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Gerhard Lenski’s Power and Privilege (1966) is one of the most important contri-
butions to stratification theory made in the 20th century. It is a theory of the
distribution or concentration of wealth, in the broad sense of the term; technically
we distinguish between ‘‘wealth’’ as property ownership and ‘‘income’’ as a flow over
time, but for convenience we may refer to the entire pattern of economic inequality as
‘‘the distribution of wealth.’’ Lenski in effect gives a theory of what determines the
Gini coefficient, used since the early 20th century to measure the degree of economic
inequality among individuals. That is to say, we have described economic inequality,
with some degree of precision, for a long time; before Lenski, there was little systema-
tic theory that explained it.

Let us put this work in the perspective of what stratification theory was like before
Lenski. Marxian theory gives a central place to economic inequality, and the existence
of substantial inequality (especially in the ownership of business enterprises and
financial holdings) usually has been taken, at least by its adherents, as evidence the
Marxian theory is right. But in detail, and as a mechanism for determining variations
and changes in inequality, Marxian theory has its problems. Marx’s classical argu-
ment held that over the history of capitalist societies, industrial monopoly would
increase across a series of boom and bust cycles, as capitalists introduced new labor-
saving technology and cut into their own source of profit in the exploitation of labor
power. The petit bourgeois and then the weaker capitalists would be squeezed out by
competition and would fall into the ranks of the working class. The ‘‘reserve army’’ of
the unemployed would grow, while competition would drive wages down to the
minimum that would keep workers alive. Marx’s theory implies a steady historical
increase in the Gini coefficient until it reaches an extreme concentration of wealth in
the hands of a tiny monopoly, a situation that would be the prelude to a revolution
that would eliminate private property and would introduce total equality—that would
flatten the Gini coefficient to zero.

This theory obviously is empirically inaccurate when stated in this way. It almost
never was stated so, however, since Marxians (and anti-Marxians too) generally took
the focus of the theory to be elsewhere; as far as I know no one ever specified what
Marxian theory would mean in terms of trends in Gini coefficients. The heart of
Marxian theory is not really in explaining variations in equality, since it assumes
inequality is bad enough already, whatever it may be precisely. Marxism is more
centrally a theory of politics; economic class is its independent variable, and politics is
its principle D.V. Marxians are interested in explaining how political struggle is driven
by class struggle, whether covertly or overtly, and ultimately it wants to explain how
this struggle culminates in revolution. Similarly, for Marxian historical analysis of the
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rise of capitalism in feudal society, or in work such as Perry Anderson’s (1974) on the
change from the economic formation of ancient slave mode of production to the
agrarian-coercive economy of the middle ages; the focus is on the economic changes
and struggles that bring about changes in political forms—especially when these take
place in revolutions. Marxism, to repeat, is chiefly a theory of politics; it is a theory of
economic inequality only insofar as this inequality is considered to be a driving force
for political struggle. During the 20th century, Marxian sociologists and others
influenced by the model focused increasingly on other conditions besides economic
inequality that promoted political action: material and social conditions for the
mobilization of classes, especially the line of argument set forth in Marx’s Eighteenth
Brumaire; the propensity for the owning classes to mobilize more effectively than the
working classes (Marx [1852] 1963; Mann 1970); the role of ideology in maintaining
class dominance; and the ways in which class shapes class cultures. All these have
deflected attention from considering what actually determines the distribution of
wealth and from the fact that the Marxian model does not have it right.

From the mid-1940s through the early 1960s, considerable attention was given to
the functionalist theory of stratification proposed by Kingsley Davis and Wilbert
Moore (1945). This theory ostensibly explained the unequal distribution of economic
rewards as an incentive to motivate persons to acquire the skills and to perform the
tasks that are functionally most important to society. These debates went on at great
length over such matters as whether it is possible to decide what are the functionally
most important positions, whether functionalism is a mode of explanation at all, and
whether the theory is an expression of ideological bias. Neither side of the debate
focused very clearly on producing a causal model that would give the conditions
under which inequality would be large or small.

