Confronting Inequality:
Wealth, Rights, and Power

Theme Paper

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they
are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these
are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness…
- The Declaration of Independence, July 4, 1776

Recent decades have witnessed a dramatic increase in global wealth, health, and political
participation. Most have benefited from these developments. Some have benefited considerably
more than others. As a result, "inequality" has become a watchword among policymakers,
academics, activists, and revolutionaries.
Inequality is now of particular concern in the United States, a nation founded on the selfevident truth of human equality. When the authors of the Declaration of Independence claimed
that all men were created equal, they did not mean that humans were, or necessarily should be,
equal in every way. They meant (as Jefferson put it fifty years later) “that the mass of mankind
has not been born with saddles on their backs, nor a favored few booted and spurred, ready to
ride them legitimately, by the grace of god.”1 Men were created equal, born equal, and just
governments were held to reflect that original, natural equality, even amidst inequalities in
wealth, esteem, and rank. Nevertheless, many of these men came to worry that social
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inequalities might act as the outworks of aristocracy, from which the favored few could attack
and perhaps overturn the republic’s central, self-evident truth.2 One needed, then, to have
guardians along the walls, watching vigilantly lest this sort of threat spring up. “Inequality”
would be their watchword, as it has become ours.
The goal of SCUSA 67 is to examine U.S. foreign policy through the lens of inequality, in all
of its forms. Economic inequality matters greatly to U.S. foreign policymakers as they attempt
to anticipate civil wars, negotiate international trade agreements, or blunt the impact of climate
change. Other forms of inequality are just as important. Inequalities in security inform U.S.
policy towards Europe, where nations in Russia’s “near abroad” feel rather less secure than their
allies to the west, and Asia, where China’s power ripples out over Taiwan into more distant
island chains. Gender inequality influences U.S. policy towards the Middle East; inequities in
access to health care determine development policy in Africa; inequality among ethnic groups,
races, and religions figures in U.S. policy towards authoritarian states. In many cases U.S.
foreign policy intends not to equalize so much as to preserve a favorable inequality, as when
policymakers attempt to extend U.S. military predominance into “asymmetric wars,” or to
sustain the uniquely favorable demographic profile that arises from immigration into the United
States. Some inequalities destabilize, others stabilize. Some challenge democracy’s core
commitments, others favor democratization. U.S. foreign policymakers and students of U.S.
foreign policy must learn both to confront inequality and to distinguish favorable forms of
inequality from those that threaten the nation’s core interests and beliefs.
The conference’s “table papers” frame the questions that U.S. foreign policymakers face
when they focus on the world’s inequalities. Some tables explore a particular region of the
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world, while others take up special topics that stretch across regions. This theme paper aims to
explore links among the conference’s tables and to explain how each relates to the conference
theme.

