Theories of Inequality
Why does inequality exist? We all have multiple theories in our heads that answer this question, most common ones would cite things like “human nature”, “greed”, laws of the universe” etc. But these Universalist theories do not enlighten the problems of inequality very much because they point in the direction of universal human traits and conditions. That is not very helpful when we try to understand the different degrees of inequality around the world. Apparently some countries have done a great job easing the burden of poverty on its citizens, thus reducing inequality a great deal, while other countries have done very little in this respect. (As a side note, inequality in the US, compared to other advanced nations of the world is extreme, and the gap between the rich and the poor is widening every day). 

In order to understand inequality, we need theories that look at some of the more specific, as opposed to universalist aspect of inequality. In this chapter, we will introduce two of them: the functionalist perspective (“The Uses of Poverty by Gans is an example of this), and the conflict or Marxist theory of inequality. Of course there are many more theories out there, but we will limit ourselves to these two.

The Functionalist Perspective

As you have probably gathered from your article, the functionalist perspective is interested in looking at the functions of social phenomena. In other words, it is a perspective that understands the world as being composed of many different parts, each of which serves some kind of a purpose or function that contributes to social order. That includes even social phenomena that at first glance appear more dysfunctional than purposeful, things like poverty (viz. Gans' article), crime, deviance etc. Do not confuse functionalism with cynicism, they are not suggesting that poverty and crime are good. They are not making moral judgments, they are simply describing society the way it is. Since society is based on inequality, different aspects of inequality, such as poverty or crime then obviously serve some sort of a purpose that contribute to social order, and it is therefore reasonable to point that out. In other words, they have an explanation (theory) of inequality which suggests that inequality is there because it serves a purpose in society, as bad and evil as it may be. Society the way it is set up (unequal) needs the poor, the criminals, the deviants, and Gans gives you plenty of examples why. Imagine if we were all equal, what would happen to your motivation to get up in the morning and do anything, especially something you do not enjoy doing (waiting on somebody's tables, cleaning other peoples' bathrooms). Who would ever want to be a doctor, for example? Imagine all the years of medical school, residency, and then a job that is full of stress and requires a lot of hours. But because of inequality, those who make that sacrifice will then enjoy high social status and higher pay. (Yes indeed, there are some doctors who would do it even for free, but they are not the majority)

Marx's Theory of Inequality

Marx' theory is based on an understanding that all inequality has its root causes in the economy, or the material conditions in society. His theory is called historical materialism, because he is not very interested in the ideas people have (prejudice) or human tendencies (greed) as causes of inequality, his argument firmly points out the economic foundation of inequality. His main concept – the mode of production- or the way society organizes its system of economy, or production is the foundation of all inequalities (class, gender, race, or anything else), and it is also the foundation that gives rise to our prejudices (ideas that help sustain inequality). In other words, it is not because there are greedy or bad people out there that causes them to accumulate more than they need at the expense of others – causing poverty/ class inequality, rather it is the economic system – namely the capitalist system of production – that causes greed and hence inequality. Along the same lines, it is not because there are a bunch of racist people out there that we have racism, and racial inequality, again it the capitalist mode of production that is responsible for racial inequality, racism is only an idea generated by the capitalist mode of production to help sustain it.  (Capitalism causes racism, which then produces race inequality, not the other way around). If you think about it, there was no such thing as racism prior to the industrial (capitalist) revolution, which was based on the exploitation of people of other (non-European) races and their natural resources. How better could you justify enslaving another human being for the purposes of accumulation of capital than to describe that human being as non-human or of a lesser value. Racism then is only a product of the capitalist mode of production that helps keep the inequalities between the races in place; it is not the cause of racial inequality. Same goes for gender inequality.  Again it is not male chauvinism that is responsible for gender inequality, rather the mode of production, namely the capitalist mode of production, which rewards male attributes (aggressive, go-getter, leader, insensitive), is what causes male chauvinism, which then perpetuates gender inequality. I hope you are getting the picture. Marx sums this “chicken and egg” dilemma as follows: It is not the consciousness of men that determines their being, but on the contrary, their social being is what determines their consciousness”.

Let me give you one more example which might make this clearer. Since the mode of production is the root cause of all inequalities, then logically only a major change in the mode of production can bring about change in inequality. In other words, inequality, according to Marx cannot go away, unless the economic system (mode of production) that keeps it in place suffers a major overhaul. The quote above implies that it doesn't matter what kinds of enlightened ideas there are around (abolitionist, feminists, communist – people fighting against inequality), if the economic system that produced those inequalities doesn't change, there is no chance for equality. Now the example: Do you think the abolitionist movement, Thomas Jefferson, or whoever with enlightened ideas about the end of slavery (more equality between the races) we responsible for the end of slavery. From Marx's point of view the answer is a firm no! Instead, the reason slavery was abolished was a major change in the mode of production. Remember from your history classes, the economic system based in slavery is not a very efficient one. No matter how hard you force people to work; their production is always inferior to voluntary, paid labor. With the advent of the industrial revolution, new machines and factory work (up north) began to emerge as the new mode of production, a new system of economy, leaving the antiquated agrarian south behind. In other words, slavery became unprofitable, in comparison to industrial production. Thus only the final obsolescence of slavery as an economic system made it go away, certainly not Thomas Jefferson. 

Another important concept Marx introduces is false consciousness. Marx suggests that inequality is also perpetuated by the fact that the ruling class (the capitalists) are in control of ideas and values. 

We will spend some time on this in the next few chapters, so this is a particularly important concept.  We all know how many hours we spend in front of TV. On average it's about 28 hours a week! Where do you think most of you ideas and opinions come from? It's not that hard to guess. But those opinions are not neutral; they create a world view that benefits the ruling class at the expense of the poor.
 Let me give you an example. The culture that the media spreads keeps minorities (race minorities and women) and the poor from achieving an equal status in society. How do they do that? Spreading the culture of individualism as “the American way” is one way of going about it. The idea that we are all individuals and therefore responsible for our own lot in life really works for the rich ...they get all the credit, but also blames the poor for their circumstances. The resulting attitude is “all you have to do is get out there and work hard, and you can be the president of the United States”. So if you are not the president, or at least very rich... it's your own fault!  Just to be sure you continue believing this, the media continuously parade in front of us the few “success stories” (the media love the self-made man/woman) to make us believe that you too can be like Oprah, Michael Jordan (minority success stories), all you have to do is apply yourself. Too bad there is only one Oprah, and one Michael Jordan, and millions of others who do not “make it”. But if you continue believing the story of unbound opportunities and inevitable upward mobility, if you do not make it, indeed you blame yourself, rather that the structure or system which is designed to keep you in your place. 
This topic continues with your next chapter that talks about “cultural attitudes”. Try to apply what you learned from Marx to what you will read next. 

