
C H A P T E R 2 

Five Faces of Oppression 

Someone who does not see a pane of glass does not know 
that he does not see it. Someone who, being placed differ­
ently, does see it, does not know the other does not see it. 

When our will finds expression outside ourselves in ac­
tions performed by others, we do not waste our time and our 
power of attention in examining whether they have con­
sented to this. This is true for all of us. Our attention, given 
entirely to the success of the undertaking, is not claimed by 
them as long as they are docile. . . . 

Rape is a terrible caricature of love from which consent is 
absent. After rape, oppression is the second horror of 
human existence. It is a terrible caricature of obedience. 

—Simone Weil 

I HAVE proposed an enabl ing concept ion of just ice . Justice should refer not 
only to distr ibution, but also to the institutional condit ions necessary for 
the d e v e l o p m e n t and exercise of individual capacities and co l lect ive c o m ­
municat ion and cooperat ion. U n d e r this concept ion of just ice , injustice 
refers primarily to two forms of disabling constraints, oppress ion and 
dominat ion . W h i l e t h e s e constraints inc lude distributive patterns, they 
also invo lve matters which cannot easily b e assimilated to the logic of 
distribution: dec i s ionmaking procedures , division of labor, and culture . 

Many p e o p l e in the U n i t e d States would not choose the term "oppres­
sion" to n a m e injustice in our society. For contemporary emancipatory 
social m o v e m e n t s , on the other hand—social i s ts , radical feminists , Amer­
ican Indian activists, Black activists, gay and lesbian act iv i s t s—oppress ion 
is a central category of political discourse . Enter ing the political d iscourse 
in wh ich oppress ion is a central category involves adopt ing a general 
m o d e of analyzing and evaluat ing social structures and practices which is 
i n c o m m e n s u r a t e wi th the language of liberal individualism that dominates 
political d i scourse in the Uni ted States. 

A major political project for those of us w h o identify with at least o n e of 
t h e s e m o v e m e n t s must thus b e to persuade p e o p l e that the discourse of 
oppress ion makes s e n s e of m u c h of our social exper ience . W e are ill pre­
pared for this task, however , b e c a u s e w e have no clear account of the 
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m e a n i n g of oppress ion . W h i l e w e find the term used often in the d iverse 
phi losophical and theoretical l iterature spawned by radical social m o v e ­
m e n t s in the U n i t e d States, w e find little direct discussion of the m e a n i n g 
of the c o n c e p t as used by t h e s e m o v e m e n t s . 

In this chapter I offer s o m e explication of the concept of oppress ion as 
I unders tand its use by n e w social m o v e m e n t s in the Uni ted States s ince 
the 1960s. My starting point is reflection on the condit ions of the groups 
said by t h e s e m o v e m e n t s to b e oppressed: a m o n g others w o m e n , Blacks, 
Chicanos , Puerto Ricans and other Spanish-speaking Americans , Amer i ­
can Indians, Jews , lesbians , gay m e n , Arabs, Asians, old p e o p l e , working-
class p e o p l e , and the physically and mental ly disabled. I aim to sys tema­
tize the m e a n i n g of the concept of oppress ion as used by t h e s e d iverse 
political m o v e m e n t s , and to provide normative argument to clarify the 
wrongs the term names . 

Obv ious ly the a b o v e - n a m e d groups are not oppressed to the same ex­
tent or in the same ways. In the most general s ense , all oppres sed p e o p l e 
suffer s o m e inhibit ion of their ability to d e v e l o p and exercise their capaci­
t ies and express their n e e d s , thoughts , and feel ings. In that abstract s e n s e 
all o p p r e s s e d p e o p l e face a c o m m o n condit ion. Beyond that, in any m o r e 
specific s ense , it is not poss ib le to define a s ingle set of criteria that d e ­
scribe the condi t ion of oppress ion of the above groups. C o n s e q u e n t l y , 
a t tempts by theorists and activists to discover a c o m m o n descript ion or 
the essent ia l causes of the oppress ion of all these groups have frequently 
led to fruitless d i sputes about w h o s e oppress ion is more fundamental or 
m o r e grave. T h e contexts in wh ich m e m b e r s of these groups use the term 
oppress ion to descr ibe the injustices of their situation suggest that oppres ­
sion n a m e s in fact a family of concepts and condit ions , which I d iv ide into 
five categories: exploitat ion, marginalization, power le s sness , cultural im­
perial ism, and v io l ence . 

In this chapter I expl icate each of these forms of oppress ion . Each may 
entail or cause distributive injustices, but all involve issues of just ice b e ­
yond distr ibution. In accordance with ordinary political usage , I sugges t 
that oppress ion is a condit ion of groups. Thus before explicating the m e a n ­
ing of oppress ion , w e must e x a m i n e the concept of a social group. 

OPPRESSION AS A STRUCTURAL C O N C E P T 

O n e reason that m a n y p e o p l e w o u l d not use the term oppress ion to d e ­
scribe injustice in our society is that they do not understand the term in 
the same way as do n e w social m o v e m e n t s . In its traditional usage, o p ­
press ion m e a n s the exerc ise of tyranny by a ruling group. Thus many 
Americans w o u l d agree with radicals in applying the term oppress ion to 
the situation of Black South Africans under apartheid. Oppress ion also 
traditionally carries a strong connotat ion of conques t and colonial domina-
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tion. T h e H e b r e w s w e r e oppres sed in Egypt , and many uses of the term 
oppress ion in the West invoke this paradigm. 

D o m i n a n t political d iscourse may use the term oppress ion to descr ibe 
soc ie t i es o ther than our o w n , usually C o m m u n i s t or purportedly C o m m u ­
nist soc iet ies . Wi th in this ant i -Communis t rhetoric both tyrannical and 
colonialist implications of the term appear. For the ant i -Communis t , 
C o m m u n i s m d e n o t e s precise ly the exercise of brutal tyranny over a 
w h o l e p e o p l e by a few rulers, and the will to conquer the world, bringing 
hi therto i n d e p e n d e n t p e o p l e s under that tyranny. In dominant political 
d iscourse it is not leg i t imate to use the term oppress ion to descr ibe our 
society , b e c a u s e oppress ion is the evil perpetrated by the Others . 

N e w left social m o v e m e n t s of the 1960s and 1970s, however , shifted the 
m e a n i n g of the concept of oppress ion . In its n e w usage, oppress ion des ig­
nates the disadvantage and injustice s o m e p e o p l e suffer not because a 
tyrannical p o w e r coerces them, but because of the everyday practices of 
a w e l l - i n t e n t i o n e d liberal society. In this n e w left usage, the tyranny of a 
ruling group over another, as in South Africa, must certainly b e cal led 
oppress ive . But oppress ion also refers to sys temic constraints on groups 
that are not necessari ly the result of the intent ions of a tyrant. Oppress ion 
in this s e n s e is structural, rather than the result of a few people 's choices 
or pol ic ies . Its causes are e m b e d d e d in u n q u e s t i o n e d norms, habits , and 
symbol s , in the assumpt ions underly ing institutional rules and the col lec­
tive c o n s e q u e n c e s of fol lowing those rules. It names , as Marilyn Frye puts 
it, "an enc los ing structure of forces and barriers which tends to the i m m o ­
bilization and reduct ion of a group or category of peop le" (Frye, 1983a, p. 
11). In this e x t e n d e d structural s ense oppress ion refers to the vast and 
d e e p injustices s o m e groups suffer as a c o n s e q u e n c e of often unconsc ious 
assumpt ions and reactions of we l l -mean ing p e o p l e in ordinary interac­
tions, m e d i a and cultural s t ereotypes , and structural features of bureau­
cratic hierarchies and market m e c h a n i s m s — i n short, the normal proc­
e s se s of everyday life. W e cannot e l iminate this structural oppress ion by 
get t ing rid of the rulers or making some n e w laws, because oppress ions 
arc systematical ly reproduced in major economic , political, and cultural 
inst itutions. 

T h e s y s t e m i c character of oppress ion impl ies that an oppres sed group 
n e e d not have a correlate oppress ing group. W h i l e structural oppress ion 
involves relations a m o n g groups, these relations do not always fit the par­
adigm of consc ious and intentional oppress ion of o n e group by another. 
Foucaul t (1977) sugges ts that to understand the meaning and operat ion of 
p o w e r in m o d e r n society w e must look b e y o n d the mode l of p o w e r as 
"sovereignty," a dyadic relation of ruler and subject, and instead analyze 
the exerc ise of p o w e r as the effect of often liberal and "humane practices 
of educat ion , bureaucratic administration, product ion and distribution of 
c o n s u m e r goods , m e d i c i n e , and so on. T h e conscious actions of many indi-
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viduals daily contr ibute to maintaining and reproducing oppress ion , but 
those p e o p l e are usually s imply do ing their jobs or l iving their l ives , and 
d o not unders tand t h e m s e l v e s as agents of oppress ion. 

I do not m e a n to suggest that wi th in a sys t em of oppress ion individual 
persons do not intent ional ly harm others in oppres sed groups. T h e raped 
w o m a n , the b e a t e n Black youth, the locked-out worker, the gay man har-
rassed on the street , are vict ims of intentional actions by identif iable 
agents . I also do not m e a n to d e n y that specific groups are beneficiaries of 
the oppress ion of o ther groups , and thus have an interest in their cont in­
u e d oppress ion . I n d e e d , for every oppres sed group there is a group that 
is privileged in relation to that group. 

T h e c o n c e p t of oppress ion has b e e n current a m o n g radicals s ince the 
1960s partly in reaction to Marxist at tempts to reduce the injustices of 
racism and sex i sm, for example , to the effects of class dominat ion or bour­
geo is ideo logy . Racism, sexism, age i sm, homophobia , s o m e social m o v e ­
m e n t s asserted , are dist inct forms of oppress ion with their o w n dynamics 
apart from the dynamics of class, e v e n though they may interact wi th class 
oppress ion . F r o m often hea ted discussions among socialists, feminists , 
and antiracism activists in the last t en years a consensus is e m e r g i n g that 
many different groups must be said to b e oppressed in our society , and 
that no s ing le form of oppress ion can b e ass igned causal or moral primacy 
( see Got t l i eb , 1987). The same discussion has also led to the recognit ion 
that group differences cut across individual l ives in a mult ipl icity of ways 
that can entail pr iv i lege and oppress ion for the same person in different 
respects . O n l y a plural explication of the concept of oppress ion can ade­
quate ly capture t h e s e insights . 

