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Power is a broad and complex concept that cuts across all fields in the
humanities and social sciences. Written by a leading historian of eco-
nomic thought, Power and Inequality presents a wide-ranging and
multi-disciplinary analysis of power as an economic and social issue.
Its aim is not to formulate a new abstract theory of power but rather
to illustrate the different ways in which power is used to exacerbate
social and economic inequality. Issues such as division of labour and
its evolution, different forms of capitalism up to the money-manager
economy, the role of networks (from the family to masonic lodges
and the mafia), the state and the international arena, culture and the
role of the masses are considered. The analysis of these elements,
causing inequalities of various kinds, is a prerequisite for devising
progressive policy strategies aiming at a reduction of inequalities
through a strategy of reforms.

ALESSANDRO RONCAGLIA is Emeritus Professor of Economics, Sapi-
enza University of Rome, and member of the Accademia Nazionale
dei Lincei (since 2018 in its Presidency Council). He has also been
President of the Italian Economists Society. His book The Wealth of
Ideas (2005) received the Blanqui Prize. He also won the Guggenheim
Prize in the History of Economic Thought for 2019.
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Studies in New Economic Thinking

The 2008 financial crisis pointed to problems in economic theory that
require more than just big data to solve. INET’s series in New Eco-
nomic Thinking exists to ensure that innovative work that advances
economics and better integrates it with other social sciences and
the study of history and institutions can reach a broad audience in
a timely way.

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781009370523
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-37052-3 — Power and Inequality
Alessandro Roncaglia

Frontmatter

More Information

Power and Inequality

A Reformist Perspective

ALESSANDRO RONCAGLIA

Sapienza University of Rome

B CAMBRIDGE

J UNIVERSITY PRESS

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009370523
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-37052-3 — Power and Inequality
Alessandro Roncaglia

Frontmatter

More Information

CAMBRIDGE

UNIVERSITY PRESS

Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge CB2 8EA, United Kingdom
One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA
477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

314-321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre,
New Delhi - 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05-06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of Cambridge University
Press & Assessment, a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University’s mission to contribute to society through the
pursuit of education, learning and research at the highest international
levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781009370523

DOI: 10.1017/9781009370493
© Alessandro Roncaglia 2024

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the
provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction

of any part may take place without the written permission of Cambridge
University Press & Assessment.

First published 2024
A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Roncaglia, Alessandro, 1947- author.

Title: Power and inequality : a reformist perspective / Alessandro
Roncaglia, Sapienza Universita di Roma.

Description: Cambridge, United Kingdom ; New York, NY, USA : Cambridge
University Press, 2023. | Series: Studies in new economic thinking |
Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2023001410 | ISBN 9781009370523 (hardback] |

ISBN 9781009370493 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Power (Social sciences) | Equality. | Social policy.
Classification: LCC HN49.P6 R66 2023 | DDC 303.3-dc23/eng/20230502
LC record available at https://lcen.loc.gov/2023001410

ISBN 978-1-009-37052-3 Hardback
ISBN 978-1-009-37047-9 Paperback

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for
the persistence or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet
websites referred to in this publication and does not guarantee that any
content on such websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009370523
www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-37052-3 — Power and Inequality
Alessandro Roncaglia

Frontmatter

More Information

To
ROBERTO VILLETTI
(1944-2019)

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781009370523
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-37052-3 — Power and Inequality
Alessandro Roncaglia

Frontmatter

More Information

Contents

Acknowledgements

1 Introduction
1.1  Why This Book
1.2 An Outline of the Book
1.3 The Political Objective and the Strategy of

Structural Reforms
PARTI THE COLOURS OF POWER

2. Interpretations and Fields of Application:
The Multiple Faces of Power
2.1 A Backward Glance
2.2, Power as a Differential of Potential, as a
Barrier to Entry, as a Weight
2.3 Types, Areas, Instruments, Motivations of Power

2.4 Cumulative Processes and Balancing Processes

3 The Origin of Inequalities: The Division of Labour
3.1 Division of Labour and the Wealth of Nations
3.2 The Origins of the Division of Labour and
Social Stratification
3.3 Division of Labour and Alienation
3.4 Social Classes
3.5 Other Aspects of Social Stratification
3.6 Evolution of the Division of Labour and
Social Stratification
3.7 The International Division of Labour

3.8 Utopias on the Division of Labour

page xi

11
11

17
21
24

27
27

34
43
45
49

52
60
63

vii

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009370523
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-37052-3 — Power and Inequality
Alessandro Roncaglia

Frontmatter

More Information

vili CONTENTS

4 Modern Capitalist Property and Finance 70
4.1 From Primitive Accumulation to Merchant
Capitalism and Manufacturing Capitalism 70

4.2, From Competitive Capitalism to Managerial Capitalism 73

4.3 Oligopoly as the Dominant Market Form 79
4.4 Domination Power and Network Power 83
4.5 Market Construction 86
4.6 The Capitalism of Financial Managers 91
4.7 Power in the Age of Finance 95
5 The Networks 99
5.1 The Utopia (or Dystopia?) of the Meritocratic Society 99
5.2 White Networks: Families, Religions, Parties 104
5.3 Grey Networks: From Amoral Familism to Freemasonry 109
5.4 Black Networks: P2 113
5.5 Organized Crime 117
6 The State 123
6.1 The Birth of the State (and Its Dissolution?) 123
6.2 Weber: The State as a Monopoly of Legitimate Force 126
6.3 Social Contract and Tacit Consent 130