Regions
Regimes committed to equality resist tyrants more easily than tyrannical majorities. The
American founders worried in particular that poor citizens, a majority of the population, might
fleece the rich. It was with a view to this danger that Madison praised the large size of the
American republic, which embraced so many competing interests as to prevent any from
tyrannizing over the rest. Pluralism, he thought, was the cure for populism. The concerns that
dominate our political debate have changed. In modern democracies, gender, ethnicity, race, and
sexuality have joined economic class as the fault lines along which parties struggle to define and
counteract potentially-tyrannical majorities. Indeed, many worry that the political institutions
that Madison and others intended to stymie oppressive majorities of the poor have succeeded all
too well, leaving the oligarchs in control of the acropolis.
“Separate But Unequal” argues that in the United States these worries are justified. The
ranks of the poor, although numerically predominant and swelled daily by a thinning middle
class, have struggled to realize their political power. Not only class, but gender and race, stand
as glaring inequalities in the oldest, richest, and most powerful of the world’s democracies.
Across the Atlantic, Europe has attempted to forge itself into something resembling a multinational democracy, but the attempt has faced difficulties, of late, in addressing persistent
differences among European nations. “Common Defense, Uncommon Approach” explores
one of the most trenchant inequities Europe will have to overcome if it is to succeed as a union:
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Not all parts of Europe are equally secure. When France is at peace with Germany, France has
little to fear; when Poland is at peace with Germany, an existential threat still remains in its east.
This divergence in security threatens to fracture allies and unsettle one of the pillars of American
foreign policy. In the Middle East, U.S. national security policy during the Cold War entailed
cooperation with illiberal but anti-communist regimes. After the Cold War, U.S. policymakers
have wavered between support for democracy – early in the George W. Bush administration and,
however reluctantly, during the recent Arab Spring – and dictatorship. As of this writing,
grudging acceptance of dictatorship is in the ascendant, due in large part to fear that the
majorities unleashed by Middle Eastern democracy would be even more illiberal, particularly
regarding the rights of women and religious minorities, than the dictators. “The Trouble with
Democracy” suggests that though the fear of tyrannical majorities in the Middle East is not
groundless, policymakers should reconsider the assumption that empowering Middle Eastern
majorities is bad for women.
The most unequal countries on earth are found in South America and Africa. Both
continents struggle still with halting industrialization and stratified societies in which wealth,
status, and political power tend to coalesce at the top. “Inequality in Latin America” finds,
amidst these remnants of a violent colonial past, some signs of hope. Access to education and
health has improved, and there are indications that broader measures of inequality will follow in
tow – if Latin American democracies can avoid fits of regime change.3 In sub-Saharan Africa
entrenched inequality afflicts autocracies and democracies alike. These deep inequalities can be
self-perpetuating if they prevent citizens from developing the human capital on which sustained
economic growth depends. "The Inverse Care Law" suggests that healthcare in Africa -
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alongside education, a critical facilitator of human capital - is still subpar and unequally
available. The inadequacy of African healthcare is especially apparent when one considers the
scale of the difficulties it is meant to address. One study suggests that Africa confronts 25% of
the global disease burden with only 1% of the world’s health professionals; doctors and nurses
trained in Africa frequently emigrate to wealthier regions.4 In both Latin America and Africa,
Western development aid has vast potential to do well, but doing good requires first that donors
comprehend the nature and extent of the inequalities in these regions.
Autocracies face rather different challenges from widespread inequality than democracies
do. Whereas continental republics (on Madison’s theory) can allow minority groups to pursue
their interests in public, autocracies tend to restrict public space to one party or ruling group.
Democracies' protection of civil liberties limits rulers' ability to coerce citizens into compliance;
autocracies have a freer hand. When autocracies span a continent – as both Russia and China do
– they embrace a number of ethnic and economic groups that might, under the right conditions,
threaten the established regime. Minority group politics in democracies are more visible but less
destabilizing; minority group politics in autocracies are less visible but more consequential for
the regime. "The Bear's Matryoshka" and "A Different Rebalance" both explore the
privileging of urban over rural populations in their respective countries. The Russian regime has
laid the foundations of a conservative-nationalist ruling ideology by excluding gays and religious
minorities from full civic rights. China, for its part, has proven rather harsh with ethnic and
religious groups along its frontiers – Tibetan Buddhists in the Tibet Autonomous Region and
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Muslim Uyghurs in Xinjiang – lest separatism stand in the way of its ongoing (though slowing)
economic renaissance. The relationship between the United States, Russia, and China, has
become strained owing to American desire for a stable Europe, secure access to Middle Eastern
oil, and the free circulation of goods through the South China Sea. U.S. policymakers would do
well to attend to the domestic struggles that weaken each of these regime's capacity for
aggressive external action, even while (perhaps) increasing their willingness to stoke nationalist
support by displaying military force abroad.