Accordingly , I offer b e l o w an explication of five faces of oppress ion as a 
useful se t of categories and dist inct ions wh ich I b e l i e v e is c o m p r e h e n s i v e , 
in the s e n s e that it covers all the groups said by n e w left social m o v e m e n t s 
to b e o p p r e s s e d and all the ways they are oppressed . I der ive the five faces 
of oppress ion from reflection on the condit ion of t h e s e groups. B e c a u s e 
different factors, or combinat ions of factors, const i tute the oppress ion of 
different groups , making their oppress ion irreducible , I b e l i e v e it is not 
poss ib le to g ive o n e essential definition of oppress ion . T h e five categories 
art iculated in this chapter, however , are adequate to descr ibe the oppres ­
sion of any group, as wel l as its similarities with and differences from the 
oppress ion of o ther groups. But first w e must ask what a group is. 

T H E C O N C E P T OF A SOCIAL G R O U P 

O p p r e s s i o n refers to structural p h e n o m e n a that immobi l i ze or d iminish a 
group. But what is a group? Our ordinary discourse differentiates p e o p l e 
according to social groups such as w o m e n and m e n , age groups, racial and 
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e thn ic groups , re l ig ious groups , and so on. Social groups of this sort are 
not s imply co l lect ions of p e o p l e , for they are m o r e fundamental ly inter­
t w i n e d wi th the ident i t ies of the p e o p l e descr ibed as be long ing to t h e m . 
T h e y are a specif ic kind of col lect ivity , with specific c o n s e q u e n c e s for h o w 
p e o p l e unders tand o n e another and t h e m s e l v e s . Yet ne i ther social theory 
nor ph i lo sophy has a clear and d e v e l o p e d concept of the social group (see 
Turner e t al., 1987). 

A social group is a co l lect ive of persons differentiated from at least o n e 
o ther group by cultural forms, practices, or way of life. M e m b e r s of a 
group have a specif ic affinity wi th o n e another because of their similar 
e x p e r i e n c e or w a y of life, wh ich prompts t h e m to associate wi th o n e an­
other m o r e than wi th those not identif ied with the group, or in a different 
way. Groups are an express ion of social relations; a group exists only in 
relation to at least o n e other group. Group identification arises, that is, in 
the e n c o u n t e r and interaction b e t w e e n social col lect ivit ies that experi­
e n c e s o m e differences in their way of life and forms of association, e v e n if 
they also regard t h e m s e l v e s as b e l o n g i n g to the same society. 

As long as t h e y associated sole ly a m o n g t h e m s e l v e s , for example , an 
American Indian group thought of t h e m s e l v e s only as "the p e o p l e . " T h e 
e n c o u n t e r wi th o ther American Indians created an awareness of differ­
e n c e ; the others w e r e n a m e d as a group, and the first group c a m e to s e e 
t h e m s e l v e s as a group. But social groups do not arise only from an e n c o u n ­
ter b e t w e e n different societ ies . Social processes also differentiate groups 
within a s ingle society. T h e sexual division of labor, for example , has cre­
ated social groups of w o m e n and m e n in all known societ ies . M e m b e r s of 
each g e n d e r have a certain affinity wi th others in their group b e c a u s e of 
what they do or e x p e r i e n c e , and differentiate t h e m s e l v e s from the other 
gender , e v e n w h e n m e m b e r s of each g e n d e r cons ider that they have 
m u c h in c o m m o n with m e m b e r s of the other, and cons ider that t h e y b e ­
long to the same society. 

Political ph i losophy typically has no place For a specific concept of the 
social group. W h e n phi losophers and political theorists discuss groups , 
they t e n d to c o n c e i v e t h e m e i ther on the m o d e l of aggregates or on the 
m o d e l of associations, both of w h i c h are methodologica l ly individualist 
c o n c e p t s . To arrive at a specific concept of the social group it is thus useful 
to contrast social groups with both aggregates and associations. 

An aggregate is any classification of persons according to s o m e attrib­
ute . Persons can b e aggregated according to any n u m b e r of a t tr ibutes— 
e y e color, the make of car they drive , the street they live on. S o m e p e o p l e 
interpret the groups that have emot ional and social sal ience in our society 
as aggregates , as arbitrary classifications of persons according to such at­
tr ibutes as skin color, genitals , or age. G e o r g e Sher, for example , treats 
social groups as aggregates , and uses the arbitrariness of aggregate classifi-
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cation as a reason not to g ive special attent ion to groups. "There are really 
as m a n y groups as there are combinat ions of p e o p l e and if w e are go ing to 
ascribe c la ims to equal treatment to racial, sexual, and other groups with 
h igh visibil i ty, it will b e m e r e favoritism not to ascribe similar claims to 
these o ther groups as wel l" (Sher, 1987a, p. 256). 

But "highly vis ible" social groups such as Blacks or w o m e n are different 
from aggregates , or m e r e "combinations of p e o p l e " (see French , 1975; 
Fr iedman and May, 1985; May, 1987, chap. 1). A social group is def ined 
not primarily by a set of shared attributes, but by a sense of identity . What 
def ines Black Americans as a social group is not primarily their skin color; 
s o m e persons w h o s e skin color is fairly light, for example , identify t h e m ­
se lves as Black. Though s o m e t i m e s object ive attributes are a necessary 
condit ion for classifying onese l f or others as be long ing to a certain social 
group, it is identification wi th a certain social status, the c o m m o n history 
that social status produces , and self-identification that define the group as 
a group. 

Social groups are not ent i t ies that exist apart from individuals , but nei­
ther are t h e y m e r e l y arbitrary classifications of individuals according to 
attributes wh ich are external to or accidental to their ident i t ies . Admit t ing 
the reality of social groups does not commit o n e to reifying col lect ivi t ies , 
as s o m e might argue. G r o u p mean ings partially const i tute people ' s identi­
ties in terms of the cultural forms, social situation, and history that group 
m e m b e r s k n o w as theirs, because these meanings have b e e n e i ther forced 
upon t h e m or forged by t h e m or both (cf. Fiss , 1976). Groups are real not 
as subs tances , but as forms of social relations (cf. May, 1987, pp . 2 2 - 2 3 ) . 

Moral theorists and political phi losophers t end to e l ide social groups 
m o r e often wi th associations than with aggregates ( e .g . , F r e n c h , 1975; 
May, 1987, chap. 1). By an association I m e a n a formally organized institu­
tion, such as a c lub, corporation, political party, church, co l l ege , or union. 
Unl ike the aggregate m o d e l of groups, the association m o d e l recognizes 
that groups are def ined by specific practices and forms of association. N e v ­
er the l e s s it shares a prob lem with the aggregate mode l . T h e aggregate 
m o d e l conceives the individual as prior to the co l lect ive , because it re­
duces the social group to a m e r e set of attributes attached to individuals . 
T h e association m o d e l also implicit ly conce ives the individual as ontologi-
cally prior to the co l lec t ive , as making up, or const i tut ing, groups. 

A contract mode l of social relations is appropriate for conce iv ing associ­
ations, but not groups. Individuals const i tute associations, they c o m e to­
ge ther as already formed persons and set them up, establ ishing rules , 
pos i t ions , and offices. T h e relationship of persons to associations is usually 
voluntary, and e v e n w h e n it is not, the person has never the l e s s usually 
e n t e r e d the association. T h e person is prior to the association also in that 
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the person's ident i ty and sense of self are usually regarded as prior to and 
relatively i n d e p e n d e n t of association m e m b e r s h i p . 

C r o u p s , on the o ther hand, const i tute individuals . A person s particular 
s e n s e of history, affinity, and separateness , e v e n the person's m o d e of 
reasoning, evaluat ing, and express ing feel ing, are const i tuted partly by 
her or his group affinities. This does not mean that persons have no indi­
vidual s ty les , or are unable to transcend or reject a group identity. Nor 
d o e s it p r e c l u d e persons from having many aspects that are i n d e p e n d e n t 
of these group ident i t ies . 

T h e social onto logy under ly ing many contemporary theor ies of just ice , 
I p o i n t e d out in the last chapter, is methodologica l ly individualist or atom-
ist. It p r e s u m e s that the individual is ontological lv prior to the social. This 
individualist social onto logy usually goes together wi th a normative con­
cept ion of the self as i n d e p e n d e n t . The authent ic self is au tonomous , uni­
fied, free, and se l f -made, s tanding apart from history and affiliations, 
choos ing its life plan ent ire ly for itself. 

O n e of the main contribut ions of poststructuralist phi losophy has b e e n 
to e x p o s e as i l lusory this metaphys i c of a unified self-making subjectivity, 
which posits the subject as an autonomous origin or an under ly ing sub­
stance to w h i c h attributes of gender , nationality, family role, intel lectual 
disposi t ion, and so on might attach. Conce iv ing the subject in this fashion 
impl ies c o n c e i v i n g consc iousness as outs ide of and prior to language and 
the context of social interaction, which the subject enters . Several cur­
rents of recent phi losophy cha l l enge this d e e p l y he ld Cartesian as sump­
tion. Lacanian psychoanalys is , for example , and the social and phi losophi­
cal theory inf luenced by it, c o n c e i v e the self as an a c h i e v e m e n t of l inguis­
tic pos i t ioning that is always contextual ized in concrete relations wi th 
o ther persons , with their mixed identit ies (Coward and Ell is , 1977). T h e 
self is a product of social processes , not their origin. 