6.4 The State as an Instrument of Class Power, as a

Legal Construction of the Market and as a

Spontaneous Order 134

6.5 Internal Order and the Administration of Justice 139

6.6 Defence and Military Power 145

6.7 The State as a Countervailing Power to Economic Power 147

6.8 Welfare State and Types of Regulation 151

7 Culture and Power 157
7.1 Public Discourse and Its Requirements 157

7.2 The Notion of Hegemony 161

7.3 The Masses 168

7.4 Civil Society and the State 173

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009370523
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-009-37052-

3 — Power and Inequality

Alessandro Roncaglia

Frontmatter
More Information

8

9

10

CONTENTS
7.5 The Role of Religions 175
7.6 Technocratic Knowledge and the Role of Elites 177
7.7 Specialization and General Culture: The Debate about
Two Cultures 181
7.8 New Media and the Corruption of Public Discourse 183
The Spatial Dimension of Power 191
8.1 Spatial Levels of Power 191
8.2 Family and Family Clan 194
8.3 Local Powers 196
8.4 The Centralist State and the Federal State 198
8.5 Multinationals 200
8.6 Confederations and Alliances 202
8.7 The Clash of Civilizations 204
8.8 Migrations 206
8.9 The International Monetary System 209
8.10 The European Union 211
PART II ETHICAL ASSESSMENTS AND
POLICY PERSPECTIVES 215
The Ethics of Power between the Common Good and
Equality 217
9.1 The Individual and Society 217
9.2 The Concept of the Common Good 219
9.3 Ideas about Justice 223
9.4 Ideas of Freedom 227
9.5 TJustice and Freedom 230
9.6 The Utopias of Rainbow Power 233
The Strategy of Structural Reforms 237
10.1 Left and Right 237
10.2. Critique of the Objective of Absolute Equality 241
10.3 Equality and Capabilities 243

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009370523
www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-37052-3 — Power and Inequality
Alessandro Roncaglia

Frontmatter

More Information

X CONTENTS

10.4 Progress Is Only Possible 246
10.5 The Strategy of Structural Reforms: The Theory 249
10.6 A Flow-Stock Scheme of Power Relations 252
11 Materials for a Reasonable Utopia 256
11.1 The Strategy of Structural Reforms: Practice 256
11.2 A Phase of Retreat 262
11.3 Neoliberalism and the Shortcomings of
Economic Debate 266

11.4 Consequences and (Hopefully) Crisis of Neoliberalism 270
11.5 The Strategy of Structural Reforms:

International Relations 274
11.6 The Strategy of Structural Reforms: Italy 279
11.7 Hopes and Cautions 283
References 285
Index 303

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781009370523
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-37052-3 — Power and Inequality
Alessandro Roncaglia

Frontmatter

More Information

Acknowledgements

The project for this book was defined between 2008 and 2009, after
a fair amount of preparatory work and lengthy discussions, together
with Roberto Villetti; then Roberto fell ill and work came to a stand-
still. Even today, however, the ingredients have remained more or
less unchanged, despite the mass of notes that I have gradually accu-
mulated and the works that I have published on contiguous themes
(Roncaglia 1977, 1983, 2001, 2005, 2009, 2015, 2019).

For years I had hoped to complete the project in collaboration
with Roberto, as I considered his experience as an active politician
and his remarkable interdisciplinary culture essential; but Roberto
passed away, after a long illness, in September 2019. His advice, criti-
cism and suggestions were essential in the setting-up phase of the
work; I miss our long discussions very much today. I cannot involve
him in the final result, of which I am sure he would as always have
had much to say. But I do not think he would have minded having
this book dedicated to him, with affection, in memory of our long
collaboration.

My brother Gino, an expert in the new media that have taken
on such importance in the most recent phase of the struggle for
power, gave me a great deal of help, with reading suggestions, food
for thought, critical observations.

Together with Roberto and Gino, I would like to thank, with-
out involving them in the final result, two anonymous referees,
Michele Alacevic, Marco D’Eramo, Anna Gialluca, Maria Chiara
Malaguti, Roberto Petrini, Michele Salvati, Roberto Schiattarella,
and above all Arnaldo Bagnasco, Carlo D’Ippoliti and Mario
Tonveronachi, who read previous drafts of this work or some of
its chapters and provided very useful critical and constructive

X1

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009370523
www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-37052-3 — Power and Inequality
Alessandro Roncaglia

Frontmatter

More Information

Xil ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

comments. Finally, thanks are due to Thomas Ferguson for his very
useful comments and reading suggestions and for his decisive sup-
port for the realization of this English edition, to Inet for a grant
covering translation expenses, and to Graham Sells and Thomas
Marshall for a most able stylistic revision.

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781009370523
www.cambridge.org