In these same mid-century decades, Weber’s multidimensional theory of stratifi-
cation became introduced into Anglophone sociology, especially through the trans-
lations of Gerth and Mills (1946) and through the rise of a movement of Weberian
sociologists. Weber proposed the now well-known three dimensions. First, classes,
defined in a fashion similar to Marx as the relationship of ownership of the means of
production or of exclusion from ownership. Indeed, Weber went further than Marx in
indicating how various occupational groups have established monopolies over their
line of work, as in professions, guilds, and unions. Weber also points to additional
dimensions of stratification. Second, status groups (i.e., cultural communities) with
distinctive lifestyles and claims to social honor, which divide up a society into ethnic
and religious groups; groups based on ancestry and nobility of culture; and third,
parties or power groups—factions within hierarchic organizations organized for the
pursuit of power, especially in gaining control of the coercive power of the state.

Just as Marxian theory is concerned mainly with who exercises power, Weberian
theory provided a sharp challenge. For Weberians, power is not determined simply by
economic class. Classes are one set of contenders over control of the state, but there
are two other kinds of contenders: status groups seek to use the state to bolster their
own privileges or impose their own culture and political factions seeking power for its
own sake. This greatly complicates the problem of predicting political action; even in
the narrower sphere of revolution, it implies that revolutions will not typically occur
through mobilization of economic classes or in the midst of economic crises but
through the workings of status groups (e.g. in ethno-national struggles or religious
battles). Revolutions also occur through the contingencies of state power itself (i.e.,
strains of wars, state budgets, and state breakdown). This latter theoretical path was
followed by Theda Skocpol (1979) and other neo-Weberian scholars, (summarized in
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Collins 1999); these developed a new theory of revolutions based on historical com-
parisons, which makes state factions a key actor in all the major revolutions.

Return now to the mid-20th century, when the Weberian three-dimensional scheme
was being introduced. Sociologists, notably in the United States and Britain, were
becoming more systematically empirical. Considerable debate focused on category
schemes: What are the appropriate categories to describe stratification? Marxian
theory—and in a completely different vein, theories of social mobility—continued to
emphasize a single dimension, whether called ‘‘class’’ or ‘‘socioeconomic status’’ (SES).
Weberians pushed for a more complicated three-dimensional scheme. In practice,
scholars came to agree that Weber’s three dimensions are operative, but for con-
venience, they often simplified them down to one or two dimensions. For example, by
the end of the 1960s in France, Bourdieu was pushing a two-dimensional model of
economic capital and cultural capital, circulating so as to reproduce each other. Also,
American scholars often argued that race (a kind of status division) was more central
than class, and later gender was elevated into a fourth dimension, although later
discussions looked again at its intersection with class and race (if not with Weber’s
power groups). These alternative ways of conceptualizing stratification have given
sociologists a great deal to do. But these conceptual debates—often carried out in the
form of considerable ideological heat with a tone of ‘‘my dimension is more important
than your dimension’’—have deflected attention from the analytical question. If we
are interested in economic inequality (and without prejudicing the question of what
other forms of inequality are worthy of attention), we still need to formulate a model
that gives explanatory conditions to answer the further questions: What causes wealth
to be highly concentrated, when is a society economically egalitarian, and what
determines the degrees in between?

Even those sociologists most concerned with inequality deflected their attention in
another direction, which kept them from answering these questions. In the 1950s and
1960s, most attention became focused on a different aspect of stratification: ‘‘social
mobility,’’ which was renamed ‘‘status attainment,’’ perhaps out of the impulse to say
things in the most euphemistic terms. Social mobility can be both upward and down-
ward, whereas status attainment gives the impression that people only move up. The
shift in terminology went along with changes in statistical techniques for measuring
how much movement of individuals occurs apart from that which is forced or
demanded by changes in the occupation distribution. The search has been for pure
mobility—a measure of how fair society is to individuals to move strictly on their own
merits—rather than for moving upward because society created more white-collar
positions for them to move into (Blau and Duncan 1967). For a period of 20 or 30
years, by far the most popular topic in the sociology of stratification was research on
status attainment, and it still exists as a considerable industry, although it has lost
steam in recent years chiefly because it has been studied so heavily and because new
results are not very fresh. I do not wish to say that sociologists were concerned with
status attainment merely because of its ideological resonance; it also is a favorite way
of working with big data sets and hence promotes big research grants, and for awhile
it was a hot area to make technical innovations in statistical techniques and to show
off one’s virtuosity as a statistician.

