. More 
than half of the total of 200 still abridge their own constitutional rights and 
guarantees.^^ 
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Movements for political, social, and economic equality are significant 
sources of effective democracy. They can aggregate people's interests and pas
sions for dignity and well-being and, by their actions, help bring equality 
closer to a lived reality. Sometimes they arise like union movements and 
other organizations of workers in direct confrontation with firms, their man
agers, and the capital behind them. Other times movements'rise up, as David 
Harvey describes it, because people are being dispossessed of the very condi
tions of their existence, whether it be land for a peasant, health insurance 
and retirement benefits to an industrial or service worker, or drinkable water 
to a city dweller.^® We have also witnessed in the past century momentous 
movements against colonialism and dictatorships of various sorts. Many peo
ple have been fortunate to act in and share the benefits of movements for 
equality as regards race, gender, disability, and sexuality. The vast panoply of 
social and political movements both at home and worldwide, as Marc Edel-
man points out, come in all sizes, work at many different levels of social life, 
and, our biases notwithstanding, come in all political persuasions.^^ 

Movements for equality are often part and parcel of political and social 
milieus that also generate activities like cooperatives and NGOs. In some 
sense, movements are healthier and stronger, in my view, when they can 
weave themselves into greater swatches of the social fabric that run through 
workplaces, households, and communities. While some movements are 
sparked directly by the experience of injustice, others emerge out of searches 
for personal meaning that bring people together in collective endeavors. 

It is important in the midst of this resurgence of citizen activity and, given 
the limited democratic means available to many around the world, that 
movements rededicate themselves to equality and that each of us considers 
our attachments to groups with equality in mind. Given the argument of this 
book, it would make no sense to argue anything else. What it means is that 
we apply a simple measure to our commitments: Does the movement or 
group to which I belong, support, agitate for, and pursue equality in its eco
nomic, social, and political dimensions? Are there others more central to the 
struggle for equality that I should be supporting instead? 

This insistence upon equality and a register of intensity in movements 
may be a bit bracing, even austere, but it puts in bolder relief some choices 
over others. Labor movements, for instance, acquire an added appeal, for 
they struggle directly over the distribution of economic surplus, with both 
firms and states. Battles over worker rights, wages, and welfare states are oc
curring throughout the industrializing world in nations such as Brazil, Ko
rea, South Africa, Argentina, India, and even China.^® In the United 
States, after a fifty-year period when organized labor ignored the needs of 
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new working populations, including women, people of color, and immi
grants, and protected its domestic workers by working to shut out the prod
ucts of workers abroad, the AFL-CIO since the 1990s has evolved in new 
and positive directions. It now supports immigrant rights at home, organizes 
women and people of color, and works to support union organizing and 
worker protection abroad.^' The AFL-CIO has worked with Mexican trade 
unions and NGOs in the maquiladora assembly districts along the Mexican 
side of the U.S.-Mexican border to support workers' rights.'*" 

This is not to suggest an automatic pass for trade unions onto the "good 
list" in the politics of equality. It is impossible to know in advance whether 
a given union or labor struggle advances the cause of equality or not. The 
checkered career of the AFL-CIO, despite its recent reorientation, suggests 
caution. Yet in the battles over the economic and social protections provided 
by states in rich countries such as the United States and the European Union 
members, unions have been almost uniformly stalwart in their defense, often 
holding a lonely vigil as old political allies have come to value deregulated 
labor markets over workers' and old-age security. And in rapidly industrializ
ing countries as well as in poorer countries reliant upon extractive industries 
like mining, unions find themselves in the thick of fights for equity in the 
workplace and more equality in their societies.'^' 

There are also most likely hundreds of thousands of popular movements 
throughout the world that are pressing for equality in its several dimensions. 
They reach out to us for solidarity and support, whether they are a walk away 
down a city street or in a small town center, or whether they reach us through 
U.S.-based NGOs, a campus or community meeting, or through the Internet. 
They are as near to us as we let them be, and I hope that arguments presented 
here bring them closer still. 

Again, the questions for most of us concem how to know we as members or 
supporters should act, given our beliefs. Participation in or support of move
ments for equality do not just depend upon us subscribing to "equality." That 
is a necessary but insufficient condition for intelligent involvement. As we 
have tried to do throughout this book, we must also develop a sense of what 
actions, policies, programs, and the like hold some prospect of bringing greater 
equality, and which among many show more promise than the others. 

