
Journal of Ethics and Social Philosophy	 https://doi.org/10.26556/jesp.v23i1.1890
Vol. 23, No. 1 · October 2022	 © 2022 Author

86

DEMOCRACY AND SOCIAL EQUALITY

Ryan Cox

ecent egalitarian theorizing has drawn attention to the importance of 
a conception of social equality understood in terms of all members of 

a society relating to each other as equals.1 On such a conception of 
social equality, there appears to be a particularly intimate connection between 
democracy and social equality. Democracy, understood in terms of all members 
of a society having an equal opportunity to influence political decision-making, 
appears to be necessary for social equality, understood in terms of all mem-
bers of a society relating to each other as equals. Democracy appears to be an 
important constituent of social equality.

While egalitarian theorists have often assumed that there is an intimate 
relation between democracy and social equality, only recently have they 
attempted to clarify the exact nature of the relation between social equality 
and democracy and to argue that such a relation obtains. Earlier egalitarian 
theorists seem to have held that while social equality was intimately related 
to democracy, democracy only bore a contingent and causal relation to social 
equality—democracy, perhaps, was seen to be more likely than other forms of 
government to lead to social equality. Many recent egalitarian theorists, how-
ever, have wanted to argue that the relation between democracy and social 
equality is more intimate than this. They have wanted to argue that democracy 
is necessary for social equality and that it is an important constituent of social 
equality. For instance, Niko Kolodny has argued that democracy is “necessary 
for full or ideal social equality” and that it “is a particularly important constit-
uent of a society in which people are related to one another as social equals.”2 
Elizabeth Anderson has argued that hierarchies of command are constitutive 

1	 See, for instance, Wolff, “Fairness, Respect, and the Egalitarian Ethos” and “Equality and 
Hierarchy”; Anderson, “What Is the Point of Equality?” and “Equality”; Scheffler, “What 
Is Egalitarianism?” and “The Practice of Equality”; Kolodny, “Rule over None I” and “Rule 
over None II.” For work on social equality prior to this cluster, see note 12. See Fourie, 
Schuppert, and Wallimann-Helmer, Social Equality, for a collection of recent work on 
social equality.

2	 Kolodny, “Rule over None II,” 308, and “Rule over None I,” 196.
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of social inequality and has investigated the ways in which democratic forms 
of government turn relations of rulers and subjects into relations of agents 
to principals, where “democratically accountable officeholders” do not “con-
stitute a social hierarchy in the sense of distinct classes of rulers and ruled.”3 
Samuel Scheffler has argued that “the ideal of a society of equals” is “subject to 
the presumption that each participant in an egalitarian relationship is equally 
entitled to participate in decisions made within the context of the relationship.”4 
And, more recently, Daniel Viehoff has written that he is “sympathetic to the 
theory that equality is a constitutive component of certain non-derivatively 
valuable relationships.”5

The question of the nature of the relation between democracy and social 
equality bears directly on the issue of the nature of justifications of democracy 
in terms of social equality. Many democratic theorists seek noninstrumental 
justifications of democracy over alternative forms of government.6 If democ-
racy—understood as requiring political equality—is necessary for full social 
equality, then insofar as we have an interest in relating as equals to those with 
whom we stand in ongoing social relations, we will have a noninstrumental 
pro tanto reason to support democracy over alternative forms of government. 
Thus, we have the beginnings of the kind of justification of democracy that goes 
beyond the standard instrumental justifications of democracy and may favor 
democracy over the alternatives, even if democracy does not turn out to be the 
instrumentally best form of government.7

My aim in this essay will be to argue that the relation between democracy 
and social equality is, at best, a contingent and causal relation. It follows that 
there can be no noninstrumental justification of democracy in terms of social 
inequality, so understood.8 While I agree with egalitarian theorists that we 

3	 Anderson, “Equality,” 43–44, 48.
4	 Scheffler, “The Practice of Equality,” 38.
5	 Viehoff, “Power and Equality,” 8.
6	 For discussions of the structure of such justifications, see Wall, “Democracy and Equality”; 

and Viehoff, “Power and Equality,” 5.
7	 According to Thomas Christiano and John Christman, the debate over “whether democ-

racy is merely instrumentally justified or whether there is some intrinsic merit to demo-
cratic ways of making decisions” is one of the “two main sources of debate concerning the 
normative underpinnings of democracy” (Contemporary Debates in Political Philosophy, 10).

8	 I am not claiming that there can be no noninstrumental justification of democracy at all. 
Thomas Christiano’s account of the relation between democracy and equality may avoid 
my criticisms since Christiano is not operating with an understanding of social equality 
cast in terms of the notion of relating as equals. Christiano derives his understanding of 
social equality directly from a deeper understanding of moral equality understood in terms 
of equal consideration of interests. See Christiano, The Constitution of Equality.
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have an interest in relating as equals to those with whom we stand in ongoing 
social relations—that is, I agree with the egalitarian assumption behind this 
kind of argument for democracy—and while I agree that there is an intimate 
relation between democracy and social equality, I believe that it is a mistake to 
think, as recent egalitarian theorists do, that democracy is necessary for social 
equality and that democracy is an important constituent of social equality. My 
case against the constitution thesis—the thesis that democracy is necessary 
for social equality and is an important constituent of social equality—will 
involve presenting a series of cases that show how democracy and social equal-
ity can come apart. This, of course, is an appropriate methodology for assessing 
claims of necessity and constitution. However, I will not rest my case entirely 
on such judgments about these cases. By presenting an alternative account of 
the relation between democracy and social equality, one on which democracy 
is merely contingently and causally related to social equality, I will attempt to 
explain away the initial appearance of a necessary and constitutive connection 
between democracy and social equality. I will argue that a better explanation 
of what is problematic about inequalities in power and de facto authority in the 
political context is that they either can be used to establish or reinforce social 
inequalities through the direct exercise of that power or can be used by those 
with perceived greater power and de facto authority to extract greater consid-
eration from those with less power and authority.9

The discussion is structured as follows. I begin, in section 1, by locating the 
topic of social equality and examining the argument for thinking that democ-
racy is an important constituent of social equality and is necessary for full social 
equality. In section 2, I argue on the basis of a series of examples against the 
claim that democracy is necessary for full social equality. I argue that these 
examples show that the relation between democracy and social equality is, at 
best, causal and contingent, and I use the examples to motivate the alternative 
extraction theory. In section 3, I compare my argument for this conclusion 
with a related argument by Richard Arneson. In section 4, I briefly discuss the 
implications of my conclusion for noninstrumental justifications of democracy.

9	 This view thus has a similar structure to the theory of justice and complex equality 
defended by Michael Walzer. But whereas Walzer thinks that political power can easily 
be used to establish and maintain inequalities in particular distributive spheres, and so 
might upset complex equality, I am claiming that it can easily be used to establish and 
maintain social inequalities (Walzer, Spheres of Justice, 15). Such a view could be thought 
of as the natural result of combining Walzer’s claims in this context with David Miller’s 
elaboration of Walzer’s position. See Miller, “Complex Equality.” The view is also similar 
to Philip Pettit’s view of the relation between domination and social inequality. I discuss 
Pettit’s position in section 3.
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1. Democracy and Social Equality

I will begin, in this section, by locating the topic of social equality. It is import-
ant for my purposes that we have an independent, pretheoretical grasp of the 
notion of social equality and of its normative significance. I will then make 
some general remarks about the structure of claims about social equality and 
the normative foundations of social equality before turning to recent analyses 
of the notion of social equality. With these theoretical and pretheoretical under-
standings in hand, I will then examine the case for thinking that democracy is 
necessary for social equality and an important constituent of social equality.