Nevertheless, the topic of social mobility originated out of a political concern,
and it continued to have an appeal because it represents the quintessential issue of
American liberalism, whether this is given a leftward or a rightward slant. The basic
premise is that how unequal a society is does not matter: the key question is how fair it
is. The latter is to be judged not in the concentration of wealth in many or few hands
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but in how open the society is for individuals to move upward in it. It does not matter
how much more wealth Bill Gates has than anyone else: what is important is what
chances one has to become Bill Gates. This might be regarded as a value judgment,
albeit one concerning a fundamental issue of whether and in what way public policy
should intrude in the economy. But there is also a theoretical model that is assumed
and that can be tested apart from one’s value judgments: the theory that the lack of
social mobility produces revolution and, conversely, that an open society prevents
revolution. This might be thought of as the ‘‘pressure-cooker’’ model of revolution; if
mobility is lacking, pressure builds up and eventually blows the top off the pot.
Remarkably, this theory has been extremely widespread, but it was never tested.
Finally, in 1991, Jack Goldstone produced some evidence in his collection of time-
series for the main factors entering into the state breakdown model of revolution,
which he tested over several hundred years of English and French history (Goldstone
1991). One of these factors was social mobility, along with other conditions producing
state fiscal crisis, so even here social mobility is not the whole story. But the effects of
social mobility on revolution are quite the reverse of the pressure-cooker theory;
revolutions are more likely at the moments when there is a high degree of mobility
into the upper class, not when mobility is low. The liberal premise that mobility is a
good thing because it prevents revolution is apparently not true.1

Status attainment research came increasingly to focus on modeling the factors
determining access to education. Although education is not the only determinant of
what jobs one gets and how much money one makes and explains only about 24
percent of the variance (Blau and Duncan 1967), it is the easiest thing to measure that
is connected causally to individuals’ occupational attainment. There is a political issue
here too: when confronted with the existence of inequality, Americans (and their
politicians) are most likely to say that the way to deal with it is to provide everyone
an opportunity, and the best way to do so is to provide everyone with education. This
is rather a false solution, too, if one thinks that increasing education makes the society
as a whole more equal. Education has expanded vastly over the past century, making
America ever since the beginning of the 20th century by far the most widely educated
populace in world history, but the rate of social mobility (i.e., the correlation between
parents’ and children’s occupation) has stayed at the same moderate level throughout
that entire period of increase. The reason that expanding education does not increase
overall levels of opportunity, as I have tried to show (Collins 1979), is that the sheer
expansion in number of degree holders results in credential inflation so that relatively
more education is needed to distinguish oneself from other job-seekers. The whole
enterprise of making a society more equal by expanding education is like a dog
chasing its tail.

Nor does expanding education make people more politically conservative and less
revolutionary, if that is the underlying rationale: the expansion of higher education in
particular tends to mobilize people politically, and the shift to mass universities in the
1960s, not only in the United States but also elsewhere in the world, was a major
factor in the political upheavals of that period. On any count, the macro-sociological
premise that political stability is ensured by high amounts of mobility, and hence by
high levels of education, turns out to be wrong. Nevertheless, sociological research on

1One should have been able to infer this from another piece of research: Wilensky and Edwards (1959)
showed that persons experiencing downward mobility, who ought to be the most disgruntled and therefore
the potentially most revolutionary, actually tended to be politically conservative; that is, they held onto an
image of themselves as belonging to a higher social class and did not identify with the class into which they
had fallen.
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inequality has gone down this pathway, surrounded by an ideological halo implying
that researchers are contributing to a key social problem.