F r o m a rather different perspec t ive , Habermas indicates that a theory 
of c o m m u n i c a t i v e action also must cha l lenge the "philosophy of consc ious­
ness" wh ich locates intentional egos as the ontological origins of social 
relations. A theory of c o m m u n i c a t i v e action conce ives individual identity 
not as an origin but as a product of l inguistic and practical interaction 
(Habermas , 1987, pp. 3 - 4 0 ) . As S t e p h e n Eps te in descr ibes it, ident i ty 
is "a social ized s ense of individuality, an internal organization of self-
percept ion concern ing one's relat ionship to social categories , that also 
incorporates v i e w s of the self p e r c e i v e d to be he ld by others . Ident i ty is 
const i tuted relationally, through invo lvement w i t h — a n d incorporation 
of—significant o thers and integration into c o m m u n i t i e s " (Epste in , 1987, 
p. 29). Group categorization and norms are major const i tuents of individ­
ual ident i ty (see Turner e t al. , 1987). 
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A p e r s o n jo ins an association, and e v e n if m e m b e r s h i p in it fundamen­
tally affects one's life, o n e does not take that m e m b e r s h i p to def ine one's 
very ident i ty , in the way, for example , be ing Navaho might. Group affin­
ity, on the o ther hand, has the character of what Martin H e i d e g g e r (1962) 
calls "thrownness": one finds oneself as a m e m b e r of a group, w h i c h o n e 
e x p e r i e n c e s as always already having b e e n . For our ident i t ies are def ined 
in relation to h o w others identify us , and they do so in terms of groups 
wh ich are always already associated with specific attributes, s t ereo types , 
and norms . 

From the thrownness of group affinity it does not follow that o n e cannot 
leave groups and en ter n e w ones . Many w o m e n b e c o m e lesbian after first 
identi fying as heterosexual . A n y o n e w h o l ives long e n o u g h b e c o m e s old. 
T h e s e cases exempl i fy thrownness precise ly because such changes in 
group affinity are e x p e r i e n c e d as transformations in one's ident i ty . N o r 
does it fol low fom the thrownness of group affinity that o n e cannot def ine 
the m e a n i n g of group ident i ty for oneself; those w h o identify wi th a group 
can redef ine the m e a n i n g and norms of group identity. I n d e e d , in Chapter 
6 I wil l s h o w h o w oppres sed groups have sought to confront their op­
press ion by engag ing in just such redefinition, The present point is only 
that o n e first finds a group ident i ty as g iven , and then takes it up in a 
certain way. W h i l e groups may c o m e into be ing , they are n e v e r founded. 

Groups , I have said, exist only in relation to other groups. A group may 
b e ident i f ied by outs iders wi thout those so identif ied having any specific 
consc iousnes s of t h e m s e l v e s as a group. S o m e t i m e s a group c o m e s to exist 
only b e c a u s e o n e group exc ludes and labels a category of persons , and 
those l a b e l e d c o m e to understand t h e m s e l v e s as group m e m b e r s only 
s lowly, on the basis of their shared oppress ion. In Vichy France , for exam­
ple , Jews w h o had b e e n so assimilated that they had no specifically Jewish 
ident i ty w e r e marked as Jews by others and g i v e n a specific social status 
by t h e m . T h e s e p e o p l e "discovered" t h e m s e l v e s as Jews, and then formed 
a group ident i ty and affinity with o n e another (see Sartre, 1948). A per­
son's group ident i t ies may b e for the most part only a background or ho­
rizon to his or her life, b e c o m i n g salient only in specific interact ive 
contexts . 

A s s u m i n g an aggregate m o d e l of groups, s o m e p e o p l e think that social 
groups are invidious fictions, essent ial iz ing arbitrary attributes. From this 
point of v i e w prob lems of prejudice , s tereotyping, discrimination, and 
exc lus ion exist b e c a u s e s o m e p e o p l e mistakenly be l i eve that group ident i ­
fication makes a difference to the capacities, t e m p e r a m e n t , or virtues of 
group m e m b e r s . This individualist concept ion of persons and their rela­
t ion to o n e another tends to identify oppress ion with group identification. 
O p p r e s s i o n , on this v iew, is s o m e t h i n g that h a p p e n s to p e o p l e w h e n they 
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are classified in groups. Because others identify t h e m as a group, t h e y are 
e x c l u d e d and d e s p i s e d . El iminat ing oppress ion thus requires e l iminat ing 
groups. P e o p l e should b e treated as individuals , not as m e m b e r s of 
groups , and a l lowed to form their l ives freely wi thout s t ereo types or 
group norms. 

This book takes i ssue wi th that posi t ion. W h i l e I agree that individuals 
should b e free to pursue life plans in their o w n way, it is foolish to d e n y 
the reality of groups . D e s p i t e the modern m y t h of a dec l ine of parochial 
a t tachments and ascribed ident i t ies , in modern society group differentia­
tion remains e n d e m i c . As both markets and social administration increase 
the w e b of social i n t e r d e p e n d e n c y on a world scale, and as more p e o p l e 
e n c o u n t e r o n e another as strangers in cit ies and states, p e o p l e retain and 
r e n e w ethnic , locale , age , sex, and occupational group identif ications, and 
form n e w o n e s in the processes of e n c o u n t e r (cf. Ross, 1980, p. 19; 
Rothschi ld , 1981 , p. 130). E v e n w h e n they b e l o n g to oppres sed groups , 
people ' s group identif ications are often important to t h e m , and they often 
feel a special affinity for others in their group. I b e l i e v e that group differ­
ent iat ion is both an inevi table and a desirable aspect of m o d e r n social 
processes . Social jus t ice , I shall argue in later chapters , requires not the 
me l t ing away of differences, but institutions that promote reproduct ion of 
and respect for group differences wi thout oppress ion . 

T h o u g h s o m e groups have c o m e to b e formed out of oppress ion , and 
relations of pr iv i lege and oppress ion structure the interactions b e t w e e n 
many groups , group differentiation is not in itself oppress ive . Not all 
groups are oppres sed . In the U n i t e d States Roman Catholics are a specific 
social group , with dist inct practices and affinities wi th one another, but 
they are no longer an o p p r e s s e d group. W h e t h e r a group is o p p r e s s e d 
d e p e n d s on w h e t h e r it is subject to o n e or m o r e of the five condit ions I 
shall discuss below. 

T h e v i e w that groups are fictions does carry an important ant idetermin-
ist or antiessential ist intuit ion. Oppress ion has often b e e n perpetrated by 
a conceptual izat ion of group difference in terms of unalterable essential 
natures that d e t e r m i n e what group m e m b e r s d e s e r v e or are capable of, 
and that exc lude groups so ent ire ly from o n e another that they have no 
similarities or over lapping attributes. To assert that it is poss ible to have 
social group difference wi thout oppress ion, it is necessary to conceptual ­
ize groups in a m u c h m o r e relational and fluid fashion. 

Al though social processes of affinity and differentiation produce groups , 
they do not g ive groups a substant ive e s s e n c e . There is no c o m m o n nature 
that m e m b e r s of a group share. As aspects of a process , moreover , groups 
are fluid; they c o m e into b e i n g and may fade away. Homosexual practices 
have ex i s ted in m a n y soc iet ies and historical per iods , for example . Gay 
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m e n or lesbians have b e e n identif ied as specific groups and so identif ied 
t h e m s e l v e s , however , only in the twent ie th century (see Ferguson , 1989, 
chap. 9; Altrnan, 1981). 

Arising from social relations and processes , finally, group differences 
usually cut across o n e another. Especial ly in a large, complex , and highly 
differentiated society , social groups are not t h e m s e l v e s h o m o g e n e o u s , but 
mirror in their own differentiations many of the other groups in the w i d e r 
soc iety . In American society today, for example , Blacks are not a s imple , 
unified group wi th a c o m m o n life. Like other racial and e thn ic groups , 
they are differentiated by age, gender , class, sexuality, region, and na­
tionality, any of w h i c h in a g iven context may b e c o m e a salient group 
ident i ty . 

This v i e w of group differentiation as mult ip le , cross-cutting, fluid, and 
shifting impl ies another crit ique of the mode l of the autonomous , unified 
self. In complex , h ighly differentiated societ ies like our o w n , all persons 
have mult ip le group identif ications. The culture , perspec t ive , and rela­
tions of pr iv i l ege and oppress ion of these various groups, moreover , may 
not c o h e r e . Thus individual persons , as const i tuted partly by their group 
affinities and relations, cannot b e unified, t h e m s e l v e s are h e t e r o g e n e o u s 
and not necessari ly coherent . 

T H E F A C E S OF OPPRESSION 

Exploitation 

The central function of Marx's theory of exploitation is to explain h o w class 
structure can exist in the absence of legally and normatively sanct ioned 
class dist inct ions. In precapitalist soc iet ies dominat ion is overt and accom­
pl i shed through direct ly political means . In both slave society and feudal 
soc ie ty the right to appropriate the product of the labor of others partly 
def ines class pr iv i lege , and these societ ies leg i t imate class dist inct ions 
wi th ideo log ies of natural superiority and inferiority. 

Capitalist soc iety , on the o ther hand, r e m o v e s traditional juridically 
enforced class dist inct ions and promotes a be l i e f in the legal f reedom of 
persons . Workers freely contract w i th e m p l o y e r s and rece ive a wage; no 
formal m e c h a n i s m s of law or cus tom force t h e m to work for that e m p l o y e r 
or any employer . Thus the mystery of capitalism arises: w h e n e v e r y o n e is 
formally free , h o w can there b e class dominat ion? W h y do class dist inc­
tions persist b e t w e e n the wea l thy , w h o o w n the means of product ion, and 
the mass of p e o p l e , w h o work for t h e m ? T h e theory of exploitation an­
swers this ques t ion . 

Profit, the basis of capitalist p o w e r and weal th , is a mystery if w e as­
s u m e that in the market goods exchange at their values . T h e labor theory 
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of value d ispe ls this mystery . Every commodity ' s value is a function of the 
labor t ime necessary for its product ion. Labor power is the o n e c o m m o d ­
ity wh ich in the process of b e i n g c o n s u m e d produces n e w value. Profit 
c o m e s from the difference b e t w e e n the value of the labor performed and 
the value of the capacity to labor which the capitalist purchases . Profit is 
poss ib le only because the o w n e r of capital appropriates any real ized sur­
plus value. 