1.1. Social Equality: Locating the Topic

The notion of social equality of interest to us is best introduced in terms of the 
notion of members of a society relating to each other as equals. Egalitarian 
theorists often speak of social equality in such terms. For instance, Elizabeth 
Anderson writes that egalitarians are committed “to creat[ing] a community 
in which people stand in relations of equality to others.”10 One way of under-
standing talk of “relations of equality” is in terms of how members of a society 
relate to each other. Do the members of a society relate to each other as equals 
or do they relate to each other as inferiors to superiors or superiors to inferi-
ors? Standing in relations of equality to each other, on this understanding, is a 
matter of relating to each other as equals as opposed to superiors or inferiors. 
This understanding is in play when Samuel Scheffler writes that egalitarians 
should care about “the establishment of a society of equals, whose members 
relate to one another on a footing of equality.”11 This understanding is in play 
when David Miller writes:

[Equality] identifies a social ideal, the ideal of a society in which people 
regard and treat one another as equals—in other words, a society that 
does not place people in hierarchically ranked categories such as classes. 
We can call this . . . kind of equality equality of status or simply social 
equality.12

10	 Anderson, “What Is the Point of Equality?” 289.
11	 Scheffler, “The Practice of Equality,” 21.
12	 Miller, Principles of Social Justice, 232. The understanding of social equality in terms of 

“relating as equals” is prevalent in the egalitarian literature. Miller writes that equality “iden-
tifies a form of life in which people in a very important sense treat one another as equals. In 
their social intercourse, they act on the assumption that each person has an equal standing 
that transcends particular inequalities (of achievement, for instance)” (Principles of Social 
Justice, 240). See also Miller, “Equality and Market Socialism,” 301–2. The preface of Wal-
zer’s Spheres of Justice can be read as a tour de force statement of this ideal of social equality. 
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I assume that we each have a good pretheoretical understanding of the 
notion of relating to each other as equals involved in social equality. We are 
able to identify paradigmatic cases where some members of a society relate to 
each other as superiors to inferiors. We immediately recognize the relations of 
lord to peasant, of patricians to plebeians, of Brahmins to untouchables, and 
of Black people to White people (in the Reconstruction-era South, at least) as 
relations of superior to inferior. Not only do we immediately recognize these 
relations as relations of superior to inferior, but we also immediately recognize 
the normative significance of these relations: they are relations we have good 
reason to avoid. It is by reflecting on such paradigmatic examples, and vari-
ations on such examples, and using our pretheoretical understanding of the 
notion of relating to each other as equals that we can start to build a theory of 
social equality. What is it about these paradigmatic examples of social inequal-
ity that make them examples of social inequality?

We will examine an attempt to answer this question in a moment. But before 
doing so, I want to make a few remarks about the structure of claims about social 
equality that should be common ground among theories of social equality. At the 
heart of the notion of relating as equals is the notion of relating to each other in a 
society. The notion of relating to each other is a capacious one, and it includes all 
the ways that members of a society may relate to each other in a society, from how 
they interact personally to how they structure their physical environment. I take 
it to be a task of a theory of social equality to say which of these ways of relating 
are ways of relating as equals and which are ways of relating as superior to inferior. 
It is plausible that some ways of relating to each other will only count as ways of 
relating as superior to inferior in certain contexts or in certain circumstances. 
So, for instance, relating to another as one with greater power or authority may 

Walzer writes: “The experience of subordination—of personal subordination, above all—
lies behind the vision of equality” (xiii); “The aim of political egalitarianism is a society 
free from domination” (xiii); “No more bowing and scraping, fawning and toadying; no 
more fearful trembling; no more high-and-mightiness; no more masters, no more slaves” 
(xiii). Walzer speaks of “a certain conception of how human beings relate to one another 
and how they use the things they make to shape their relations” (xiv). Anderson writes, 

“To be an egalitarian is to commend and promote a society in which members interact 
as equals” (Private Government, 3). Richard Arneson, a particularly perceptive critic of 
relational egalitarianism rightly takes the idea that members of a society must “relate to 
each other as equals” to be central to the approach (“Democratic Equality and Relating 
as Equals”). Two classic works that gesture toward this conception of social equality as 
relating as equals are Crosland, The Future of Socialism; and Tawney, Equality. See Miller, 

“Equality and Market Socialism,” 300–3, for a brief discussion of these works. See also 
Benn and Peters, Social Principles and the Democratic State, 120–22. Anderson traces the 
ideal of social equal in this sense back to the Levellers in seventeenth-century England. 
See Anderson, Private Government, 7–17.
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not be a way of relating as superior to inferior in certain contexts, but it may be 
in another context. As we are about to see, recent egalitarian theorists hold that 
relating to another as one with greater power or authority does amount to relating 
as superior to inferior, at least in the political context.

As I just said, we immediately recognize the normative significance of rela-
tions of social inequality. We recognize that they are relations we have good 
reason to avoid. I agree with egalitarian theorists that the reasons we have to 
avoid such relations are noninstrumental. We have reasons to avoid such rela-
tions for their own sake. It may well be that the claim that we have good reason 
to avoid social inequality is moral bedrock. It may be the kind of claim that does 
not admit of further defense. I suspect, however, that the claim that we ought to 
relate to each other as equals is somehow grounded in the idea that we are, in 
some important sense, equals. We ought to relate to each other as the equals we 
in fact are.13 In the absence of now discredited views that some human beings are 
naturally superior or naturally inferior, most people now believe that all human 
beings are morally equal and, as such, ought to relate to each other as the equals 
we are. As a consequence, our social relations—how we relate to each other in 
society—ought to reflect this basic fact about us, and we ought to relate to each 
other as the equals we are. It is a familiar point, however, that relating to one 
another “as equals” may involve a great deal of unequal treatment. Our question 
is whether political equalities are the kind of equalities that are required for the 
kind of treatment as equals, relating to each other as equals, required for social 
equality. I mention this foundation of the normative significance of social equal-
ity only to point out that it is plausible, whether we take it to be moral bedrock 
or not, that we have good reason to avoid social inequality for its own sake.14

Having located the topic of social equality, let us now turn to recent attempts 
to answer the question of which ways of relating to each other in particular con-
texts or particular circumstances are ways of relating as equals and which are 
ways of relating as superior to inferior.

1.2. Analyses of Social Equality

Recent egalitarian theorists have attempted to analyze social equality and 
inequality in order to isolate those features of the paradigmatic cases that make 
them cases of social equality or social inequality. Perhaps the most sustained 

13	 See Williams, “The Idea of Equality,” for discussion of how descriptive and prescriptive 
claims of equality relate to each other. Dworkin, “What is Equality?” is the classic source 
of the distinction between treatment as equals and equal treatment.

14	 Cf. “Why do socialists find social equality attractive? In the end, perhaps, this will have to be 
regarded simply as an ethical commitment, an ultimate goal not capable of justification to 
someone who does not sympathize with it” (Miller, “Equality and Market Socialism,” 302).



92	 Cox

attempt to offer such an analysis in the recent literature comes from Niko 
Kolodny. Whereas theorists like Anderson have drawn attention to important 
differences between different kinds of social hierarchies and their characteristic 
varieties—hierarchies of domination and command, hierarchies of esteem, and 
hierarchies of standing—Kolodny has been the most explicit about attempting 
to isolate the features of these different kinds of hierarchies that make them 
problematic cases of social inequality.15 It is partly for this reason that I will 
focus on Kolodny’s analysis here. Another reason for focusing on Kolodny’s 
account is that, as we will see below, Kolodny foresees a particular kind of 
objection to analyses of social equality in terms of equalities of power and 
authority and modifies his account in order to avoid this kind of objection. 
Although I will mainly focus on Kolodny’s analysis, I take the arguments of 
the next section to tell against any attempt to analyze social equality in terms 
of equality in power and de facto authority.