In sum, sociologists have been concerned with inequality for a long time but have
devoted most of their activities to describing it rather than to explaining why it exists.
Most research focused on stratification as an independent variable, as a cause of
something else: politics, lifestyle, or cultural differences. In recent years, there are
theories that take the form of asserting that inequality is due to sexism or racism (that
is, deep-seated cultural attitudes of discrimination that need to be rooted out), but in
effect these are analytically feeble theories—mostly a form of exhortation to do
something about these inequalities while implying that the solution is within our
grasp if only we had the willingness to change our culture. Such statements are really
descriptions of existing inequality masquerading as explanations. A real explanation
would answer the question comparatively: Under what conditions is a society
relatively more equal or unequal?

ENTER LENSKI

Lenski’s work is analytically among the most important ever done on the theory of
stratification because it poses the question in just these explanatory terms and sets out
to provide the empirical data to answer it. It is impossible to explain differences in
stratification without getting a sense of what the range of difference actually is and
then to see with what it is correlated. Lenski’s Power and Privilege cleared away the
debates of the 1950s and 1960s like a breath of fresh air. The most basic form of
inequality that we should know about is how unequal is the distribution of wealth:
only when we can explain that is it meaningful to ask what are individuals’ chances to
attain a higher position in that society. Social mobility would be meaningless in a
society in which everyone was economically equal, and it would be all-important if a
society were at the other extreme. But what could that extreme be? That all wealth
would be concentrated in the hands of a single individual, with everyone else holding
nothing? Lenski points out that such a distribution of wealth is not possible, since
everyone else would be dead from lack of resources, and hence the single (or very tiny)
elite would have no one to work for them. This gives one theoretical component:
Lenski conceptualizes this in the formulation that inequality can operate only on the
portion of economic production that is a surplus above the level necessary to keep the
population alive. Thus, we can infer that the potential for inequality goes up as
productivity rises, since there is more surplus to be disposed of without causing the
society to collapse.

Lenski now sets out to handle the problem by putting it in the widest perspective of
comparison: he assembles data on all the types of societies that have existed through-
out world history and arranges them in the degree of economic inequality. His
categorization, modified from the work of comparative anthropologists, archeo-
logists, and economic historians, is by mode of production: hunting-and-gathering
societies; horticultural societies (cultivating plants by hand gardening); agrarian
societies (large-scale agriculture, using animal power and other aids to human labor,
including irrigation); and industrial societies (production-centered machinery using
inanimate energy sources).

If we array these types in a rough historical sequence (i.e., in the order in which
they evolved and tended to supercede each other), we see that inequality has varied in
a bell-shaped curve—to be more precise, a bell-shaped curve truncated on one side so
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that it does not reach all the way to the baseline. Thus, hunting-and-gathering
societies are very close to complete equality—the most egalitarian societies that
have ever existed. Dividing horticultural societies into two types, primitive and
advanced, with bigger populations supported in the latter through increased produc-
tive levels, we find that inequality increases from the former to the latter. Agrarian
societies are the peak level of inequality, and this inequality declines to moderate
levels in industrial societies. Thus the truncated bell shape, dropping only halfway
down again on the more recent edge of the curve.

Lenski’s way of categorizing societies across human history, we may note, is
roughly similar to Marx’s; these are material modes of production, which determine
the basic economic level. There is some similarity, too, to Marx’s own set of historical
epochs. Hunting-and-gathering tribes are propertyless and thus resemble Marx’s stage
of ‘‘primitive communism’’ at the beginning of history. Marx knew too little about
anthropology to have much sense of horticultural tribes, but he focused on the high
levels of inequality in two kinds of agrarian societies: ancient slave-owning societies
(the slave mode of production) and medieval feudal societies. The latter two often
have been unified conceptually by present day neo-Marxists by including them in a
category of agrarian-coercive mode of production. Finally, Marx saw as industrial
societies capitalist mode of production. Here we see an analytical difference with
Lenski: the technological mode of production is what determines the amount of
surplus, but Lenski does not define the mode of production by the property system.
He leaves this as an outcome to be explained. Thus, Lenski gets more analytical
leverage than Marxists by not prejudging the question of whether the property system
or some other features determine the degree of inequality of wealth.