In recent years Marxist scholars have engaged in cons iderable con­
troversy about the viability of the labor theory of value this account of ex­
ploitation rel ies on (see Wolff, 1984, chap. 4). John R o c m e r (1982), for 
example , d e v e l o p s a theory of exploitation wh ich claims to preserve the 
theoretical and practical purposes of Marx's theory, but wi thout assuming 
a dist inction b e t w e e n values and prices and without b e i n g restricted to a 
concept of abstract, h o m o g e n e o u s labor. My purpose here is not to e n ­
gage in technical e c o n o m i c d isputes , but to indicate the place of a concept 
of exploitat ion in a concept ion of oppress ion . 

Marx's theory of exploitat ion lacks an explicitly normative meaning , 
e v e n though the j u d g m e n t that workers are explo i ted clearly has norma­
tive as wel l as descr ipt ive p o w e r in that theory (Buchanan, 1982, chap. 3). 
C. B. Macpherson (1973, chap. 3) reconstructs this theory of exploitat ion 
in a m o r e explicit ly normat ive form. T h e injustice of capitalist soc iety con­
sists in the fact that s o m e p e o p l e exerc ise their capacities under the con­
trol, according to the purposes , and for the benefit of o ther p e o p l e . 
Through private o w n e r s h i p of the m e a n s of production, and through mar­
kets that al locate labor and the ability to buy goods , capitalism systemati ­
cally transfers the p o w e r s of s o m e persons to others , thereby a u g m e n t i n g 
the p o w e r of the latter. In this process of the transfer of powers , according 
to Macpherson , the capitalist class acquires and maintains an ability to 
extract benef i ts from workers . Not only are powers transferred from work­
ers to capitalists, but also the powers of workers d iminish by m o r e than 
the amount of transfer, because workers suffer material deprivat ion and a 
loss of control , and h e n c e arc depr ived of important e l e m e n t s of self-
respect . Just ice , then , requires e l iminat ing the institutional forms that 
enab le and enforce this process of transference and replacing t h e m with 
institutional forms that enab le all to d e v e l o p and use their capacit ies in a 
way that d o e s not inhibit , but rather can enhance , similar d e v e l o p m e n t 
and use in others . 

T h e central insight expres sed in the concept of exploitat ion, then , is 
that this oppress ion occurs through a steady process of the transfer of the 
results of the labor of o n e social group to benefit another. T h e injust ice of 
class divis ion does not consist only in the distributive fact that s o m e p e o ­
ple have great wea l th wh i l e most p e o p l e have little (cf. Buchanan, 1982, 
pp. 4 4 - 4 9 ; H o l m s t r o m , 1977). Exploitation enacts a structural relation 
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b e t w e e n social groups . Social rules about what work is, w h o does what for 
w h o m , h o w work is c o m p e n s a t e d , and the social process by wh ich the 
results of work are appropriated operate to enact relations of p o w e r and 
inequali ty . T h e s e relations are produced and reproduced through a sys­
temat ic process in wh ich the energ ie s of the have-nots are cont inuous ly 
e x p e n d e d to maintain and a u g m e n t the power , status, and wea l th of the 
haves . 

Many writers have cogent ly argued that the Marxist concept of exploita­
tion is too narrow to encompass all forms of dominat ion and oppress ion 
(Giddens , 1981 , p. 242; Brittan and Maynard, 1984, p. 93; Murphy , 1985; 
B o w l e s and Gint is , 1986, pp. 20 -24 ) . In particular, the Marxist concept of 
class l eaves important p h e n o m e n a of sexual and racial oppress ion unex­
pla ined. D o e s this mean that sexual and racial oppress ion are nonexploi ta-
t ive, and that w e should reserve whol ly distinct categories for t h e s e o p ­
press ions? Or can the concept of exploitation b e broadened to inc lude 
o ther ways in w h i c h the labor and e n e r g y expendi ture of o n e group b e n e ­
fits another , and reproduces a relation of dominat ion b e t w e e n t h e m ? 

Femin i s t s have had little difficulty showing that w o m e n ' s oppress ion 
consists partly in a systemat ic and unreciprocated transfer of p o w e r s from 
w o m e n to m e n . W o m e n ' s oppress ion consists not m e r e l y in an inequal i ty 
of status, power , and weal th result ing fom men's exc luding t h e m from 
pr iv i l eged activit ies . T h e freedom, power , status, and self-realization of 
m e n is poss ib le prec ise ly because w o m e n work for t h e m . G e n d e r exploi­
tation has two aspects , transfer of the fruits of material labor to m e n and 
transfer of nurturing and sexual energ ie s to m e n . 

Chris t ine D e l p h y (1984), for example , descr ibes marriage as a class re­
lation in w h i c h w o m e n ' s labor benefits m e n wi thout comparable r e m u n e r ­
ation. S h e makes it clear that the exploitation consists not in the sort of 
work that w o m e n do in the h o m e , for this might inc lude various kinds of 
tasks, but in the fact that they perform tasks for s o m e o n e on w h o m they 
are d e p e n d e n t . Thus , for example , in most sys tems of agricultural produc­
tion in the world , m e n take to market the goods w o m e n have produced , 
and m o r e often than not m e n rece ive the status and often the ent ire in­
c o m e from this labor. 

With the concept of sex-affective product ion, Ann Ferguson (1979; 
1984; 1989, chap. 4) identif ies another form of the transference of 
w o m e n ' s e n e r g i e s to m e n . W o m e n provide m e n and chi ldren wi th e m o ­
tional care and provide m e n with sexual satisfaction, and as a group re­
c e i v e relat ively little of e i ther from m e n (cf. Brittan and Maynard, pp. 
142-48) . T h e g e n d e r socialization of w o m e n makes us t end to be more 
a t tent ive to interact ive dynamics than m e n , and makes w o m e n good at 
provid ing e m p a t h y and support for people ' s feel ings and at smooth ing 
over interact ive tens ions . Both m e n and w o m e n look to w o m e n as nurtur-
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ers of their personal l ives , and w o m e n frequently complain that w h e n they 
look to m e n for emot ional support they do not rece ive it (Easton, 1978). 
T h e norms of heterosexual i ty , moreover , are or iented around male p leas­
ure, and c o n s e q u e n t l y many w o m e n rece ive little satisfaction from their 
sexual interaction wi th m e n (Gott l ieb, 1984). 

Most feminist theor ies of g e n d e r exploitation have concentrated on the 
institutional structure of the patriarchal family. Recent ly , however , femi­
nists have b e g u n to explore relations of gender exploitation enacted in the 
contemporary workplace and through the state. Carol Brown argues that 
as m e n have r e m o v e d t h e m s e l v e s from responsibil i ty for chi ldren, many 
w o m e n have b e c o m e d e p e n d e n t on the state for subs i s tence as they con­
t inue to bear nearly total responsibi l i ty for chi ldrearing (Brown, 1981; cf. 
Boris and Bardaglio, 1983; A. Ferguson , 1984). This creates a n e w sys tem 
of the exploitat ion of w o m e n ' s d o m e s t i c labor mediated by state institu­
tions, w h i c h she calls publ ic patriarchy. 

In twent i e th -cen tury capitalist e c o n o m i e s the workplaces that w o m e n 
have b e e n enter ing in increasing n u m b e r s serve as another important site 
of g e n d e r exploitat ion. David Alexander (1987) argues that typically femi­
n ine jobs invo lve gender -based tasks requiring sexual labor, nurturing, 
caring for others ' bod ie s , or smooth ing over workplace tens ions . In these 
ways w o m e n ' s e n e r g i e s are e x p e n d e d in jobs that e n h a n c e the status of, 
p lease , or comfort others , usually m e n ; and these gender -based labors of 
wai tresses , clerical workers , nurses , and other caretakers often go unno­
ticed and u n d e r c o m p e n s a t e d . 

To summarize , w o m e n are explo i ted in the Marxist s e n s e to the d e g r e e 
that they are w a g e workers . S o m e have argued that w o m e n ' s d o m e s t i c 
labor also represents a form of capitalist class exploitation insofar as it is 
labor c o v e r e d by the w a g e s a family rece ives . As a group, however , 
w o m e n undergo specif ic forms of g e n d e r exploitation in wh ich their ener ­
g ies and p o w e r are e x p e n d e d , often unnot iced and unacknowledged , usu­
ally to benef i t m e n by releasing t h e m for more important and creat ive 
work, enhanc ing their status or the env ironment around t h e m , or provid­
ing t h e m wi th sexual or emot ional service . 

Race is a structure of oppress ion at least as basic as class or gender . Are 
there , t h e n , racially specific forms of exploitation? T h e r e is no doubt that 
racialized groups in the U n i t e d States, especial ly Blacks and Latinos, 
are o p p r e s s e d through capitalist superexploitat ion result ing from a seg­
m e n t e d labor market that tends to reserve skil led, high-paying, un ionized 
jobs for whi te s . T h e r e is w i d e d i sagreement about w h e t h e r such superex­
ploitation benef i ts w h i t e s as a group or only benefits the capitalist class 
(see Reich, 1981), and I do not in tend to enter into that d ispute here . 

H o w e v e r o n e answers the quest ion about capitalist superexploi tat ion of 
racialized groups , is it poss ible to conceptual ize a form of exploitation that 
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is racially specif ic on analogy with the gender-speci f ic forms just dis­
cussed? I sugges t that the category of menial labor might supply a means 
for such conceptual izat ion. In its derivation "menial" des ignates the labor 
of servants . W h e r e v e r there is racism, there is the assumption, more or 
less enforced, that m e m b e r s of the oppressed racial groups are or ought to 
b e servants of those , or s o m e of those , in the privi leged group. In most 
w h i t e racist societ ies this means that many whi te p e o p l e have dark- or 
ye l low-sk inned d o m e s t i c servants , and in the Uni ted States today there 
remains significant racial structuring of private househo ld service . But in 
the U n i t e d States today much service labor has gone public: anyone w h o 
goes to a good hotel or a good restaurant can have servants. Servants often 
attend the dai ly—and night ly—act iv i t ies of bus iness execut ives , govern­
m e n t officials, and other high-status professionals. In our soc ie ty there 
remains strong cultural pressure to fill servant j o b s — b e l l h o p , porter, 
c h a m b e r m a i d , busboy , and so o n — w i t h Black and Latino workers. T h e s e 
jobs entail a transfer of energ ie s w h e r e b y the servers e n h a n c e the status 
of the s erved . 