As I mentioned before, we can begin to develop an account or analysis of 
social equality by reflecting on paradigmatic cases of social inequality, drawing 
on our pretheoretical understanding of relating as equals, and attempting to iso-
late the features that make them cases of social inequality. This is the approach 
taken by Kolodny. Since it is difficult to distinguish judgments about social 
equality, and relating as equals, from judgments about distributive equality or 
distributive justice, Kolodny considers an example of a “society administered 
by a class of ascetic warriors” in which distributive justice is perfectly adminis-
tered and the warriors themselves in no way benefit from the distribution they 
administer: each is given their due, including the warriors themselves, and any 
benefits that accrue to them in virtue of having the authority they do is offset 
by their depriving themselves of other advantages. Kolodny writes that even 
in such a society, where everyone has been given their due, “there is an obvi-
ous sense in which [the ascetic warriors] constitute a superior social stratum 
[and] occupy a higher position in the hierarchy.”16 Reflecting on this example, 
Kolodny asks, “What is present in the societies that we have described . . . that 
might account for the intuitive presence of social inequality?”17 According to 
Kolodny, “it seems to have to do with the following”:

(i)	Some having greater relative power (whether formal or legal or oth-
erwise) over others, while not being resolutely disposed to refrain 

15	 See Anderson, “What Is the Point of Equality?” and “Equality.”
16	 Kolodny, “Rule over None II,” 295. I will question whether there is an “obvious sense” in 

which the ascetic warriors constitute a superior social stratum at the end of section 2. For 
the purpose of explication, I grant Kolodny the appearance of social inequality here.

17	 Kolodny, “Rule over None II,” 295.
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from exercising that greater power as something to which others 
are entitled.

(ii)	Some having greater relative de facto authority (whether formal or 
legal or otherwise) over others, in the sense that their commands 
or requests are generally, if not exceptionlessly, complied with 
(although not necessarily for any moral reasons), while not being 
resolutely disposed to refrain from exercising that greater authority 
as something to which those others are entitled.

(iii)	Some having attributes (e.g., race, lineage, wealth, perceived divine 
favor) that generally attract greater consideration than the corre-
sponding attributes of others.18

These are plausible candidates for being the features of the example in virtue 
of which it is an example of social inequality.19 Since it will be important for 
the discussion to follow, I want to draw attention to the “while” clauses in (i) 
and (ii): “while not being resolutely disposed to refrain from exercising that 
greater power/authority as something to which others are entitled.” According 
to Kolodny, “What social equality requires is that ‘natural’ power be regulated 
by the right dispositions.”20 The thought here is that some having greater rela-
tive power over others may not be seen as problematic if those who have the 
greater power are resolutely disposed to refrain from exercising that power 
as something to which others are entitled, for in such a case the inequality in 
power will be regulated by the right dispositions. It is only when those with 
greater power are not so disposed that greater power becomes problematic. 
As we will see, this qualification is essential to Kolodny’s view, and we will be 
able to distinguish a simple view of the relation between inequalities of power 
and de facto authority and social inequality (a view that takes such inequalities 
themselves to suffice for social inequality) and Kolodny’s more complex view 
(a view that holds that such inequalities in the absence of the relevant disposi-
tions and in certain circumstances suffice for social inequality).

These are the three characteristic features of social inequality then: asym-
metries in power, asymmetries in de facto authority, and asymmetries in 

18	 Kolodny, “Rule over None II,” 295–96.
19	 Kolodny says that these three conditions select what he thinks are the essential features 

of the analysis of social inequality given by Anderson and Scheffler (Kolodny, “Rule over 
None II,” 296). I agree that these three conditions get to the heart of egalitarian concerns 
about these kinds of examples.

20	 Kolodny, “Rule over None II,” 296n8.
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consideration.21 These asymmetries are characteristic of cases where members 
of a society fail to relate to each other as equals. Now, we might ask whether 
each asymmetry is necessary for social inequality or whether any asymmetry 
is independently sufficient for it. Kolodny suggests that the consideration com-
ponent of social equality “need not be essential to the argument that a concern 
for social equality implies a concern for democracy.”22 He thinks that the power 
and de facto authority components “may suffice for the argument.”23 In other 
words, according to Kolodny, asymmetries in power and de facto authority—in 
certain contexts—might suffice for social inequality; that is, they might suffice 
for a failure to relate as equals. Of course, asymmetries of consideration are 
nonetheless central to our understanding of social inequality, and it seems that 
asymmetries here, while perhaps not necessary, may independently suffice for 
social inequality. This is a point to which we will return later.

1.3. The Relation between Democracy and Social Equality

Now that we have located the topic of social equality and have a candidate 
analysis of social inequality in hand, we can ask how democracy is supposed to 
relate to social equality so understood. As I said earlier, whether a way of relat-
ing to each other is a way of relating as equals or as superior to inferior is often 
a matter of context. Relating to another as one with greater power need not 
always amount to relating as superior to inferior. After all, there are inequalities 
in power and de facto authority across many contexts of our social lives, from 
churches to universities and workplaces, and we do not find these inequalities 
in power and authority problematic, and we do not think they suffice for a kind 
of social inequality.24 In order to argue that democracy is necessary for social 
equality and an important constituent of it, we need to know what it is about the 
political context that explains why inequalities in power and de facto authority 
suffice, in this context, for relations of social inequality. According to Kolodny, 
the “three features of political decisions” relevant here are:

(i)	that subjection to them is nonvoluntary,
(ii)	that they are treated as having final authority, and

21	 Kolodny’s analysis is very similar to Anderson’s analysis in terms of hierarchies of author-
ity, esteem, and consideration. See Anderson, “Equality,” 43–45; and Anderson, Private 
Government, 3–4.

22	 Kolodny, “Rule over None II,” 298.
23	 Kolodny, “Rule over None II,” 298.
24	 Although, as Kolodny notes, we should not be too sanguine about the workplace and other 

contexts not being sources of social inequality.
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(iii)	that they involve the use of force.25

According to Kolodny, then, insofar as these are features of the political context, 
inequalities in power and de facto authority will suffice for relations of social 
inequality in that context.26 These features plausibly explain why inequalities 
in power and authority are problematic in the political context but not in 
other contexts.

With these claims in place, we are now in a position to connect democracy 
and political equality to social equality: given features (i)–(iii), if there are asym-
metries of political power and authority, then there is at least some failure to 
achieve the ideal of social equality.27 So, the thought is that once we bear in 
mind these features of the political context, we will see that asymmetries of 
political power and authority (in the absence of certain dispositions) suffice 
for, or constitute, a form of social inequality. Under such conditions, those with 
greater power relate to those with less as superiors to inferiors. Insofar as we have 
an interest in standing in relations of social equality to those we share ongoing 
social relations with, we will have at least a pro tanto reason to support democ-
racy over alternative forms of government since only democracy, by definition, 
involves equalities in (opportunities for) relative power and de facto authority.

2. The Constitutive Distinctness of 
Democracy and Social Equality

While I find much to agree with in the egalitarian argument, I believe that the 
relation between democracy and social equality is not as tight as many egali-
tarians think it is. In this section I will begin by presenting an example that, I 
will argue, shows that mere inequalities in power and de facto authority do not 
suffice, even in the political context, for social inequality. This example tells 
directly against the simple view of the relation between democracy and social 
equality mentioned in the previous section. It does not, however, tell directly 
against Kolodny’s version of the argument, but it does set the scene for an 
examination of Kolodny’s more complex view. On the basis of an additional 

25	 Kolodny, “Rule over None I,” 226.
26	 These features play a role in Kolodny’s questioning, in his response to Anderson’s argu-

ments in Private Government, whether hierarchies in the workplace are as bad as they seem. 
See Kolodny, “Help Wanted,” 107.