Lenski proposes that the surplus wealth beyond subsistence is distributed by
power. The concentration of power determines the concentration of wealth. This is
a reversal of Marx and is an endorsement of Weber on the autonomous dynamics of
politics. Comparing across the major evolutionary types of societies, one can trace
shifts in the organization of power that go along with and explain the changing
distribution of wealth. Hunting-and-gathering societies have virtually no surplus,
which keeps the level of possible inequality low, but they also have no state. Horti-
cultural tribes organize politically by elaborating kinship systems that operate as
military alliances. Advanced horticultural societies have more concentration of
power, in so-called big-man structures or chiefdoms, in which some individuals
accumulate marriage alliances as well as gifts of homage that they redistribute to
their followers. Here, the shift from multilateral to centralized and unequal forms of
kinship alliances both concentrates power and creates incipient differences in wealth.
The truly big break is with agrarian societies, the invention of the state: now there
arises a specialized class of warriors, disarming and displacing the universally armed
male population of tribal societies; society becomes politically organized around a
military aristocracy, which monopolizes political positions and, typically, ownership
of the land. The nonaristocratic farmers are pushed into the position of peasants,
serfs, or slaves. Thus, the political shifts culminating in the state bring about the
extremes of inequality of wealth.

The shift from agrarian to industrial societies, in Lenski’s theory, is also above all a
political shift, and this leads the way toward a decrease in economic inequality. Control
of the state, through a long wave of political agitation and revolution, gradually is
wrested from the aristocracy and is put into the hands of a democracy, to a greater or
lesser extent. Parties of the poor and of the middle acquire political influence, and the
result is a corresponding shift toward some degree of lessened concentration of wealth.
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Lenski’s is a pioneering formulation and thus is a first approximation. Refinements
are needed. How does this process of power concentration affecting wealth concentra-
tion work in the era of industrial societies? Granted, industrial societies are much more
equal in wealth than agrarian societies, and the democratic revolution is an important
part of this change. But what is the precise mechanism—or set of mechanisms?

One argument is that political organization directly controlled the collection and
distribution of wealth in agrarian societies by some version of coercive control of the
economy. On this account, democratization of the state got politics out of the
economy, at least to an important degree compared to what went before; hence, the
autonomous action of the market economy allowed for the reduction of old agrarian
wealth, the creation of new commercial wealth, as well some considerable raising of
income levels among the middle class and even the working class. This makes for a
more complicated theory, since we must be able to show just how a market economy
generates a dispersion of wealth. As noted above, this kind of theory has never
been formulated successfully; we have instead the extreme formulations of Marxist
immiseration on the one hand and on the other hand free-market apologists who
ignore inequality in wealth in favor of equality of opportunity to become part of the
rich instead of the poor. As an approximation, however, it appears that the market
economy, left to itself (i.e., parceling out, as a thought experiment, political intrusions
in the market), generates less inequality of wealth than a sheer coercion system of
a power aristocracy, but a market economy produces at least substantial Gini
coefficients in the middle range of inequality. This is in keeping with the observed
pattern that industrial societies, although not the worst in world history, still have
substantial inequality.