Menia l labor usually refers not only to service , however , but also to any 
servi le , unski l led, low-paying work lacking in autonomy, in which a per­
son is subject to taking orders from many peop le . Menial work tends to be 
auxiliary work, instrumental to the work of others , w h e r e those others 
rece ive primary recognit ion for do ing the job . Laborers on a construct ion 
site, for example , are at the beck and call of we lders , e lectric ians, carpen­
ters, and o ther skil led workers , w h o rece ive recognit ion for the job d o n e . 
In the U n i t e d States explicit racial discrimination o n c e reserved menial 
work for Blacks, Chicanos , American Indians, and C h i n e s e , and menial 
work still t ends to b e l inked to Black and Latino workers (Symanski, 
1985). I offer this category of menial labor as a form of racially specific 
exploi tat ion, as a provisional category in n e e d of exploration. 

T h e injust ice of exploitation is most frequent ly understood on a distrib­
ut ive m o d e l . For example , though he does not offer an explicit definition 
of the concept , by "exploitation" Bruce Ackerman s e e m s to mean a seri­
ous ly unequal distribution of weal th , income , and other resources that is 
group based and structurally pers is tent (Ackerman, 1980, chap. 8). John 
Roemer's definit ion of exploitat ion is narrower and more rigorous: "An 
agent is explo i ted w h e n the amount of labor e m b o d i e d in any b u n d l e of 
goods h e could rece ive , in a feasible distribution of society's net product , 
is less than the labor h e e x p e n d e d " (Roemer, 1982, p. 122). This definition 
too turns the conceptual focus from institutional relations and processes to 
distr ibut ive o u t c o m e s . 

Jeffrey Reiman argues that such a distributive understanding of exploi­
tation reduces the injustice of class processes to a function of the inequal-
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ity of the product ive assets classes own. This misses , according to Re iman, 
the relat ionship of force b e t w e e n capitalists and workers , the fact that the 
unequal exchange in ques t ion occurs within coerc ive structures that g ive 
workers few opt ions (Reiman, 1987; cf. Buchanan, 1982, pp. 4 4 - 4 9 ; 
H o l m s t r o m , 1977). T h e injustice of exploitation consists in social pro­
ce s se s that bring about a transfer of e n e r g i e s from o n e group to another 
to produce unequal distributions, and in the way in wh ich social institu­
tions e n a b l e a few to accumulate wh i l e they constrain many more . T h e 
injustices of exploitat ion cannot b e e l iminated by redistribution of goods , 
for as long as inst i tut ional ized practices and structural relations remain 
unal tered, the process of transfer will re-create an unequal distribution of 
benefits . Br inging about just ice w h e r e there is exploitation requires re­
organization of institutions and practices of dec is ionmaking, alteration of 
the divis ion of labor, and similar measures of institutional, structural, and 
cultural change . 

Marginalization 

Increasingly in the U n i t e d States racial oppress ion occurs in the form of 
marginalization rather than exploitation. Marginals are p e o p l e the sys t em 
of labor cannot or will not use . Not only in Third World capitalist coun­
tries, but also in most Wes tern capitalist soc iet ies , there is a growing 
underclass of p e o p l e p e r m a n e n t l y confined to l ives of social marginal-
ity, most of w h o m are racially marked—Blacks or Indians in Latin A m e r ­
ica, and Blacks, East Indians, Eastern Europeans , or North Africans in 
E u r o p e . 

Marginalization is by no means the fate only of racially marked groups , 
however . In the U n i t e d States a shameful ly large proportion of the p o p u ­
lation is marginal: o ld p e o p l e , and increasingly p e o p l e w h o are not very 
old but ge t laid off from their jobs and cannot find n e w work; y o u n g p e o ­
p le , espec ia l ly Black or Latino, w h o cannot find first or s econd jobs; many 
s ingle mothers and their chi ldren; other p e o p l e involuntarily u n e m ­
ployed; m a n y mental ly and physically disabled peop le ; American Indians, 
especia l ly those on reservations. 

Marginalization is perhaps the most dangerous form of oppress ion . A 
w h o l e category of p e o p l e is expe l l ed from useful participation in social life 
and thus potent ial ly subjected to s evere material deprivation and e v e n 
exterminat ion . T h e material deprivation marginalization often causes is 
certainly unjust, especia l ly in a soc iety w h e r e others have plenty . C o n ­
temporary advanced capitalist soc iet ies have in principle a c k n o w l e d g e d 
the injustice o f material deprivation caused by marginalization, and have 
taken s o m e s teps to address it by providing welfare payments and ser-
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v ices . T h e cont inuance of this welfare state is by no means assured, and 
in most welfare state soc ie t ies , especial ly the Uni ted States, welfare re­
distr ibutions do not e l iminate large-scale suffering and deprivat ion. 

Material deprivat ion, wh ich can b e addressed by redistributive social 
pol ic ies , is not, however , the extent of the harm caused by marginaliza-
tion. T w o categories of injustice b e y o n d distribution are associated wi th 
marginality in advanced capitalist societ ies . First, the provision of welfare 
itself produces n e w injustice by depr iv ing those d e p e n d e n t on it of rights 
and f r e e d o m s that others have. Second , e v e n w h e n material deprivat ion 
is s o m e w h a t mit igated by the welfare state, marginalization is unjust be ­
cause it blocks the opportunity to exercise capacities in socially def ined 
and recogn ized ways . I shall expl icate each of these in turn. 

Liberal ism has traditionally asserted the right of all rational autono­
m o u s agents to equal c i t izenship. Early bourgeois l iberalism explicit ly ex­
c l u d e d from c i t izenship all those w h o s e reason was ques t ionable or not 
fully d e v e l o p e d , and all those not i n d e p e n d e n t (Pateman, 1988, chap. 3; 
cf. Bowles and Gintis , 1986, chap. 2). Thus poor p e o p l e , w o m e n , the mad 
and the f e e b l e m i n d e d , and chi ldren w e r e explicit ly exc luded from ci t izen­
ship, and many of these w e r e h o u s e d in institutions m o d e l e d on the m o d ­
ern prison: poorhouses , insane asy lums, schools . 

Today the exclusion of d e p e n d e n t persons from equal c i t izenship rights 
is only barely h idden b e n e a t h the surface. Because they d e p e n d on bu­
reaucratic inst i tutions for support or services , the old, the poor, and the 
menta l ly or physical ly disabled are subject to patronizing, puni t ive , d e ­
mean ing , and arbitrary treatment by the pol ic ies and p e o p l e associated 
wi th we i /are bureaucracies . B e i n g a d e p e n d e n t in o u r soc ie ty impl ies 
b e i n g leg i t imate ly subject to the often arbitrary and invasive authority of 
social service providers and o ther publ ic and private administrators, w h o 
enforce rules wi th w h i c h the marginal must comply , and o therwise exer­
c i se p o w e r over the condit ions of their l ives . In m e e t i n g n e e d s of the 
marginal ized, often wi th the aid of social scientific disc ipl ines , welfare 
agenc ie s also construct the n e e d s t h e m s e l v e s . Medical and social service 
professionals know what is good for those they serve , and the marginals 
and d e p e n d e n t s t h e m s e l v e s do not have the right to claim to know what 
is good for t h e m (Fraser, 1987a; K. Ferguson , 1984, chap. 4). D e p e n d ­
e n c y in our soc ie ty thus impl ies , as it has in all liberal soc iet ies , a sufficient 
warrant to suspend basic rights to privacy, respect , and individual choice . 

Al though d e p e n d e n c y produces condit ions of injustice in our society, 
d e p e n d e n c y in itself n e e d not b e oppress ive . O n e cannot imagine a soci­
e ty in w h i c h s o m e p e o p l e w o u l d not n e e d to b e d e p e n d e n t on others at 
least s o m e of the t ime: chi ldren, sick p e o p l e , w o m e n recover ing from 
chi ldbirth, o ld p e o p l e w h o have b e c o m e frail, d e p r e s s e d or o therwise 
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emot iona l ly n e e d y persons , have the moral right to d e p e n d on others for 
subs i s tence and support . 

An important contribution of feminist moral theory has b e e n to q u e s ­
tion the d e e p l y he ld assumption that moral agency and full c i t izenship 
require that a person b e autonomous and i n d e p e n d e n t . Feminis t s have 
exposed this assumption as inappropriately individualistic and der ived 
from a specifically male e x p e r i e n c e of social relations, which values c o m ­
pet i t ion and solitary a c h i e v e m e n t (see Gilligan, 1982; Fr iedman, 1985). 
F e m a l e e x p e r i e n c e of social relations, arising both from w o m e n ' s typical 
d o m e s t i c care responsibi l i t ies and from the kinds of paid work that many 
w o m e n do , t ends to recognize d e p e n d e n c e as a basic human condit ion (cf. 
Hartsock, 1983, chap. 10). W h e r e a s on the autonomy m o d e l a just soc iety 
wou ld as m u c h as poss ib le g ive p e o p l e the opportunity to b e i n d e p e n d e n t , 
the feminist m o d e l envis ions just ice as according respect and participation 
in dec i s ionmaking to those w h o are d e p e n d e n t as wel l as to those w h o are 
i n d e p e n d e n t ( H e l d , 1987b). D e p e n d e n c y should not be a reason to b e 
d e p r i v e d of cho i ce and respect , and m u c h of the oppress ion many margi­
nals e x p e r i e n c e wou ld b e l e s s e n e d if a less individualistic mode l of rights 
prevai led. 