27	 Daniel Viehoff understands Kolodny’s argument in a similar way. Of arguments like Kolod-
ny’s, Viehoff writes: “Inequality in power is (unless qualified in certain quite specific ways) 
itself constitutive of social hierarchy, rather than being merely a causal antecedent of cer-
tain hierarchical social relations” (“Power and Equality,” 11). The contrast here is between 
merely contingent and causal relations as opposed to necessary and constitutive relations.
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series of cases, I will argue against the more complex view. I will argue that 
inequalities of power and de facto authority, together with the absence of cer-
tain dispositions, do not suffice for social inequality.

2.1. Why Mere Inequalities in Power and De Facto Authority Do Not Suffice

Consider a futuristic society that conforms to Kolodny’s conception of a social 
democratic utopia: all members of the society have an equal opportunity to 
influence political decisions, and all relate to each other as social equals—no 
one is “above” or “below” anybody else. Using the wonders of modern tech-
nology, this society is able to ensure that voting on a range of issues is as easy as 
going to the local store. Indeed, it does this by making digital voting machines 
widely available throughout the society. The voting machines work perfectly, 
and everybody’s vote is registered exactly once.

Now consider an almost identical society, which differs from Kolodny’s 
social democratic utopia in only one respect: unbeknownst to everyone in 
the society, there is a serious fault with the voting machines. They register the 
votes of half of the citizens (those with names beginning with the letters A 
through M, say) correctly, but they register the votes of the other half of the 
citizens (those with names beginning with other letters, N through Z, say) 
twice. A consequence of this, let us suppose, is that the outcomes of votes in this 
second society never differ from those in the first hypothetical society. Because 
there is nothing suspicious about the outcomes of the decision-making process, 
nobody ever stops to wonder whether there is a fault with the voting machines, 
and nobody ever comes to know that the votes of some are counted twice.

It is fair to say that those with names beginning with the letters N through 
Z in the second society have greater power and de facto authority than those 
with names beginning with the letters A through M. To use Kolodny’s vocab-
ulary and image, some have greater contributory influence, where their greater 
influence can be modeled in terms of their applying a vector of force that has 
a greater magnitude than the vector of force applied by others in determining 
the result of the vote.28 So, the two societies certainly differ with respect to the 
distribution of power and de facto authority. Now, the crucial question for us is 
this: Do these societies also differ with respect to how their members relate to 
each other? Do some relate to others as superiors to inferiors? By hypothesis, 
members of the first society relate to each other as equals. Do members of the 
second society relate to each other as equals, or do some relate to others as 
superiors to inferiors? It seems to me that there is no difference between the two 
societies with respect to social equality: even though some have more power 

28	 Kolodny, “Rule over None I,” 200.
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and de facto authority than others in the second society, they do not thereby 
relate to those others as superiors to inferiors.

This kind of example is a problem for the simple view of the relation 
between democracy and social equality but not for Kolodny’s more complex 
view. The case involves the features that Kolodny claims make inequalities 
in power and de facto authority problematic: subjection is involuntary, the 
authority is final, and force is involved. It involves, after all, political decisions. 
Yet, even with these conditions in place, mere inequalities in political power 
and de facto authority do not suffice for social inequality. We seem to have an 
example on our hands where there are inequalities in political power and de 
facto authority and yet there is no social inequality. Political equality is not 
necessary for full social equality. The example does not, however, immediately 
tell against Kolodny’s more complex view since, as we saw, it is important for 
Kolodny that inequalities in power and de facto authority be accompanied by 
the absence of particular dispositions. For Kolodny, social inequality involves 
some having greater relative power “while not being resolutely disposed to 
refrain from exercising that greater power as something to which those others 
are entitled.”29 There is nothing in our example to suggest that those who have 
the greater power are not resolutely disposed to refrain from exercising that 
greater power as something to which the others are entitled. Perhaps they are. 
(This is a point I will return to below.)

Before moving on to raise problems for Kolodny’s more complex view, I 
want to consider whether the conclusion I have drawn from the example can 
be resisted and whether the simple view of the relation between democracy 
and social equality can be defended. How might my conclusion be resisted? 
Suppose someone disagrees with my verdict that there is no difference in how 
people relate to each other between the cases in the relevant sense. How might 
they do so? Well, it should be immediately conceded that the members of the 
second society do not relate to each other in exactly the same way as mem-
bers of the first society do in a very broad sense of “relate to each other”: even 
though they do not know it, some members of the second society relate to 
others as those with more power and de facto authority. The question for us, 
however, is whether this is a way of relating as superior to inferior or a way of 
relating as equals. And here it might be thought that this just is a way of relating 
as superior to inferior since having more power and de facto authority is char-
acteristic of superiority. But this borders on question begging. There may be a 
sense in which some relating to others as those with more power and de facto 

29	 Kolodny, “Rule over None II,” 295.
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authority is a way of relating as superior to inferior. But this itself does not seem 
to be incompatible with them relating as equals in the relevant sense.

It would be disappointing if our disagreement here amounted to nothing 
more than a verbal disagreement about the application of the expression “social 
equality.” I think that we can make progress, however, by considering inde-
pendently each of the characteristic features of social inequality identified by 
Kolodny. It should be very clear that in the examples provided, there are no 
asymmetries of consideration in the relevant sense. In terms of consideration, 
members of the second society certainly relate to each other as equals. The fact 
that asymmetries in consideration are a large component of what we object to 
when we object to the idea of relating as superior and inferior explains why we 
do not find the second society particularly problematic. Now let us ask whether 
there is anything particularly problematic about the asymmetries of power and 
de facto authority in the second society. On the face of it, there does not seem 
to be anything particularly problematic here.30 Insofar as relations of social 
inequality are meant to be problematic, this apparent lack of a problem would 
suffice to show that there are no relations of social inequality here. Alternatively, 
we might concede that there does seem to be something problematic here, but 
then we might attempt to explain away the appearance. We might argue that 
our concern with asymmetries of power and de facto authority stems from our 
concern to avoid asymmetries in consideration. It is primarily because greater 
power and authority can be used to extract differences in consideration that we 
object to it. But for it to be so used, those who have it need to know that they 
have it, and those who do not need to know that they do not. Since those with 
more power and authority do not know that they have it in the second society, 
we correspondingly find the asymmetry either not problematic at all or far less 
problematic than in cases where there is a risk of the asymmetries being used 
to extract differences in consideration.

What the example seems to support, then, is what I will call the extraction 
theory of the bad of inequalities in power and de facto authority: these 

30	 I am not denying that asymmetries in power and authority are never problematic. Of 
course, there are paradigm examples of problematic power and authority, such as that of 
the kidnapper and their victim. In such cases, however, the asymmetry seems to be prob-
lematic because it allows those with greater power to interfere with the basic freedoms of 
their victim and to invade their body and property. I do not think that we are able to extrap-
olate from such examples to the case of problematic inequalities in power at the political 
level. If the state were to interfere in a person’s basic freedoms, or to invade their body and 
property, that would be problematic. It is the nature of state-subject relations that states 
have great power over their subjects and that there is a danger that this power might be 
used illegitimately. It seems to me that it is not some having greater power over the state’s 
decision-making in such cases that is problematic but rather the state’s interference.