Another line of explanation is to stick with the model that concentration of power
determines concentration of wealth. Here we may cite as evidence the fact that
societies in which liberal or left social democratic parties are in power, (i.e., where a
mass party of workers institutes a welfare state) have less inequality than democracies
in which the welfare state is weaker; further along this continuum, full-scale socialist
(i.e., communist) societies had Gini coefficients about half those of capitalist democ-
racies (Stack 1978, 1980; cf. Jackman 1980). This has been a contentious issue on the
political scene. I want to avoid becoming embroiled in it and instead stress two
analytically important points. First, this empirical pattern supports the pure Lenski
model that distribution of political power determines distribution of wealth (i.e., in
contrast to the modified Lenski model in the previous paragraph that getting the
coercive state out of the economy reduces inequality). The second point is that even in
communist societies (I mean here the relatively pure communist states pre-1980s,
without an admixture of private market economy), there is some wealth inequality:
Ginis were about half of those in the West, but they still existed. The reason for this
was clearly in the political organization: the communist party was an elite, typically
restricting membership, and it provided special economic services for its members
(e.g., special stores and housing).

It does not advance our understanding as sociologists to go into denouncing or
defending this state of affairs. We should take it as an opportunity to make compar-
isons and to advance our explanatory theory. To say ‘‘concentration of power deter-
mines concentration of wealth’’ is on the right track, but the formulation is
inadequate. Concentration of political power in Soviet societies was in some respects
rather high, although in other respects it was a regime that supported a much larger
degree of equality for workers than has occurred in capitalist societies. As we know
from studies of democratic politics, participation in politics is always organized by
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political activists—a minority of the population; they are connected to the rest of the
populace by various ties of alliance and support, including the provision of material
resources for their mobilization. The Soviet elite itself was privileged, but it was not
based on the organization of capital, that is, on a form of social organization in which
ownership could be transferred by dealings on a market. The politics of communist
societies was concentrated in the political branch itself; it was not mixed with the
financial politics of banking, investing, and corporate control that constitutes another
sphere of economic networks—and thus ‘‘politics of the economy’’—that exists in
capitalist societies. (On the latter, economic sociologists have been making headway in
understanding the network structure of ‘‘political’’ alliance that operates inside the
economy (see White 2002; Fligstein 2001). For a contrast with the Soviet structure, see
Kornai 1992). Thus, we might argue that the reason communist wealth inequality
existed at a level about half that in the West is because only a moderate amount of
wealth inequality can be generated by the direct political appropriation of consumer
goods (preferred shopping and housing), and this is half (or less) the degree of
inequality that can be amassed if there is transferable property. The large increase
in economic inequality in the ex-Soviet societies after the end of communism provides
further empirical evidence that the shift from a simple political structure of distri-
bution to a more complex state-plus-private hierarchies changes the mechanisms
for appropriating wealth in a direction allowing greater concentration.2 But what
are these mechanisms?

The key here is that power operates through organizations and that organizations
exist not just in the state (and around in it the form of political parties and move-
ments) but also in the private sphere (including what we call the nonprofit sector).
Thus, any kind of organization can be analyzed for how concentrated it is in power.
Theoretically, in the Lenski vein we would expect that the more hierarchic the
organization (i.e., the more internal concentration of power), the more unequal will
be the distribution of wealth in that organization.

Jonathan Turner (1984) made an important analytical advance in this direction:
the degree of concentration of wealth is determined by the concentration of power, a
straightforward application of Lenski. The concentration of power, in turn, is deter-
mined by two interconnecting patterns. First is the number of hierarchies competing
with each other; the more organizations there are, the more they split up power
among themselves, and thereby disperse wealth. Second, within each hierarchy, its
degree of internal complexity increases the dispersion of wealth. That is, a more
complicated organization reduces the power of the top of the hierarchy (a point in
keeping with many studies of organizational control) (see Woodward 1965; Thompson
1967; Etzioni 1975; Collins 1988). Thus, it is organizational politics, both inside the
state and in private organizations, that determines the overall distribution of power.