Marginalization d o e s not cease to be oppress ive w h e n o n e has she l ter 
and food. Many old p e o p l e , for example , have sufficient means to l ive 
comfortably but remain oppres sed in their marginal status. E v e n if margi­
nals w e r e prov ided a comfortable material life within institutions that re­
spec ted their f reedom and dignity, injustices of marginality wou ld remain 
in the form of u se l e s snes s , b o r e d o m , and lack of self-respect. Most of our 
society's product ive and recognized activities take place in contexts of or­
ganized social cooperat ion , and social structures and processes that c lose 
persons out of participation in such social cooperation are unjust. Thus 
whi l e marginalization definitely entails serious issues of distr ibutive jus­
t ice , it also invo lves the deprivation of cultural, practical, and institution­
alized condi t ions for exercis ing capacities in a context of recognit ion and 
interaction. 

T h e fact of marginalization raises basic structural issues of just ice , in 
particular concern ing the appropriateness of a connect ion b e t w e e n partic­
ipation in product ive activities of social cooperat ion, on the o n e hand, and 
access to the m e a n s of consumpt ion , on the other. As marginalization is 
increasing, with no sign of abatement , s o m e social policy analysts have 
in troduced the idea of a "social w a g e " as a guaranteed socially provided 
i n c o m e not t ied to the wage sys tem. Restructuring of product ive activity 
to address a right of participation, however , impl ies organizing s o m e so­
cially product ive activity outs ide of the wage sys tem (see Offe, 1985, pp . 
9 5 - 1 0 0 ) , through publ ic works or se l f -employed col lect ives . 
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Powerlessness 

As I have indicated, the Marxist idea of class is important because it he lps 
reveal the structure of exploitation: that s o m e p e o p l e have their p o w e r 
and wea l th because they profit from the labor of others . For this reason I 
reject the claim s o m e make that a traditional class exploitation mode l fails 
to capture the structure of contemporary society. It remains the case that 
the labor of most p e o p l e in the society augments the p o w e r of relat ively 
few. D e s p i t e their differences from nonprofessional workers , most profes­
sional workers are still not m e m b e r s of the capitalist class. Professional 
labor e i ther involves exploitat ive transfers to capitalists or suppl ies impor­
tant condi t ions for such transfers. Professional workers are in an ambigu­
ous class pos i t ion, it is true, because , as I argue in Chapter 7, they also 
benefit from the exploitation of nonprofessional workers. 

W h i l e it is false to claim that a division b e t w e e n capitalist and working 
classes no longer descr ibes our society, it is also false to say that class 
relations have remained unal tered s ince the n ine teenth century. An ade­
quate c o n c e p t i o n of oppress ion cannot ignore the exper i ence of social di­
vision ref lected in the colloquial dist inction b e t w e e n the "middle class" 
and the "working class," a division structured by the social divis ion of 
labor b e t w e e n professionals and nonprofessionals . Professionals are privi­
l eged in relation to nonprofessionals , by virtue of their posi t ion in the 
divis ion of labor and the status it carries. Nonprofess ionals suffer a form of 
oppress ion in addit ion to exploitation, which 1 call power le s sness . 

In the U n i t e d States, as in other advanced capitalist countr ies , most 
workplaces are not organized democratical ly , direct participation in p u b ­
lic pol icy dec i s ions is rare, and policy implementat ion is for the most part 
hierarchical , impos ing rules on bureaucrats and c i t izens . Thus most p e o ­
p le in t h e s e soc iet ies do not regularly participate in making decis ions that 
affect the condi t ions of their l ives and actions, and in this s e n s e most peo ­
p le lack signficant power. At the same t ime , as I argued in Chapter 1, 
dominat ion in modern society is enacted through the w ide ly d i spersed 
p o w e r s of m a n y agents mediat ing the decis ions of others . To that ex tent 
many p e o p l e have s o m e p o w e r in relation to others , e v e n though they lack 
t h e p o w e r to d e c i d e pol ic ies or results . The power less are those w h o lack 
authority or p o w e r e v e n in this mediated sense , those over w h o m p o w e r 
is exerc i sed wi thout their exercis ing it; the power less are s ituated so that 
they must take orders and rarely have the right to g ive t h e m . Power le s s ­
ness also des ignates a posit ion in the division of labor and the concomitant 
social posi t ion that allows persons little opportunity to d e v e l o p and exer­
c i se skills. T h e power le s s have little or no work autonomy, exercise little 
creativity or j u d g m e n t in their work, have no technical expert i se or au­
thority, express t h e m s e l v e s awkwardly, especial ly in publ ic or bureau-
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cratic set t ings , and do not c o m m a n d respect . Power le s sness names the 
oppress ive situations Sennc t t and C o b b (1972) describe in their famous 
study of working-class m e n . 

This p o w e r l e s s status is perhaps best descr ibed negatively: the power ­
less lack the authority, status, and sense of self that professionals t e n d to 
have . T h e status pr iv i lege of professionals has three aspects , the lack of 
w h i c h produces oppress ion for nonprofessionals . 

First, acquir ing and practicing a profession has an expans ive , progres­
sive character. B e i n g professional usually requires a co l lege educat ion and 
the acquisit ion of a spec ia l ized k n o w l e d g e that entails working with sym­
bols and c o n c e p t s . Professionals exper i ence progress first in acquiring the 
expert i se , and then in the course of professional advancement and rise in 
status. T h e life of the nonprofessional by comparison is power le s s in the 
s e n s e that it lacks this orientation toward the progress ive d e v e l o p m e n t of 
capacit ies and a v e n u e s for recognit ion. 

S e c o n d , whi l e many professionals have supervisors and cannot directly 
inf luence many dec is ions or the actions of many p e o p l e , most n e v e r t h e ­
less have cons iderable day-to-day work autonomy. Professionals usually 
have s o m e authority over others , m o r e o v e r — e i t h e r over workers they 
superv i se , or over auxiliaries, or over c l ients . Nonprofess ionals , on the 
other hand, lack autonomy, and in both their working and their c o n s u m e r -
cl ient l ives often stand under the authority of professionals. 

T h o u g h based on a divis ion of labor b e t w e e n "mental" and "manual" 
work, the dist inct ion b e t w e e n "middle class" and "working class" des ig­
nates a divis ion not only in working life, but also in nearly all aspects of 
sociaf h'fe. Professionals and nonprofessionals be long to different cul tures 
in the U n i t e d States. T h e two groups tend to l ive in segregated ne ighbor­
hoods or e v e n different towns , a process itself media ted by planners , zon­
ing officials, and real estate p e o p l e . T h e groups tend to have different 
tastes in food, decor, c lothes , music , and vacations, and often different 
health and educat ional n e e d s . M e m b e r s of each group socialize for the 
most part with others in the same status group. Whi le there is s o m e inter-
group mobi l i ty b e t w e e n generat ions , for the most part the chi ldren of 
professionals b e c o m e professionals and the chi ldren of nonprofessionals 
do not. 

Thus , third, the priv i leges of the professional ex tend b e y o n d the 
workplace to a w h o l e way of life. I call this way of life "respectabil ity." To 
treat p e o p l e with respect is to b e prepared to l isten to what they have to 
say or to do what they request because they have s o m e authority, exper­
tise, or inf luence. T h e norms of respectabi l i ty in our society are associated 
specifically with professional culture. Professional dress , s p e e c h , tastes, 
d e m e a n o r , all c o n n o t e respectabil i ty. General ly professionals expect and 
rece ive respect from others . In restaurants, banks, hote ls , real estate of-
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flees, and many other such publ ic places , as wel l as in the media , profes­
sionals typically rece ive more respectful treatment than nonprofessionals . 
For this reason nonprofessionals seek ing a loan or a job, or to buy a h o u s e 
or a car, will often try to look "professional" and "respectable" in those 
sett ings . 

The pr iv i lege o f this professional respectabil i ty appears starkly in the 
dynamics of racism and sex ism. In daily interchange w o m e n and m e n of 
color must prove their respectabil i ty. At first they are often not treated by 
strangers wi th respectful distance or deference . O n c e p e o p l e d iscover 
that this w o m a n or that Puerto Rican man is a co l lege teacher or a bus iness 
execut ive , however , they often b e h a v e more respectfully toward her or 
h im. Working-class w h i t e m e n , on the other hand, are often treated with 
respect until their working-class status is revealed. In Chapter 5 I will 
explore in more detail the cultural underpinnings of the ideal of respect­
ability and its oppress ive implications. 

I have d i scussed several injustices associated wi th power le s sness : in­
hibit ion in the d e v e l o p m e n t of one's capacities, lack of dec is ionmaking 
p o w e r in one's working life, and exposure to disrespectful treatment b e ­
cause of the status o n e occupies . T h e s e injustices have distributional con­
s e q u e n c e s , but are more fundamental ly matters of the division of labor. 
T h e oppress ion of power l e s snes s brings into quest ion the division of labor 
basic to all industrial societ ies: the social division b e t w e e n those w h o plan 
and those w h o e x e c u t e . I examine this division in more detail in Chap­
ter 7. 

Cultural Imperialism 

Exploitat ion, marginalization, and power les sness all refer to relations of 
p o w e r and oppress ion that occur by virtue of the social division of labor— 
w h o works for w h o m , w h o does not work, and h o w the content of work 
def ines o n e institutional posit ion relative to others. T h e s e three catego­
ries refer to structural and institutional relations that del imit people ' s ma­
terial l ives , inc luding but not restricted to the resources they have access 
to and the concre te opportunit ies they have or do not have to d e v e l o p and 
exerc ise their capacit ies. T h e s e kinds of oppress ion are a matter of con­
cre te p o w e r in relation to o thers—of w h o benefits from w h o m , and w h o is 
d i spensable . 

R e c e n t theorists of m o v e m e n t s of group l iberation, notably feminist and 
Black l iberation theorists , have also g iven p r o m i n e n c e to a rather different 
form of oppress ion , wh ich fol lowing Lugones and Spe lman (1983) I shall 
call cultural imperial i sm. To exper ience cultural imperial ism means to 
e x p e r i e n c e h o w the dominant meanings of a society render the particular 
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perspec t ive of one's o w n group invisible at the same t ime as they s tereo­
type one's group and mark it out as the Other. 