	 Democracy and Social Equality	 99

inequalities are problematic not because, in certain circumstances, they consti-
tute social inequalities but because, in certain circumstances, they can be used 
to extract greater consideration for those with greater power. Michael Walzer 
suggests a view like this when he writes:

It is not the fact that there are rich and poor that generates egalitarian 
politics but the fact that the rich “grind the faces of the poor,” impose 
their poverty upon them, command their deferential behavior. Similarly, 
it’s not the existence of aristocrats and commoners or of office holders 
and ordinary citizens (and certainly not the existence of different races 
or sexes) that produces the popular demand for the abolition of social 
and political difference; it’s what aristocrats do to commoners, what 
office holders do to ordinary citizens, what people with power do to 
those without it.31

The extraction theory can be contrasted with constitutive theories on which the 
bad of inequalities in power and de facto authority, in certain circumstances, 
constitutes or suffices for social inequalities. The example of the faulty voting 
machines seems to directly support the extraction theory over a simple con-
stitutive theory of the bad of inequalities in power and de facto authority. Inso-
far as we find these inequalities problematic, it is because they can be used to 
extract greater consideration for those with greater power. However, since the 
example does not tell against Kolodny’s more complex version of the consti-
tutive theory, it does not support the extraction theory over Kolodny’s theory. 
I will consider Kolodny’s theory in more detail in the next section. But before 
doing so, I want to fill out the extraction theory a little more in order to have 
something concrete to compare Kolodny’s theory with.

To fill out the extraction theory a little more, it might be helpful to return to 
Kolodny’s statement of the third characteristic feature of cases of social inequal-
ity. Kolodny’s original statement of the consideration condition is as follows:

(iii)	Some having attributes (e.g., race, lineage, wealth, perceived divine 
favor) that generally attract greater consideration than the corre-
sponding attributes of others.

According to the extraction theory, one of the relevant attributes here might 
be perceived greater power. Some having perceived greater power might gen-
erally attract greater consideration than the corresponding attributes of others. 
The extraction theory effectively subsumes the inequalities in power condition 

31	 Walzer, Spheres of Justice, xii–xiii.
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under the inequalities in consideration condition.32 Something like this view 
is suggested in the following passage from Miller:

Social equality is a matter of how people regard one another and how 
they conduct their social relations. It does not require that people be 
equal in power, prestige, or wealth. . . . What matters is how such differ-
ences are regarded, and in particular whether they serve to construct 
a hierarchy in which A can unequivocally be ranked as B’s superior.33

For Miller, then, social equality is “a matter of how people regard one another 
and how they conduct their social relations”—that is, it is a matter of consider-
ation. Inequalities in power, prestige, or wealth, according to Miller, are not in 
themselves problematic from the point of view of social equality. Rather, the 
issue is how these differences are regarded. Do those with perceived greater 
power, prestige, or wealth generally attract greater consideration? Do those with 
perceived greater power, prestige, or wealth use this perception to extract greater 
consideration? According to the extraction theory, differences in consideration 
will be largely due to those with greater power using that power to extract greater 
consideration from those with less power. It may well be, in addition, that those 
with greater power simply attract greater consideration without using their 
power to extract such consideration. Even in such cases it may be possible to 
speak of greater consideration being extracted from those with less power. I will 
say something about the difference between merely attracting greater consider-
ation and extracting that consideration from others in a moment.

To fully fill out the extraction theory, more will need to be said about what 
consideration is such that some having attributes that generally attract greater 
consideration than the corresponding attributes of others constitutes a form 
of social equality. Following Kolodny, we can get an initial fix on the notion 
of consideration by thinking of those responses that social superiors, as social 
superiors, characteristically attract.34 Such responses would include showing 
certain forms of deferential respect, fawning and toadying, bowing and scrap-
ing, other forms of deference, and efforts to ingratiate or curry favor.35 We tend 
to recognize responses that social superiors, as social superiors, characteristi-
cally attract when we see them. It is very difficult to say, however, exactly what 
characterizes this class of responses. They are all inherently ways of relating as 
inferior to superior. They all involve treating someone as superior, even if those 

32	 And it focuses on perceived inequalities in power over actual inequalities in power.
33	 Miller, Principles of Social Justice, 239.
34	 Kolodny, “Rule over None II,” 297.
35	 Walzer, Spheres of Justice, xiii; Kolodny, “Rule over None II,” 297.
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who respond in these ways do not believe that the other is somehow above 
or superior. But what is it about these responses that makes them inherently 
ways of relating as inferior to superior? How do they differ from other forms of 
positive responses that are not inherently ways of relating as inferior to supe-
rior? As Kolodny notes, the class of responses that constitute consideration 
is partly characterized by the fact that although the basis of these responses 
is generally some narrow accidental feature of the person, the response is 
generally focused on the person themselves and their interests and claims.36 
Moreover, the responses are practical matters that deal with the person and 
claims of the person and have an agent-neutral character—the relevant feature 
is seen as calling for the same response from everyone.37 However, as Kolodny 
notes, these conditions are not sufficient to characterize the relevant notion 
of consideration, and a full account remains elusive.38 My own view is that 
relating as equals in our social interactions is largely a matter of experiencing 
ourselves as being equals in our social interactions. Some ways of responding to 
others involve an experience of subordination, or inferiority. Here I am taking 
seriously Walzer’s claim that “the experience of subordination—of personal 
subordination, above all—lies behind the vision of equality.”39 This experience 
is not a response to a perception of superiority in another; rather, it belongs 
to the form of response itself. It is this experience of inferiority, I think, that 
justifies talk of the extraction of greater consideration. The consideration is felt 
as being extracted from the inferior and granted to the superior.40 We might 
think of a class of responses that constitute consideration as practical responses 
to the whole person that are based on perceived accidental features of the 
person and that have an agent-neutral character and are accompanied by an 
experience of inferiority on the part of those whose responses they are. What 
I have offered here is an initial sketch of what a theory of consideration might 
look like and how it might be developed. Given my aims in this paper, I will 
not attempt to develop the theory in any more detail here. For my purposes, 

36	 Kolodny, “Rule over None II,” 298.
37	 Kolodny, “Rule over None II,” 298.
38	 Kolodny remarks that while a freestanding account of social inequality would need an 

analysis of consideration, he does not need one since his argument for democracy will 
focus on the inequality in power condition and its relation to democracy (“Rule over None 
II,” 298).

39	 Walzer, Spheres of Justice, xiii.
40	 This view might be thought to run into trouble with false consciousness. But I think that 

such trouble can be avoided by noting that even when one believes that greater consider-
ation is due to one’s superiors, one will experience a sense of inferiority in responding to 
them in ways that constitute giving them greater consideration.
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it is enough to have a clear view of the alternative approach that I want to 
contrast Kolodny’s theory with.

To sum up the argument to this point, I have argued that the example of 
the faulty voting machines poses a problem for the simple view of the rela-
tion between democracy and social equality. Inequalities in power and de facto 
authority appear to be compatible with full social equality even in the political 
context. I have just suggested that any lingering sense that these inequalities 
are problematic may be explained on the hypothesis that we think that such 
inequalities are problematic because when those who have greater power know 
that they do, they can use their greater authority and power to extract greater 
consideration from others, thus undermining social equality. Now, someone 
like Kolodny could well agree with the conclusions reached so far. He could 
agree that mere inequalities in power and de facto authority do not themselves 
suffice for social inequality. And he could agree that such inequalities are often 
problematic because they can be used to extract differences in consideration. 
However, Kolodny will want to say something stronger also. He will want to 
claim that such inequalities, together with the absence of certain dispositions, 
suffice for a kind of social inequality. If so, then there would be a reason, over and 
above the fact that such inequalities can be used to extract greater consideration, 
for objecting to inequalities in power and authority. And we would have a less 
empirical and contingent reason in favor of democracy over the alternatives.