It is worth commenting here that the longstanding dispute over the nature of power is
highly relevant to the way in which power determines wealth. The argument has raged
over the character of power as zero-sum, power over other people, and the power to get
things done; I have called these D-power (deference-power) and E-power (efficacy-
power). Polemics aside, we now understand that power is multidimensional and
that its different sides are not correlated necessarily; Mann (1986, 1993) demon-
strates this historically. Top managers in organizational hierarchies are not necessarily

2In some ways this is a neat test case, since it shows that the increase in economic inequality is not just the
result of a larger amount of economic surplus that could be appropriated by those in the market economy;
during the 1990s there was a sharp fall in economic levels in the ex-Soviet bloc, so the mechanism of
concentrating wealth must come directly from the power concentration in the new economic sector.
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very good at getting things done, and they may not even be very good at getting people to
defer to them—both E-power and D-power are problematic in many historical circum-
stances of organizational configurations. But there is one aspect of organizational power,
the power of official position in the organizational chart, that is completely effective: that
is the power to command a good salary and other material perquisites. Power works best
as a way of determining the distribution of wealth, as it pertains to you, personally, in
your job. Thus, the Lenski approach may well be the solidest part of power studies, the
most reliable outcome of power.

The distribution of wealth keeps changing. Lenski’s analysis is cross-sectional,
ending with the contrast between agrarian and industrial societies. But we can go
inside any of these categories and can examine it as a package that contains further
variations. Some of these are sequences over time. Opening up Lenski’s large box
called industrial societies, for example, reveals a number of subpatterns. I have
already mentioned the increase in wealth inequality in the ex-Soviet states; here the
political change and its effects are comparatively easy to trace, although the details of
the mechanism are still being understood. Another important case is the United States
during the 20th century; here inequality declined from 1930 to the 1960s and then
increased again from the 1970s through the present (Morris and Western 1999). A
number of ad hoc explanations have been offered for this shift. Is it consistent with
the Lenski theory? In rough terms, yes: the decline in inequality goes along with the
institutionalization of a welfare state in the United States, and the increase in inequal-
ity has come as the welfare state has been cut back, if not dismantled.

I would like to stress that it is not very useful for us to think of this as simply a
trend extrapolation. If one took Lenski’s original truncated bell curve as an extra-
polation model, we would expect that whatever comes after industrial society (post-
industrial society?) would continue the trend toward even greater equality. This is
obviously not the case. Nor is it useful simply to argue that the Lenski curve reversed
itself again after 1970 and that we can expect inequality to grow progressively worse.
The impressive feature of Lenski’s work is that it is an explanatory theory; it has a
mechanism, and that should allow us to make solider predictions. The power theory
of wealth says that the degree of concentration of wealth in the future will be
determined by the concentration of power. Turner’s (1984) development of the theory
leads us to look at how power is concentrated or is dispersed in organizations and
in the balance of power among organizations. Something has happened on the
organizational level since 1970 that has reversed the trend toward narrowing distri-
bution of power. We are familiar with pieces of the picture: the salaries and bonuses of
top executives have gone up, while the laboring force has been downsized and has
been pushed out into service economy relatively unprotected by organized power. The
decline in liberal interventions by the government is another part of the picture.
According to Turner’s (1984) model, the overall degree of inequality should be the
result of the combination of these changes. They are not inevitable trends; what will
happen in the future depends on how organizations change and further reorganize
power.

We have a good skeleton of a theory, but it is far from finished. For example, the
ex-Soviet transition apparently runs contrary to Turner’s theory, insofar as the shift
to multiple hierarchies increases inequality. The kinds of power exercised in these
hierarchies apparently make a difference. We need to do more work in the spirit of
Lenski, taking the new sets of variations that now are visible (the shift in inequality in
the United States after 1970; the shift in the ex-Soviet bloc) and to treat these as
comparative materials for analysis, just as Lenski did with the wider array of societal
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types in his 1966 book. Though these issues are pressing as matters of policy and
ideology, a shortsighted focus on who or what is to blame and what policy we ought
to fight for will not be very useful if it distracts us from treating these materials
analytically. The power theory of wealth is a strong hypothesis; it works very well for
most historical societies up to the transition from agrarian to industrial, and it is a
strong candidate for explaining further changes that have occurred in industrial
societies and will occur in the future. But the organization of power is more com-
plicated in the world in which we live; it will take more theory building to take all of
this into account.
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