Cultural imperia l i sm involves the universalization of a dominant 
group's e x p e r i e n c e and culture , and its e s tabl i shment as the norm. S o m e 
groups have exc lus ive or primary access to what Nancy Fraser (1987b) 
calls the m e a n s o f interpretat ion and communicat ion in a society. As a 
c o n s e q u e n c e , the dominant cultural products of the society, that is, those 
most w i d e l y d i s seminated , express the exper ience , values , goals, and 
a c h i e v e m e n t s of t h e s e groups. Often wi thout noticing they do so, the 
dominant groups project their o w n exper ience as representat ive of hu­
manity as such. Cultural products also express the dominant group's per­
spec t ive on and interpretat ion of e v e n t s and e l e m e n t s in the society , in­
c luding o ther groups in the society, insofar as they attain cultural status 
at all. 

An e n c o u n t e r wi th other groups, however , can chal lenge the dominant 
group's claim to universality. The dominant group reinforces its posit ion 
by bringing the o ther groups under the measure of its dominant norms. 
C o n s e q u e n t l y , the difference of w o m e n from m e n , American Indians or 
Africans from Europeans , Jews from Christians, homosexuals from heter­
osexuals , workers from professionals, b e c o m e s reconstructed largely as 
dev iance and inferiority. S ince only the dominant group's cultural expres ­
sions rece ive w i d e d isseminat ion, their cultural express ions b e c o m e the 
normal, or the universal , and thereby the unremarkable. G iven the nor­
mality of its o w n cultural express ions and identi ty , the dominant group 
constructs the differences which s o m e groups exhibit as lack and negat ion. 
These groups b e c o m e marked as Other. 

The culturally dominated u n d e r g o a paradoxical oppress ion , in that 
they are both marked out by s tereotypes and at the same t ime rendered 
invis ible , As remarkable, deviant be ings , the culturally imperia l ized are 
s t a m p e d wi th an e s s e n c e . T h e s tereotypes confine them to a nature wh ich 
is often attached in s o m e way to their bodies , and which thus cannot easily 
be d e n i e d . T h e s e s tereotypes so p e r m e a t e the society that they are not 
not iced as contes table . Just as e v e r y o n e knows that the earth goes around 
the sun, so e v e r y o n e knows that gay p e o p l e are promiscuous , that Indians 
are alcoholics , and that w o m e n are good wi th chi ldren. W h i t e males , on 
the other hand, insofar as they e scape group marking, can be individuals . 

T h o s e l iving under cultural imperial ism find t h e m s e l v e s def ined from 
the outs ide , pos i t ioned , p laced, by a network of dominant meanings they 
e x p e r i e n c e as arising from e l s e w h e r e , from those wi th w h o m they do not 
identify and w h o do not identify wi th them. Consequent ly , the dominant 
culture's s t e r e o t y p e d and inferiorized images of the group must be inter­
nal ized by group m e m b e r s at least to the extent that they are forced to 
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react to behavior of others inf luenced by those images . This creates for the 
culturally o p p r e s s e d the e x p e r i e n c e that W . E . B . D u Bois called "double 
consc iousness"—"this s e n s e of always looking at one's self through the 
e y e s of o thers , of measur ing one's soul by the tape of a world that looks on 
in a m u s e d c o n t e m p t and pity" (Du Bois, 1969 [1903] , p. 45). D o u b l e con­
sc iousness arises w h e n the oppres sed subject refuses to co inc ide with 
t h e s e d e v a l u e d , objectif ied, s tereotyped visions of herself or himself. 
W h i l e the subject des ires recognit ion as human , capable of activity, full of 
h o p e and possibi l i ty , she rece ives from the dominant culture only the 
j u d g m e n t that she is different, marked, or inferior. 

The group def ined by the dominant culture as deviant , as a s t ereo typed 
Other , is culturally different from the dominant group, because the status 
of O t h e r n e s s creates specific exper iences not shared by the dominant 
group, and b e c a u s e culturally oppressed groups also are often socially seg­
regated and o c c u p y specific posi t ions in the social division of labor. M e m ­
bers of such groups express their specific group exper iences and interpre­
tations of the world to o n e another, d e v e l o p i n g and perpetuat ing their 
o w n culture . D o u b l e consc iousness , then, occurs because o n e finds one's 
b e i n g def ined by two cultures: a dominant and a subordinate culture. Be­
cause they can affirm and recognize o n e another as sharing similar experi­
e n c e s and perspec t ives on social life, p e o p l e in culturally imperia l ized 
groups can often maintain a sense of posit ive subjectivity. 

Cultural imperial ism involves the paradox of exper ienc ing onese l f as 
invis ible at the same t ime that o n e is marked out as different. T h e invisi­
bility c o m e s about w h e n dominant groups fail to recognize the perspec ­
t ive e m b o d i e d in their cultural express ions as a perspect ive . T h e s e domi­
nant cultural express ions often s imply have little place for the e x p e r i e n c e 
of o ther groups , at most only ment ion ing or referring to t h e m in s tereo­
typed or marginal ized ways . This , then , is the injustice of cultural imperi­
alism: that the oppres sed group's o w n exper ience and interpretation of 
social life finds little express ion that touches the dominant culture , whi l e 
that same cul ture imposes on the oppressed group its e x p e r i e n c e and in­
terpretat ion of social life. 

In several of the fol lowing chapters I shall explore more fully the conse ­
q u e n c e s of cultural imperial ism for the theory and practice of social jus­
t ice. Chapter 4 expands on the claim that cultural imperial ism is enac ted 
partly through the ability of a dominant group to assert its perspec t ive and 
e x p e r i e n c e as universal or neutral. In the sphere of the polity, I argue, 
claim to universal ity operates politically to exc lude those unders tood as 
different. In Chapter 5 I trace the operations of cultural imperial ism in 
n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y scientific classifications of some bodies as dev iant or 
d e g e n e r a t e . I explore h o w the devaluation of the bodies of s o m e groups 
still condi t ions everyday interactions among groups, desp i te our relative 
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success at expe l l ing such bodi ly evaluation from discursive consc iousness . 
In Chapter 6, finally, I discuss recent struggles by the culturally op­
pres sed to take over definition of t h e m s e l v e s and assert a pos i t ive s e n s e of 
group difference. T h e r e I argue that just ice requires us to make a political 
space for such difference. 

Violence 

Finally, many groups suffer the oppress ion of systematic vo l ence . M e m ­
bers of s o m e groups l ive with the k n o w l e d g e that they must fear random, 
unprovoked attacks on their persons or property, which have no m o t i v e 
but to damage , humil iate , or destroy the person. In American society 
w o m e n , Blacks, Asians, Arabs, gay m e n , and lesbians l ive under such 
threats of v i o l e n c e , and in at least s o m e regions Jews, Puerto Ricans, Chi-
canos, and other Spanish-speaking Americans must fear such v io l ence as 
wel l . Physical v i o l e n c e against t h e s e groups is shockingly frequent. Rape 
Crisis C e n t e r networks es t imate that more than one-third of all American 
w o m e n e x p e r i e n c e an a t t e m p t e d or successful sexual assault in their life­
t imes . M a n n i n g Marablc (1984, pp. 2 3 8 - 4 1 ) catalogues a large n u m b e r of 
inc idents of racist v io l ence and terror against blacks in the U n i t e d States 
b e t w e e n 1980 and 1982. l i e cites dozens of inc idents of the s e v e r e beat­
ing, killing, or rape of Blacks by pol ice officers on duty, in which the pol ice 
invo lved w e r e acqui t ted of any wrongdoing . In 1981, moreover , there 
w e r e at least five h u n d r e d d o c u m e n t e d cases of random w h i t e t e e n a g e 
v io l ence against Blacks. V io lence against gay m e n and lesbians is not only 
c o m m o n , but has b e e n increasing in the last five years. W h i l e the fre­
q u e n c y of physical attack on m e m b e r s of t h e s e and other racially or sexu­
ally marked groups is very disturbing, I also inc lude in this category less 
s e v e r e inc idents of harrassment , int imidation, or ridicule s imply for the 
purpose of degrading , humil iat ing, or st igmatizing group m e m b e r s . 

G i v e n the frequency of such v io l ence in our society , w h y are theories of 
just ice usually s i lent about it? I think the reason is that theorists do not 
typically take such inc idents of v io l ence and harrassment as matters of 
social injustice. N o moral theorist wou ld d e n y that such acts are very 
wrong . But unless all immoral i t ies are injustices, they might wonder , w h y 
should such acts b e interpreted as s y m p t o m s of social injustice? Acts of 
v io l ence or pe t ty harrassment are c o m m i t t e d by particular individuals , 
often extremis t s , dev iants , or the mental ly unsound. H o w then can they 
b e said to invo lve the sorts of institutional i ssues I have said arc properly 
the subject of just ice? 

W h a t makes v i o l e n c e a face of oppress ion is less the particular acts 
t h e m s e l v e s , though t h e s e are often utterly horrible, than the social con­
text surrounding t h e m , wh ich makes t h e m poss ible and e v e n acceptable . 
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W h a t makes v io l ence a p h e n o m e n o n of social injustice, and not m e r e l y an 
individual moral wrong, is its sys temic character, its ex i s tence as a social 
practice. 

V i o l e n c e is s y s t e m i c b e c a u s e it is d irected at m e m b e r s of a group s imply 
b e c a u s e t h e y are m e m b e r s of that group. Any w o m a n , for example , has a 
reason to fear rape. Regardless of what a Black man has d o n e to e s c a p e the 
oppress ions of marginality or power le s sness , h e l ives knowing h e is sub­
jec t to attack or harrassment. T h e oppress ion of v io lence consists not only 
in direct v ict imizat ion, but in the daily k n o w l e d g e shared by all m e m b e r s 
of o p p r e s s e d groups that t h e y are liable to violation, sole ly on account of 
their group ident i ty . Just l iving under such a threat of attack on onese l f or 
family or friends depr ives the oppressed of freedom and dignity, and 
n e e d l e s s l y e x p e n d s their energy . 