Special Topics
U.S. policymakers should also consider the demographic profiles of the world's emerging
powers. "Of Populations and Power" suggests that the rise of the "BRICs" (Brazil, Russia,
India, and China) has been driven in part by favorable ratios of workers to dependents. The
structure and size of the Russian population long ago ceased to support growing power, however,
and China seems likely to follow a similar, though less severe, trajectory. The populations of
India and, to a lesser extent, Brazil, are more favorably inclined. A demographer's view of
Eurasia shows a rising India abutting a steadying China and a Russia in violent decline.
To the extent that U.S. strategy pursues its traditional goals of American hegemony in the
Western Hemisphere and a balance of power in Eurasia, the tectonic shifts that demographers
chart matter greatly – but so too does the emergence of new forms of conflict. "Cooperation
Under the Cybersecurity Dilemma" claims that policymakers are wrong to draw too close of
an analogy between the emergence of cyber weapons and the development of nuclear weapons in
the 1940s and 1950s. Cyber weapons are considerably more difficult to monitor and more
challenging to control. Nevertheless, there is an opportunity for an international institution to
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foster transparency in cyberspace. Without such an institution the chances for miscalculation as nations struggle to evaluate their own power relative to their rivals - and escalation into morethan-virtual war are high. Miscalculation has also come to characterize more conventional uses
of military force. "Go Goliath!" explores the rise of "asymmetric war" – attempts to avoid a
state’s strength by attacking where it is weakest – as a viable challenge to the military
capabilities that traditionally defined national strength. In Afghanistan and Iraq individuals
armed with the contemporary equivalents of slings and stones have demonstrated their ability to
exhaust, if not defeat, the world's military giant. Theories of how to deal with this challenge
evolved as battles raged in Kandahar and Fallujah; they continue to evolve as budget debates in
Washington suggest that future counterinsurgencies will be conducted with a “light footprint,” if
at all. Is it possible for a giant to keep its balance on light feet?
Alongside the United States' traditional interests in maintaining favorable distributions of
power in South America and Eurasia stands its commitment to promoting liberal ideals: human
rights, democracy, and free trade. Perhaps the most controversial recent advance in favor of
human rights has issued not from the United States but the United Nations: the claim that nations
have a "Responsibility to Protect" (RtoP) citizens of another nation when their own
government fails to do so. This revision – some say dismissal – of the Westphalian system of
sovereign states has shown ambivalent results. To humanitarians, RtoP legitimatizes, at long
last, international interventions to protect human rights; to its critics, the doctrine merely masks
Western imperialism. In one view RtoP vindicates the weak; in another, it deepens their
vulnerability to the strong. Recent events in Libya provide a test case, which confirms and
challenges each side of this debate. Military interventions to support democratization seem to
have achieved limited (if any) success, and the popular protests of the Arab Spring have achieved
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little more; indeed, global democracy on the whole seems to have entered a period of stagnation,
perhaps retreat. "The Uneven Spread of Democracy" offers five factors that facilitate
democratization – socio-economic development, political institutions, political culture, social
structure, and external environment – as evidence that democracy does not necessarily grow in
every inch of soil in every season, but might still spread over time. This is especially so if the
global economy continues to grow and if its proceeds come to be distributed with some degree of
equality among nations – and if the American brand of democracy comes to seem more attractive
than it has of late. "The Economic, Political, and Social Implications of International Trade
on Equality" argues that, all else being equal, international trade both increases the world's
wealth and distributes it equitably. Egalitarians should, on balance, favor free trade. But
policymakers should recognize that political institutions can – and frequently do – intervene in
markets to protect a small number of producers at the expense of a larger number of consumers.
Since not all citizens are equally harmed or benefitted by free trade, and not all citizens enjoy
equal access to the institutions that set trade policy, policymakers must consider not only the
benefits of international trade but who pays the costs.
The dramatic growth of the global economy since the Industrial Revolution has lifted a
large portion of humanity out of poverty; in the last twenty-four years alone, the number of
people in the global middle class has nearly tripled.5 But the accompanying pollution now
threatens to harm as many people as economic growth has helped. "'Let Them Eat Carbon
Credits'" suggests that the burdens of climate change are likely to be visited on those least able
to bear them and least responsible for causing them. The global poor will suffer from climate
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change in part because so many live in regions exposed to flood, especially as the seas rise; in
part, the poor will suffer because wealth insulates individuals from risks of all kinds. And they
will suffer despite the fact that rich countries’ industrialization caused global warming. (A
peasant in a seaside hut can hardly be blamed for greenhouse gases, though his hut will be the
first to wash away.) A number of first-world schemes to alleviate climate change – the paper
focuses on the abuse of carbon credits – have had the perverse effect of allowing wealthy
opportunists to exploit the world's poor.

Civil-Military Relations
As SCUSA is, at its heart, a civil-military enterprise, it is fitting to conclude by
considering how the U.S. military relates to inequalities in the society around it. “The Military
as Mirror” suggests that the military is not as insulated from the civilian world as it seems – nor,
perhaps, should it be. Today a smaller percentage of the U.S. population serves in the military
than at any time in the last seventy years.6 Partly because this small size raises the prospect of
the military growing isolated from civilian society, managers of the military's personnel have
actively sought to create a representative force. The results have been mixed. The military is
broadly representative of the nation economically – only the bottom and top income quintiles are
underrepresented, and that slightly. African-Americans are overrepresented in the enlisted ranks
and underrepresented among officers; Hispanics are underrepresented among both enlisted and
officers. To what degree does any of this matter? The most prominent theories of civil-military
relations suggest that the military's legitimacy and its ability to execute the will of the nation's
leaders do not stem from its representativeness, but from its professionalism or its place in the
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bureaucratic hierarchy of the federal government. Critics of these theories have pointed out that
bearing arms on behalf of the nation has a civic significance different than that of other
professions or roles in the civil service. It is perhaps some vestigial sense of the proximity of
armed service and citizenship that motivates military leaders’ attempts to field a representative
force and civilians’ greater trust in the military (according to Gallup polling) than other
institutions.7