This last is important because we have incorporated into our analysis here 
a pragmatic criterion: Since the world, its environment and resources, are 
limited goods, we need to make the best possible use of them. We need to 
eliminate the clear nonstarters, those proposals that are equality neutral, and 
those that create more inequality. But as Amartya Sen pointed out with re
spect to targeting resources, one does not want to grasp the reins of change 
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SO tightly that the needs of many deserving people are set aside in an obses
sion with a perfectly calculated program. We also need to act cautiously be
cause there are a variety of means that can enhance human well-being. 
There are many ways to a "good-enough economy," for instance, as we 
showed in the prior chapter. It is up to people to choose among them demo
cratically, an action and set of actions which themselves enhance well-being. 
As we have seen just above, people's ideas can be very different from those 
of their leaders, even if the leadership itself has a strong popular base, as in 
the cases of Kerala and Porto Alegre. 

Practice, experience—these are the things that show us the ways in which 
we might move toward greater equality. What we can do here is engage in 
one last thought experiment. Through the brief discussion of one case, the 
Zapatista movement of the southem region of Chiapas in Mexico, we might 
explore how and why it is important to keep equality uppermost in the aspi
rations of movements. 

Since their armed uprising on January 1,1994, the same day that NAFTA 
was implemented, the Zapatista National Liberation Army (EZLN) has be
come an intemational symbol of local resistance to the depredations of 
global capitalism. The Zapatista advocacy of local indigenous and cultural 
autonomy has earned them worldwide respect. Their ability to engage the 
Mexican govemment directly in negotiations over their demands, culminat
ing in a 1996 accord and a 2001 march on Mexico City to press for changes 
in national law governing indigenous peoples, has gained the Zapatistas 
much admiration among those sympathetic to their views.'*^ Their degree of 
success has in part fueled the belief of many, including esteemed anthropol
ogist June Nash, to argue that "indigenous peoples will become the chief pro
tagonists of change in the coming millennium.'"*^ 

There have been many twists and turns of fortune in the protracted con
flict between the Mexican govemment and the Zapatistas, and there will 
surely be more. One of the most interesting turning points was the San An
dres accords, an agreement forged between the govemment and the move
ment that was signed in February 1996, and which the Mexican president, 
eleven months later, subsequently rejected. The accords provide itisights into 
the movement's philosophy and beliefs. The Zapatistas' primary objectives in 
1996, a balanced reading of the accords suggests, was to secure regional and 
indigenous self-determination and autonomy within the state of Mexico. 
This meant that the state must recognize indigenous peoples' "own intemal 
normative systems," with respect to the administration of justice and respect 
"the right to free association in municipalities with populations that are pre
dominantly indigenous ... in order to coordinate their actions as indigenous 
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peoples." The Zapatistas, in turn, recognize that Mexico is a pluricultural so
ciety, and thus must guarantee equality for all Mexicans before the law in
stead of creating "special codes of law that privilege particular people." These 
issues are taken up and discussed extensively in ten pages of lawyerly prose. 
With some regret, it must be reported that "the provision of basic needs" and 
discussions of what the state must do to support them are confined in general 
language to a clause.^ 

Others have suggested something of the same about the accords. One of 
the close observers of the Zapatistas commented on this imbalance to polit
ical scientist Judith Hellman: 

What I think is needed is not autonomy but a serious redistributive policy. Au
tonomy would only mean that these impoverished people would even be more 
enclosed in their misery. What we should be demanding is that the poorest, 
disadvantaged regions receive a greater proportion of the national wealth. It's 
little wonder that this proposal on autonomy is the only part of the San An
dres agreement that the Mexican state was willing to sign on to. It costs the 
state nothing if the indigenous people close in on themselves.^^ 

This anonymous commentator has captured what needs to be said. The way 
to equality, in this case economic equality that might facilitate the social 
equality Zapatistas desire, emanates from involvement and struggle with the 
Mexican state. The Mexican state, again in the words of that Brooklyn bank 
robber, is where the money is. Autonomy, perhaps too closely tracking a no
tion of economic autarky here, does not offer much prospect of creating a 
politics of equality in Mexico or of improving peoples' lives in Chiapas. 

That we could be the flies on the wall in the Zapatista camp and have ac
cess to how they might respond! The point, though, for our purposes, is to 
engage in constructive criticism of the choices they have made, and those 
that they might make in pursuit of equality. It also gives us some idea of how 
to engage a world full of possibilities for change, but often not completely fo
cused on what we have argued here is the main event. 