2.2. On the Absence of Dispositions to Refrain from Exercising Power

What does Kolodny mean when he says that social inequality involves some 
having greater relative power over others “while not being resolutely disposed 
to refrain from exercising that greater power as something to which those others 
are entitled”? We can start to get a feel for what he means by reflecting on why, 
in the example of the faulty voting machines, even though half of the people 
in the society do exercise their greater power and de facto authority, they may 
nonetheless possess the disposition Kolodny is referring to. In the example of 
the faulty voting machines, half of the people in the society exercise their greater 
power and de facto authority unknowingly. They are disposed to exercise their 
greater power unknowingly. But this disposition is perfectly compatible with 
their being resolutely disposed to refrain from exercising their power knowingly. 
It may be that if those with greater power discovered that they had it, they would 
immediately stop exercising it and seek to have equality of power restored.

This explains why the example of the faulty voting machines does not pose 
an immediate problem for Kolodny’s view. For all that we have said, members 
of the society might be resolutely disposed to refrain from exercising their 
greater power as something to which others are entitled. Now, at this stage, 
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we might wonder what would happen if we simply stipulated that those mem-
bers of the society are not so disposed. Consider, then, the first society, the 
society without faulty voting machines. Suppose each member of that society 
would happily exercise greater power over others if they could get it. But as 
things stand, there is no means for them to get more power, and they are not 
particularly interested in trying to get it. While this may reflect badly on their 
character, it is doubtful that merely not being resolutely disposed to refrain 
from exercising greater power over others would suffice for a form of social 
inequality. Suppose that we carry this condition over to the society with faulty 
voting machines, again supposing that members of the society are not aware 
of the fault. Do we not now have an example where there are inequalities of 
power and de facto authority, together with the absence of a disposition to 
refrain from exercising such greater power and authority? Well, yes and no. 
There is a sense in which those with greater power lack a resolute disposition 
to refrain from exercising it; they are just not in a position to exercise the power 
knowingly since they do not know that they have it. But it would be unchari-
table to understand Kolodny’s position this way. It would be more charitable 
to understand Kolodny as holding that those who have the greater power are 
such that (i) they are in a position to exercise it knowingly and (ii) they are not 
resolutely disposed to refrain from exercising their greater power as something 
to which others are entitled. This gives a deeper reason for thinking that exam-
ples like the faulty voting machines, which turn on the absence of knowledge of 
greater power, do not pose an immediate problem for views like Kolodny’s. For 
Kolodny, greater power is problematic, in part, when those who have it are in a 
position to exercise it knowingly and yet are not resolutely disposed to refrain 
from doing so for the right reasons.

While Kolodny’s theory is not immediately threatened by the examples we 
have considered so far, I think that there are related examples that do pose an 
immediate problem for it. Consider a variation on the faulty voting machines 
example where the fault is due to a devious programmer. The programmer stud-
ied political philosophy for many years and, being unable to find an academic 
job, turned to programming and became involved in programming software 
for voting machines. After a few years of running his social experiment with 
the faulty voting machines, he decides to change things up a bit. He secretly 
contacts those whose votes are counted twice, letting them in on this fact. Since 
he explains his role, those who he contacts have good reason to take him at his 
word. Now, the programmer is careful to ensure that each of those he contacts 
does not know who else’s votes are counted twice. And those whose votes are 
counted twice have good reason to think that if they tried to discover who else 
had greater power, they would come undone, and the whole system would be 
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undermined. Suppose, as in the variation on the example we were discussing a 
moment ago, that members of this society are not resolutely disposed to refrain 
from exercising their greater power knowingly. Indeed, the programmer may 
have explained to them that since those with greater power have basically been 
randomly selected, their exercising their greater power makes no difference to 
the outcome of the voting procedure. In light of this, those with greater power 
may think that it does not really matter that they have and exercise greater 
power. They exercise it more from indifference than malice.

We now have an example where all of Kolodny’s conditions for social 
inequality are met: subjection is involuntary, the authority is final, force is 
involved, and some have greater power and de facto authority while not being 
resolutely disposed to refrain from exercising that power and authority as 
something to which others are entitled. Yet, intuitively, there is no more social 
inequality in this society than in our original society. There is no relevant dif-
ference in how members of this society relate to each other. There is no reason 
to think that those who choose to exercise their greater power in the circum-
stances hold a malevolent attitude to other members of their society. Those 
who know they have greater power and de facto authority are in fact rather 
lonely in their knowledge since they know that as soon as they seek to share 
their knowledge, the whole system will unravel. It is their lonely secret. More-
over, in light of the fact that they also know that their having this greater power 
makes no difference to the outcomes, it would be hard for them to develop a 
sense of superiority over others. Having greater power is nothing to them.

If it is agreed that there is no more social inequality in this society than 
in our original society—the one in which the voting machines work as they 
should—then we have a counterexample to Kolodny’s position as stated. There 
are, however, two paths of response open at this stage: a proponent of the con-
stitutive theory might resist the verdict about the case, or they may argue that 
a small adjustment can be made to the theory in order to avoid this kind of 
example while still retaining the spirit of the theory. I will examine each kind 
of response in turn.

There are two ways that a proponent might try to resist my verdict about 
the case. They might just bluntly state an opposed intuition about the case. Or 
they might argue that the case is sufficiently similar to cases where we judge 
that there is a kind of problematic social inequality involved. Suppose someone 
bluntly states an opposed intuition. Then we can consider similar arguments 
to those we considered in the previous section. We might ask, What is meant 
to be so problematic about the circumstances in this society? There may be a 
lingering sense of social inequality here. But again, we should consider what 
is meant to be problematic about this combination of greater power and the 
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absence of certain dispositions. The example under consideration is designed 
not only as an example where Kolodny’s conditions are met but also as an 
example where we have ensured that those with greater power and authority 
are not in a position to extract greater consideration even though they know they 
have greater power and authority. By hypothesis, if they were to try to extract 
greater consideration, the whole system would come undone. So, they cannot 
use their greater power to extract greater consideration. Even if we think that 
merely having greater power while lacking the relevant disposition is problem-
atic, it is nowhere near as problematic as when that greater power can be used 
to extract greater consideration. So, again, we should consider a deflationary 
explanation of our intuitions about inequalities in power in the absence of 
certain dispositions amounting to social inequality. Indeed, once we are con-
sidering such dispositions, we should be even more tempted by an explanation 
in terms of the extraction theory. For it is plausible to think that those who 
would not be resolutely disposed to refrain from exercising their greater power, 
in ordinary cases, would also not be disposed to refrain from extracting greater 
consideration on the basis of their having greater power. There is, however, a 
risk that this line of reasoning may simply lead to a clash of intuitions about the 
case. So let us now examine how a proponent of the constitutive theory might 
offer an argument to resist the verdict about this case.

A proponent of the constitutive theory might argue that the case at hand is 
sufficiently similar to a kind of case that is clearly problematic and that clearly 
involves social inequalities. They may conclude from this that the case at hand 
involves social inequalities, but perhaps to a lesser degree. The kind of case the 
proponent of the constitutive theory will appeal to will be a case involving rule 
by a secret society or the Illuminati, for instance. To bring this case as close as 
possible to the case at hand, we might imagine that the Illuminati has hired 
our programmer to introduce the bias into the voting system and to have the 
votes of members of the Illuminati counted twice. And, of course, every other 
member of the society would be left in the dark. Now, we certainly would find 
such an example problematic. There is something objectionable about secret 
rule by the Illuminati. And the example has similarities to the case at hand. 
Those with less power are not aware that those with greater power have greater 
power, and if their power were to be discovered, the whole system would col-
lapse. Given that we find this example so problematic, why should we not find 
the original example of the devious programmer problematic? Well, there is 
an important disanalogy between the example of the Illuminati and the orig-
inal example. Since the members of the Illuminati are mutually aware of their 
having greater power and can communicate their intentions with nods and 
winks without being noticed, they can be said, collectively, to exert a kind of 
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intentional control over the decision-making process that the individuals with 
more power, taken collectively, could not be said to exert in the case at hand. 
I suspect that this is what drives our intuitions about the Illuminati example. 
And since it is missing in the original example of the devious programmer, our 
intuitions about the Illuminati example should not be taken to bear on the 
original example.