Conclusion
Are we right to worry about inequality? All around us we see prosperity advancing and
poverty retreating,8 but the prosperous have grown quite distant from the poor. Using the Gini
coefficient, a common measure of inequality which expresses distributions of income from 0
(most equal) to 1 (most unequal), scholars have found that the world would score a .71.9 This is
quite high. If the world were one country, it would be more unequal than the most unequal
countries in the world today, such as South Africa (Gini of .63 in 2011) and Columbia (Gini of
.54 in 2013).10 There exist striking inequalities among the world’s nations. The wealthiest are at
present one hundred times richer than the poorest, a measure that has grown significantly over
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the past century.11 Branko Milanovic, a scholar of inequality, has shown that 60% of an
individual’s wealth can be attributed to his or her birthplace.12 Even within nations, inequality
has in many cases grown. In China, for instance, the past thirty years have brought significant
economic growth and widening economic inequality. Since 1981 the Chinese per capita GDP
has increased more than twenty-fold, while its Gini increased from .29 to .42 in 2010.13 All of
this might be tolerable to egalitarians if, as one of the founders of inequality studies suggested,
widening inequality could be viewed as an economy’s growing pain, accompanying
industrialization only temporarily before being reined in by political and other means. 14 But in a
number of nations that industrialized long ago, inequality has also been on the march. In the
United States, for instance, wealth is by some measures less equally distributed now than at any
time since the Great Depression.15 As an economic matter, it does not now seem that
development tends on its own to return individuals to the equal condition in which they were
created or born.
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There are, nevertheless, many reasons why an informed observer of these trends might
not be terribly concerned about them. Is not wealth that is fairly earned fairly kept, regardless of
its effects on others? Indeed, the wealth of the few might help the many, whether directly
(through government transfers or charitable non-profits like the Gates Foundation) or indirectly
(if the greater savings of the rich facilitate broad economic growth, or if the prospect of great
wealth inspires hard work). And even if the wealth of the few benefits the many only
marginally, is wealth the consummate good? Inequities in more elemental goods, like security
and health, or more elevated goods, like virtue and happiness, might be of greater concern to
students of inequality broadly understood.
Nevertheless, there is reason to believe that the effects of economic inequality might be
difficult to contain. Recent research has suggested that inequality of wealth not only slows
economic growth,16 but contributes to political instability17 and inhibits participation in
democratic politics.18 Severe economic inequality may even come to threaten the more
fundamental equality that democratic government presupposes and enshrines. Suppose a ruling
class considerably wealthier and better educated than their fellow citizens, forming families
while attending elite schools, then locating these families in small enclaves of privilege, where
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adults and children alike interact only with people similar to themselves.19 Could such a ruling
class comprehend the challenges and aspirations of their less fortunate peers? Could they claim
to derive their power to rule from the informed consent of the governed? Egalitarian aristocrats
from Jefferson to Roosevelt have shown that it is possible for the upper strata of a democratic
society to serve the interests of those further down, and a number of present day institutions –
including a number of elite universities – have made an earnest attempt to forge a ruling class in
their image. Still, many across the political spectrum worry that these efforts, however wellintentioned, are inadequate.
The unequal power enjoyed by the United States since the end of the Cold War has
supported institutions, such as free trade and the rule of law, that have helped to lift millions out
of poverty and alleviate some of the most worrying consequences of global inequality.20 At the
same time, the United States, a long-standing model of political rights, equality, and good
governance, is increasingly tarnished by the persistence at home of poverty, the decay of the
middle class, racial tensions, and political deadlock. It is also tarnished by a prevalent image
abroad that the United States recklessly wields its hegemonic strength. At a time when global
democracy is stagnating, prompting a resurgence of political inequality in many countries, U.S.
policymakers should thus consider carefully the effects of inequality, both at home and abroad.
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