As citizens and perhaps as activists, there are many parts we can play, 
based upon our beliefs in equality. Justice for Janitors, living wage campaigns, 
campus antisweatshop mobilizations—movements for equality are where you 
find them. The key is to keep a lookout for the opportunities that move
ments, voluntary action, and workplace organizations hold for equality, and 
to measure their prospects against the magnitude of people's needs and the 
energies particular movements are expending. Some movements have bigger 
equality payoffs than others. 
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Rejecting a Hobbesian World; Espousing Equality 
We need not live in a Hobbesian world. The specter of one is now apparent. 
But it is still one of many historical possibilities. 

Another possibility is enhancing universal well-being through equality. 
We have argued that the three dimensions of equality—economic, social, 
and political—all need tending if well-being is to be secured. However, we 
have given economic equality priority in the belief that unless it is solved, 
material life itself for billions can be fatally compromised, and assuredly the 
other dimensions of equality would not flourish. We have shown how social 
inequalities that arise from discrimination by race and gender need economic 
solutions, and suggested as well that political equality could be achieved in 
any lasting way only if the deficits of economic inequality were erased. 

The world as it is will not produce equality. Accelerated economic growth 
will not do it either. Even the bravest of economic forecasts, we have seen, 
only envisions halving the poverty rates in poor countries, leaving the ques
tion of economic equality completely aside. We have argued that equality of 
opportunity for disadvantaged people is not enough, and that equality of re
sources offers the only likelihood of achieving equality in its three dimen
sions. Thus we explored how some approaches to the redistribution of re
sources show some promise for achieving equality. 

We have argued that capitalism is a crisis-bearing inequality-maker that 
must be tamed. We have also shown that there are a variety of ways of work
ing within a capitalist world economy that do not cause its collapse. Some 
provide just as much, and sometimes more well-being than the kind of "Wild 
West" capitalism that people in the United States often suppose is necessary 
for capitalism to flourish. Thus, we have set forth some ideas about what a 
"good-enough" economy would look like, while arguing for redistribution of 
resources on a significant scale. 

In the world as it is, gradual steps toward our goal are more likely than gi
ant steps. Let that be accepted, but not with a kind of Panglossian grace. 
False reassurance abounds, and mythmaking has become an international 
pastime. Consider a 2003 version: Rising incomes worldwide, but particularly 
in Asia, are creating, in the words of the authoritative Economist magazine, 
"a huge middle class." When you consult the Economist's accompanying 
graph and look up the research that supports it, sure enough, you find that 
the distribution of world income since 1970 shows a growth in the number 
of persons with an income of US$3,000 or more by 2000. The bulge in the 
graph at US$3,000 is quite big, but when one consults the scale upon which 
the data are depicted, the range of population shown on the graph going from 
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0 to 300 million, one finds a slim victory indeed. Out of the earth's 6 billion, 
some 250 million now boast an income of US$3,000. This high point on the 
line graph at US$3,000 amounts roughly to 4 percent of the world's popula
tion. To be sure, more people make more money as the slope of the line trav
els toward US$100,000, but its trajectory is steeply downward. It leaves one 
wondering how these data confirm the existence of a huge middle class."*® 

We can all be victims of illusions. A towering graph pitched on a small 
scale, the bustle of cell phones, "McMansions," and lavish weddings in a 
Bombay, Beijing, or Kuala Lumpur: There is our huge middle class. If we were 
to put them all in one country, as they are often clustered visibly in one or 
two of a nation's cities, the impression would grow upon the observer that the 
world is becoming more middle class. An honest mistake, but we are all fi
nally responsible for our naivete. 

There is nothing wrong with the illusion if it becomes fact. It is our job to 
make it so. There are many good things in human life as we know it, attrib
utes of life that we deeply enjoy, such as companionship, security, imagina
tion, accomplishment, and the satisfaction involved in enjoying all of these 
experiences. But there is at base only one great good thing, and that is equal
ity. It is the virtue that assures that all persons have some prospect of enjoy
ing the others. 

Pursuing equality in everyday life provides one with a kind of Occam's ra
zor with which to appraise the social consequences of economic and politi
cal policies at any level of everyday life, including the homely acts we call 
our own behavior. It cuts away the array of arguments, rationales, and ra
tionalizations that surround even the simplest of human decisions. It de
mands an answer to one basic question: Does a policy, does an organization, 
do my actions advance equality, or not? Of the many questions we can ask of 
contemplated actions, this is the one that cuts closest to the needs and con
cerns of human well-being in our world. 

If we value well-being for ourselves and all others with whom we share hu
man life, this is the instrument we must use. I hope that this book has con
vinced you that this is so. 
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