An interesting question remains, however, as to whether we think that the 
Illuminati example is problematic because it involves relations of social inequal-
ity or whether we think it is problematic for some other reason. Do members 
of the Illuminati relate to other members of the society as social superiors? 
My sense is that they do not. Here is why: it does not seem to matter for our 
verdict whether members of the Illuminati are members of the society they 
control or whether they are members of another society, ruling the original 
society remotely. So the issue does not seem to be one about how members 
of a society relate to each other at all. Now, it might be said that, nonetheless, 
when those with greater power who are members of a collective that controls 
the decision-making process are members of the same society they control, 
they are thereby socially superior. This is fine, but it amounts to a stipulative 
use of “socially superior,” and what is problematic about this instance of social 
superiority would be shared with cases of foreign rule and is not explained in 
terms of a failure to relate as equals. In any case, since those with greater power 
in the original example are not members of a collective that exerts a kind of 
intentional control over the decision-making process, this line of reasoning does 
not provide an argument against our verdict about this example.

The second way a proponent of the constitutive theory might respond to the 
example of the devious programmer is by arguing that a small adjustment can 
be made to the theory in order to avoid this kind of example while still retaining 
the spirit of the theory. The proponent of the constitutive theory might think 
that the lesson of the first example of the faulty voting machines is that in order 
to have greater power or de facto authority over others in the relevant sense (i.e., 
in the sense that is constitutive of social inequality), it is not merely enough 
that one have greater contributory influence. It requires that one know that one 
does. In response to the example at hand, they might argue, similarly, that in 
order to have greater power or de facto authority over others, it is not enough 
to know that one has greater contributory influence; those who have lesser con-
tributory influence must know that you do. In other words, perhaps the kind of 
inequalities in power that are constitutive of social equality are inequalities of 
power that are common knowledge. At the very least, it might be thought that 
in order for inequalities in power to be constitutive of social inequality, those 
with less power must have an inkling that some have more power than they do. 
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So why not amend Kolodny’s statement of the conditions that constitute social 
inequality as follows: some having greater relative power (whether formal or 
legal or otherwise) over others, while not being resolutely disposed to refrain 
from exercising that greater power as something to which others are entitled, 
where those with lesser relative power have an inkling that those with greater 
relative power have greater relative power.

Would this amendment not be largely in the spirit of the constitutive theory 
and save it from the counterexample? Is it not just obvious that this is what a 
proponent of the constitutive theory should say? My view is that it will not do 
simply to amend the theory in this way. What the constitutive theorist needs 
is that inequalities in power themselves be at least in part constitutive of social 
equality. The constitutive theorist can amend the theory by claiming that it is 
inequalities of power together with an inkling on the part of those at the losing 
end of the inequalities that constitute social inequality. But this opens them to 
two objections. First, why should adding knowledge or suspicion on the part 
of those at the losing end to inequalities in power suddenly amount to a failure 
of social equality? What does mere suspicion of inequalities of power add to 
inequalities of power such that together they suddenly constitute social inequal-
ities? Would not a better explanation be that the suspicion of inequalities of 
power is causally relevant to social inequality? Would not those who suspect that 
they have less power than others fawn over those with more power and give them 
greater consideration? Second, once this possibility is noticed, there is a threat 
that inequalities of power themselves will drop out of the picture as irrelevant. 
Either it is the suspicion of greater power that constitutes the social equality or it 
is the suspicion of greater power that is causally relevant to social equality. Either 
way, there is no work for actual inequalities in power to do in constituting social 
inequality. I will now present an example that, I think, shows that inequalities in 
power do, in fact, drop out of the picture as irrelevant in either case.

2.3. Why Inequalities of Power and De Facto Authority Add Nothing

Consider a final variation on the faulty voting machine example. This time, 
begin with a society where, by design, the system is meant to be a system of 
plural voting. In this society it is common knowledge that the votes of some 
are counted twice while the votes of others are counted only once. Moreover, 
and predictably, those with more power use their power to extract greater 
consideration, so there is significant social inequality supported by the system. 
Those with more power relate to those with less as superiors to inferiors. But 
now here is the twist. Our devious programmer has been at it again, and while 
it is widely believed that the votes of some count for more than the votes of 
others, this is not in fact the case, and everyone’s vote is counted only once. So 
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one means by which those with perceived greater power might have actually 
had greater power has been closed off. This is not to say, however, that in this 
example everybody has equal power. It may well be that those with perceived 
greater power nonetheless do have slightly greater informal power since they 
will be able to influence the decision-making of others through their perceived 
greater power.

Let us now ask if things would be worse from the point of view of social 
equality if the programmer had done his job correctly and programmed the 
plural voting scheme. That is, let us ask if things would be worse if there were 
greater formal inequality of power and authority in the society. If the program-
mer had done his job correctly, then in addition to the social inequality due 
to the extraction of greater consideration and the purported inequalities due 
to whatever greater power the perception of greater power gives to those who 
are perceived to have it, there would be additional social inequality constituted 
by some having, through the formal voting system, greater power and de facto 
authority while not being resolutely disposed to refrain from knowingly exer-
cising it. But, on the face of it, things would not be worse from the point of 
view of social equality if this were the case. All the damage is already done by 
the widespread belief that some have more power and authority. No further 
damage is constitutively done by there actually being additional asymmetries 
in power and authority accompanied by the absence of certain dispositions. On 
the plausible assumption that this is not simply a case of overdetermination, we 
should conclude that inequalities of power and de facto authority do not suffice 
in the circumstances for additional social inequality.

This case confirms the suspicion raised at the end of the previous section 
that once we add knowledge or belief to the picture, the asymmetries in power 
due to actual differences in contributory influence drop out of the picture as 
irrelevant. And this should lead us to see the earlier example of the devious 
programmer in a new light. There we introduced the hypothesis that it was really 
what those with greater power could do with power that we objected to and that 
led to social inequality. Now we can see that they need not actually have greater 
power. There only needs to be a mutual perception that they have greater power.

This completes my case against both the simple view of the relation between 
democracy and social equality and Kolodny’s more complex view of this rela-
tion. Neither mere inequalities in power and de facto authority nor inequalities 
in the absence of certain dispositions suffice in the political context for social 
inequality. When those lacking a disposition to refrain from exercising greater 
power have greater power over others but are not in a position to extract greater 
consideration, there is no threat to social equality, and merely having greater 
power while lacking the relevant disposition does not suffice for social equality. 
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Moreover, when some are in a position to extract greater consideration on the 
ground of their supposedly having greater power and authority, their actually 
having greater power and authority, and their lacking the disposition to refrain 
from exercising it, does nothing constitutively to further undermine social 
equality.