V i o l e n c e is a social practice. It is a social g iven that e v e r y o n e knows 
h a p p e n s and will happen again. It is always at the horizon of social imagi­
nation, e v e n for those w h o do not perpetrate it. According to the prevail­
ing social logic, s o m e c ircumstances make such v io lence more "called for" 
than others . T h e idea of rape will occur to many m e n w h o pick up a hitch­
hiking w o m a n ; the idea of hound ing or teas ing a gay man on their dorm 
floor wil l occur to many straight male co l l ege s tudents . Often several per­
sons inflict the v io l ence together , especia l ly in all-male groupings . S o m e ­
t imes violators set out looking for p e o p l e to beat up , rape, or taunt. This 
ru le -bound , social, and often premedi ta ted character makes v io l ence 
against groups a social practice. 

Group v i o l e n c e approaches legit imacy, moreover , in the s e n s e that it is 
to lerated. Often third parties find it unsurpris ing because it happens fre­
q u e n t l y and l ies as a constant possibi l i ty at the horizon of the social imagi­
nation. E v e n w h e n they are caught, those w h o perpetrate acts of group-
directed v i o l e n c e or harrassment often rece ive light or no p u n i s h m e n t . To 
that ex tent soc ie ty renders their acts acceptable . 

An important aspect of random, sys temic v io l ence is its irrationality. 
X e n o p h o b i c v io l ence differs from the v io l ence of states or ruling-class re­
press ion. Repres s ive v io l ence has a rational, albeit evil , mot ive: rulers u s e 
it as a coerc ive tool to maintain their power. Many accounts of racist, 
sexist , or h o m o p h o b i c v io l ence at tempt to explain its motivat ion as a d e ­
sire to maintain group priv i lege or dominat ion. I do not doubt that fear of 
v io l ence often functions to k e e p oppres sed groups subordinate , but I do 
not think x e n o p h o b i c v io l ence is rationally mot ivated in the way that, for 
example , v io l ence against strikers is. 

O n the contrary, the violation of rape, beat ing, killing, and harrassment 
of w o m e n , p e o p l e of color, gays, and other marked groups is mot ivated by 
fear or hatred of those groups. S o m e t i m e s the mot ive may b e a s imple will 
to power , to v ic t imize those marked as vulnerable by the very social fact 
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that they are subject to v io lence . If so, this mot ive is secondary in the 
s e n s e that it d e p e n d s on a social practice of group v io lence . V i o l e n c e -
caus ing fear or hatred of the o ther at least partly involves insecurit ies on 
the part of the violators; its irrationality suggests that unconsc ious pro­
c e s s e s are at work. In Chapter 5 I shall discuss the logic that makes s o m e 
groups fr ightening or hateful by def ining them as ugly and loathsome bod­
ies . I offer a psychoanalyt ic account of the fear and hatred of s o m e groups 
as b o u n d u p wi th fears of ident i ty loss. I think such unconsc ious fears 
account at least partly for the oppress ion I have here cal led v io lence . It 
may also partly account for cultural imperial ism. 

Cultural imperia l i sm, moreover , itself intersects wi th v io lence . The 
culturally imper ia l i zed may reject the dominant meanings and at tempt to 
assert their o w n subject ivity, or the fact of their cultural difference may 
put the lie to the dominant culture's implicit claim to universality. T h e 
d i s sonance genera ted by such a chal lenge to the h e g e m o n i c cultural 
m e a n i n g s can also b e a source of irrational v io lence . 

V i o l e n c e is a form of injustice that a distributive understanding of jus ­
tice s e e m s ill e q u i p p e d to capture. This may b e w h y contemporary d iscus­
s ions of jus t ice rarely m e n t i o n it. I have argued that group-directed v io­
l e n c e is inst i tut ional ized and systemic . To the d e g r e e that institutions and 
social practices encourage , tolerate, or enable the perpetration of v io l ence 
against m e m b e r s of specific groups , those institutions and practices are 
unjust and should b e reformed. Such reform may require the redistr ibu­
tion of resources or posit ions, but in large part can c o m e only through a 
change in cultural images , s t ereotypes , and the m u n d a n e reproduct ion of 
relations of d o m i n a n c e and aversion in the gestures of everyday life. I 
discuss strategies for such change in Chapter 5. 

APPLYING THE CRITERIA 

Social theor ies that construct oppress ion as a unified p h e n o m e n o n usually 
e i ther leave out groups that e v e n the theorists think are oppressed , or 
l eave out important ways in wh ich groups are oppressed . Black l iberation 
theorists and feminist theorists have argued persuasively , for example , 
that Marxism's reduct ion of all oppress ions to class oppress ion leaves out 
m u c h about the specific oppress ion of Blacks and w o m e n . By pluralizing 
the category of oppress ion in the way expla ined in this chapter, social 
theory can avoid the exc lus ive and oversimplifying effects of such reduc­
t ionism. 

I have avo ided pluralizing the category in the way s o m e others have 
d o n e , by construct ing an account of separate sys tems o f oppress ion for 
each o p p r e s s e d group: racism, sexism, c lassism, heterosex i sm, age i sm, 
and so on. There is a doub le problem with cons ider ing each group's o p -
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press ion a unif ied and distinct structure or sys tem. O n the o n e hand, this 
way of conce iv ing oppress ion fails to accommodate the similarities and 
overlaps in the oppress ions of different groups. O n the other hand, it 
falsely represents the situation of all group m e m b e r s as the same . 

I have arrived at the five faces of oppress ion—explo i tat ion , marginaliza-
t ion, p o w e r l e s s n e s s , cultural imperial ism, and v io l ence—as the best way 
to avoid such exclus ions and reduct ions . T h e y function as criteria for d e ­
t e r m i n i n g w h e t h e r individuals and groups are oppressed , rather than as a 
full theory of oppress ion . I b e l i e v e that t h e s e criteria are object ive . T h e y 
prov ide a m e a n s of refuting s o m e people 's be l ie f that their group is op­
p r e s s e d w h e n it is not, as wel l as a means of persuading others that a group 
is o p p r e s s e d w h e n they doubt it. Each criterion can be operat ional ized; 
each can b e appl ied through the a s se s sment of observable behavior, status 
re lat ionships , distr ibutions, texts and other cultural artifacts. I have no 
i l lusions that such assessments can be value-neutral . But t h e s e criteria 
can n e v e r t h e l e s s serve as m e a n s of evaluat ing claims that a group is 
o p p r e s s e d , or adjudicating d i sputes about w h e t h e r or h o w a group is 
o p p r e s s e d . 

T h e p r e s e n c e of any of these five condit ions is sufficient for call ing a 
group oppres sed . But different group oppress ions exhibit different combi ­
nations o f t h e s e forms, as do different individuals in the groups . Nearly 
all, if not all, groups said by contemporary social m o v e m e n t s to b e o p ­
p r e s s e d suffer cultural imperial ism. T h e other oppress ions they experi ­
e n c e vary. Working-class p e o p l e are explo i ted and power le s s , for exam­
p le , but if e m p l o y e d and whi te do not e x p e r i e n c e marginalization and 
v io l ence . Gay m e n , on the other hand, are not qua gay explo i ted or p o w ­
er less , but t h e y e x p e r i e n c e s evere cultural imperial ism and v io lence . 
Similarly, Jews and Arabs as groups are vict ims of cultural imperia l i sm 
and v i o l e n c e , though many m e m b e r s of these groups also suffer exploita­
tion or p o w e r l e s s n e s s . Old p e o p l e are oppres sed by marginalization and 
cultural imperia l i sm, and this is also true of physically and mental ly dis­
abled p e o p l e . As a group w o m e n are subject to gender-based exploitat ion, 
p o w e r l e s s n e s s , cultural imperial i sm, and v io lence . Racism in the U n i t e d 
States c o n d e m n s many Blacks and Latinos to marginalization, and puts 
m a n y m o r e at risk, e v e n though many m e m b e r s of these groups e scape 
that condi t ion; m e m b e r s of these groups often suffer all five forms of 
oppress ion . 

Apply ing t h e s e five criteria to the situation of groups makes it poss ib le 
to c o m p a r e oppress ions wi thout reduc ing t h e m to a c o m m o n e s s e n c e or 
c la iming that o n e is more fundamental than another. O n e can compare the 
ways in w h i c h a particular form of oppress ion appears in different groups. 
For e x a m p l e , w h i l e the operat ions of cultural imperial ism are often e x p e ­
r ienced in similar fashion by different groups , there are also important 
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differences . O n e can compare the combinat ions of oppress ions groups ex­
p e r i e n c e , or the intensi ty of those oppress ions . Thus with these criteria 
o n e can plausibly claim that o n e group is more oppressed than another 
wi thout reduc ing all oppress ions to a s ingle scale. 

W h y are particular groups oppres sed in the way they are? Are there any 
causal connec t ions a m o n g the five forms of oppress ion? Causal or explana­
tory ques t ions such as these are b e y o n d the scope of this discussion. 
W h i l e I think general social theory has a place , causal explanation must 
always b e particular and historical. Thus an explanatory account of w h y a 
particular group is o p p r e s s e d in the ways that it is must trace the history 
and current structure of particular social relations. Such concre te histori­
cal and structural explanations will often show causal connect ions a m o n g 
the different forms of oppress ion exper i enced by a group. T h e cultural 
imperia l i sm in wh ich whi te m e n make stereotypical assumpt ions about 
and refuse to recognize the values of Blacks or w o m e n , for example , con­
tr ibutes to the marginalizaion and power le s snes s many Blacks and w o m e n 
suffer. But cultural imperial ism does not always have these effects. 

S u c c e e d i n g chapters will explore the categories expl icated here in 
different ways . Chapters 4 , 5, and 6 explore the effects of cultural i m p e ­
rialism. T h o s e chapters const i tute an e x t e n d e d argument that m o d e r n po­
litical theory and practice wrongly universal ize dominant group p e r s p e c ­
t ives , and that attention to and affirmation of social group differences in 
the pol i ty are the best correct ive to such cultural imperial i sm. Chapters 7 
and 8 also make use of the category of cultural imperial i sm, but focus more 
at tent ion on social relations of exploitation and power les sness . 
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