At this stage it might be worth briefly returning to consider Kolodny’s moti-
vating example, the society of ascetic warriors. Why might we have been initially 
inclined to agree that in such a society there was a problematic form of social 
inequality? Well, I suspect that it is partly because the example is underde-
scribed. Kolodny is eager to describe the case as one in which the requirements 
of distributive justice are met. But we know little else about how members of 
the society respond to rule by the ascetic warriors. Perhaps we would not judge 
the example to be problematic if it came closer to our examples of the faulty 
voting machines, and there was some factor ensuring that the warriors would 
not attract greater consideration in virtue of their perceived greater power. Per-
haps we judge the example to be problematic only because we assume that 
their having perceived greater power would attract greater consideration. We 
cannot conclude immediately on the basis of considering this example that it is 
the inequality in power and de facto authority that constitutes the problematic 
social inequality. We need examples like those we have been considering that 
attempt to tease apart inequalities in power and de facto authority from inequal-
ities in consideration. I have argued that when we consider such examples, we 
see that it is ultimately the inequalities in consideration, inequalities that can be 
extracted by those with perceived greater power from those with lesser power, 
that constitute the problematic forms of social inequality.

3. A Comparison

In this section I compare the argument given above with a related argument 
offered by Richard Arneson in the context of discussing Philip Pettit’s work 
on nondomination.

The argument I have just given is structurally similar to an argument Rich-
ard Arneson briefly sketches in a discussion of republican freedom, or freedom 
as nondomination (in the broader context of a discussion of social equality). As 
Arneson notes, a central theme in Pettit’s work is that freedom as nondomina-
tion is instrumentally valuable as a means to avoiding certain relations of social 
inequality.41 For Pettit, the connection between domination and social inequal-
ity is mediated by common knowledge. Here is the crucial passage from Pettit:

41	 Arneson, “Democratic Equality and Relating as Equals,” 46.
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Domination is generally going to involve the awareness of control on 
the part of the powerful, the awareness of vulnerability on the part of the 
powerless, and the mutual awareness—indeed, the common awareness 
among all the parties to the relationship—of this consciousness on each 
side. The powerless are not going to be able to look the powerful in the 
eye, conscious as each will be—and conscious as each will be of the oth-
er’s consciousness—of this asymmetry. Both will share an awareness that 
the powerless can do nothing except by the leave of the powerful: that 
the powerless are at the mercy of the powerful and not on equal terms. 
The master-slave scenario will materialize, and the asymmetry between 
the two sides will be a communicative as well as an objective reality.42

For Pettit, then, domination is a means to social inequality.43 When it is 
common knowledge that there are relations of domination, these relations can 
be used to extract differences in consideration, in social status. Having drawn 
attention to this aspect of Pettit’s view, Arneson then writes: “This comment on 
the badness of dominating power raises the question: suppose the [conditions 
for domination] obtain but nobody knows this is so, or nobody knows but the 
dominant party, and domination is never exercised, so none of the envisaged 
bad consequences occur.”44 The first part of what Arneson is asking us to sup-
pose is similar to what we supposed in the initial version of the faulty voting 
machines example: “suppose nobody knows this is so.” The question Arneson 
then asks is whether, on this supposition, relations of domination would be 
noninstrumentally bad. He reports the intuition that they would not be, and in 
light of the foregoing discussion of the faulty voting machines example, we can 
agree. Arneson draws the following moral: “Pettit’s discussion calls attention to 
the fact that one might object to inequality of power without prizing equality 
of power per se.”45

In the previous section, I argued that Kolodny’s position is not directly sus-
ceptible to this style of argument. For Kolodny, asymmetries in power and de 

42	 Pettit, Republicanism, 60–61.
43	 Pettit returns to the theme later in his discussion. See Pettit, Republicanism, 71–72. Speak-

ing later of the instrumental relation to social equality mediated by a “shared awareness 
of the asymmetry of power” (88), Pettit writes: “The enjoyment of freedom as non-dom-
ination goes with the possibility of their seeing themselves as non-vulnerable in that way 
and as possessed of a comparable social standing with the other. They can look the other 
in the eye; they do not have to bow and scrape” (87). Also: “To be able to live without 
subordination to others,” “these are great and palpable goods and they make a powerful 
case for the instrumental attractions of freedom as non-domination” (90).

44	 Arneson, “Democratic Equality and Relating as Equals,” 46.
45	 Arneson, “Democratic Equality and Relating as Equals,” 47.
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facto authority are not problematic in and of themselves. They are problematic 
only in conjunction with the absence of certain dispositions. We have seen, 
however, that this style of example can be extended to target Kolodny’s position, 
and we ended up with a view very similar to Pettit’s here. We concluded that 
asymmetries in power and de facto authority are problematic primarily because 
they can be used to extract additional consideration for those with perceived 
greater power. When it is common knowledge that they obtain, asymmetries of 
power and de facto authority can be used as means to social inequality—a point 
Pettit makes well in his discussion of the instrumental value of nondomination.

It is striking that Kolodny does not comment on this aspect of Pettit’s view 
when he compares his own approach to Pettit’s. In his discussion of Pettit on 
freedom as nondomination, Kolodny suggests—rightly in my view—that our 
concern with nondomination may be not so much with being under an arbi-
trary and alien will itself but with being “on the losing end of an asymmetry 
of power with another person.”46 Given the passage I quoted above, it may be 
plausible to reinterpret Pettit as being concerned more with asymmetries of 
power than with being under an arbitrary and alien will.47 However, reinter-
preting Pettit’s concerns in this way would see asymmetries in power and de 
facto authority as potential means to social inequality, and not as sufficing for or 
constituting social inequality in the political context. After all, Pettit insists that 
inequalities in power would be problematic even in the presence of a robust 
disposition not to knowingly exercise them. From our point of view, this looks 
plausible since those with greater power could still use that power to extract 
greater consideration even if they were in fact resolutely disposed not to know-
ingly exercise that power.

4. Conclusion

Where does our discussion leave the egalitarian argument for democracy? Well, 
in my view, the foregoing does not have any significant implication for the 
conclusion of the argument—namely, that we have reason to prefer democracy 
over other forms of government. Nor does it give us any reason to think that 
there could be no good argument from considerations about social equality 
for democracy. It rather has implications for the kind of argument we might 
hope for here.

46	 Kolodny, “Being under the Power of Others,” 106.
47	 Kolodny remarks on the appeal to social equality in Pettit’s work in Kolodny, “Being under 

the Power of Others,” 107–8. See Pettit, On the People’s Terms, 83–85, for the “eyeball” test.



112	 Cox

For Kolodny, since democracy is necessary, in a strong sense, for social 
equality, insofar as we have an interest in social equality, this interest gives us a 
reason to prefer democracy over alternatives to democracy. There is no need for 
an empirical argument to the effect that democracy is, contingently, as things 
are here and now, the only available means to avoiding social inequality. It is 
enough for social inequality, given the nature of the political context, that there 
be differences in power and de facto authority in the absence of certain disposi-
tions. We can know from the armchair that inequalities in political power and 
de facto authority, in certain circumstances, suffice for and partly constitute 
social inequality.

The examples above suggest that the case for democracy on the basis of 
considerations of social inequality will depend, in large part, on the empirical 
premise that inequalities in power and de facto authority will be used to extract 
greater consideration for those with greater power. Now, in my view, this empir-
ical premise is very plausible. But to establish it, we would need to do more 
than just reflect on hypothetical examples. We would need to investigate the 
conditions that allow those with greater power to extract greater consideration. 
It may well be that there are ways of arranging society that would allow some 
to have greater power and authority without thereby being in a position to 
extract greater consideration. Then our argument would not necessarily sup-
port democracy. But it is plausible to think that given the significance of polit-
ical power and the importance of political decisions—something highlighted 
by Kolodny’s focus on finality, force, and involuntariness—the temptation to 
extract greater consideration would be too great to resist, and that unless we 
were not to relate to each other in society at all, greater consideration could 
easily be extracted from those with less power by those with more power.48
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