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Social Power in Action

Most research on intergroup relations and social inequality focuses on the study of

attitudes, stereotypes, and beliefs about different groups. Sometimes this work examines

behavioral intentions, but rarely does it study actual behavior. Attitudes, stereotypes, and

beliefs can profoundly shape social experience, but a complete understanding of how

social inequality is created and maintained requires the study of social action. This is the

focus of the papers in this special issue of Social Justice Research. Below I summarize

each article, introduce a framework for thinking about methods of discrimination and

social oppression, and place each article within that framework.

The Articles

The six articles in this special issue present empirical studies of social behavior that

stems from, and serves to perpetuate, inequality. The first two papers examine racial

inequality, the second two examine gender inequality, and the last two examine

general inequality by manipulating social power.

Racial Inequality

Affective Prejudice and Race Discrimination

The first article examines how the most studied aspect of social inequality—

attitudes—relates to behavioral discrimination. Talaska, Fiske, and Chaiken present
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a meta-analysis that compares how two forms of prejudice—affective and

cognitive—relate to racial discrimination. They find a moderate relationship

between overall attitudes and discrimination, and also find that affective prejudice is

more closely related to racial discrimination than cognitive prejudice, stereotypes,

or beliefs. Affective prejudice is closely related to both observed and self-reported

discrimination, whereas stereotypes and beliefs are related to self-reported

discrimination only. The results of this paper suggest that researchers should move

beyond an exclusive or primary focus on studying stereotypes and beliefs and study

how people feel about different groups: Whether they like or dislike them and the

emotions the groups invoke. By studying affective prejudice, we will be better able

to predict and understand discrimination.

Noncontingent Punishment as Race Discrimination

The second article also examines racial discrimination, but of a subtle nature in an

organizational setting. Thau, Aquino, and Bommer examine the differential

consequences of noncontingent punishment from supervisors toward Blacks and

Whites in manufacturing plants. Noncontingent punishment is defined as punish-

ment that does not depend upon the employee’s performance or behavior, but

instead is random or spurious. Thau and colleagues find that Whites respond to

noncontingent punishment by reducing their organizational citizenship behavior,

whereas Blacks engage in the same amount of organizational citizenship regardless

of the amount of noncontingent punishment they experience. In other words, there

are negative consequences to a supervisor and an organization for treating Whites

unfairly, but there do not appear to be negative consequences for treating Blacks

unfairly. This suggests a subtle dynamic in the workplace that is likely to reinforce

racial discrimination and inequality within it.

Gender Inequality

The next two articles focus on sex-based harassment as a tool for reinforcing gender

inequality in the workplace and beyond.

Linking Sexual, Gender, and Heterosexist Harassment

Konik and Cortina hypothesize that oppressions based on gender and sexual

orientation are inherently linked. They present the first study to examine how forms

of sexual harassment traditionally studied in the literature—gender and sexualized

harassment—relate to heterosexist harassment. In their study of male and female as

well as sexual minority and heterosexual employees, they find that gender

harassment, sexualized harassment, and heterosexist harassment are empirically

distinct but highly related, especially for sexual minorities. Sexual minorities were

significantly more likely than heterosexuals to experience all three forms of

harassment. This paper illuminates the links between these three forms of

harassment and their common function in reinforcing gender difference and

inequality.

256 Soc Just Res (2008) 21:255–262

123



Stranger Harassment and Women’s Well-being

In the fourth article, Fairchild and Rudman present new research on the

understudied yet common phenomenon of stranger harassment, conceptualized as

unwanted sexual attention from strangers in public. They find that stranger

harassment is a frequent experience for young adult women and has negative

implications for their well-being. Stranger harassment was positively related to self-

objectification, especially for women who dealt with stranger harassment with

passive, self-blame, or benign coping strategies. Stranger harassment and self-

objectification were related to women’s fear and perceived risk of rape, which, in

turn, were associated with women’s likelihood to voluntarily restrict their freedom

of movement. This paper highlights how stranger harassment hurts a woman’s self-

image, sense of safety, and freedom of movement, and thus serves as a pervasive

and inescapable form of gender oppression.

General Inequality

The last two articles focus on inequality generally by manipulating social power in

laboratory experiments and observing its effects on social behavior.

What Happens when Power Differences are Left Unexplained

Smith, Jost, and Vijay show that the effects of power depend on the presence or

absence of an explanation for it. Consistent with prior theory and research,

participants assigned to high-power positions exhibited less inhibition-related affect

and more approach-related behavior than low-power participants overall, but

uniquely showed that these effects were moderated by whether an explanation was

provided for the power differences. The tendency for high-power participants to

exhibit less inhibition-related affect was reversed when no explanation for power

differences was provided; the tendency for high-power participants to exhibit more

approach-related behavior was amplified when power differences were left

unexplained. These results suggest that the absence of an explanation for power

differences introduces discomfort in those assigned to high-power roles, which in

turn leads them to exaggerate their approach-related behavior in an attempt to mask

or eliminate their insecurity. These results illustrate the importance of considering

whether an explanation is given for power differences when accounting for the

effects of power, which may be quite different if an explanation is provided or

withheld.

The Emergence of Power Inequality in a Game Simulation

In the final study, Pratto, Pearson, Lee, and Saguy study the emergence and

dynamics of social power inequality with a game simulation. These authors

designed an innovative new method of studying power in abstract form by assigning

different rules to different colored tokens that implicitly represent different forms of

power. Conceptualizing power as fungible, the authors designed the game so that
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one form of power (token) can be used to gain another (token). The authors

examined groups engaged in the game with egalitarian starting conditions and

observed that groups differed from baselines of passive behavior: Participants used

their power to gain more power and created social inequality that endangered the

‘‘survival’’ of some players. This paper introduces an original and potentially very

useful method for studying social power, providing insight both into how social

power might be more dynamically and interactively studied in a controlled setting

as well as into how power gets exchanged, accumulates, and is used over time.

The Struggle for Power: Methods of Resistance and Oppression

Together, these papers illustrate different actions that generate (Pratto et al., 2008)

and maintain (Fairchild & Rudman, 2008; Konik & Cortina, 2008; Smith, Jost, &

Vijay, 2008; Talaska, Fiske, & Chaiken, 2008; Thau, Aquino, & Bommer, 2008)

social inequality. Social inequality reflects differences in social power, the relative

control over valued outcomes (Fiske & Berdahl, 2007). Controlled outcomes can be

physical (e.g., health, safety, pain, and pleasure), economic (e.g., property, funding,

and financial opportunities), and social (e.g., respect and esteem, rejection or

approval, and inclusion or exclusion).

To the extent that social power is a zero-sum phenomenon—that the more control

one party has over an outcome, the less control the other party has over it—social

systems will be marked by struggles over power as people fight to control their and

their loved ones’ outcomes. The more interdependence that exists between parties in

a social system, the stronger the desire for social power within it, and the more

fierce the battle over social power.

Methods of Social Resistance

What strategies exist for obtaining or securing social power? Hirschman (1970)

proposed that members of deteriorating organizations have two options: exit and

voice. He proposed that a third variable, loyalty, plays an important role in the

interplay between exit and voice by reducing exit and encouraging voice. I will use

the concepts of exit, voice, and loyalty to consider the options available to a less

powerful party (an individual, group, or organization) to increase its power.

Exit

One option for a less powerful party is to exit, or remove itself from, the relationship

with the more powerful party. Exit can be physical (e.g., physical exit in migration)

and/or psychological (e.g., emotional and/or social withdrawal). A less powerful

party may try to find more favorable conditions with another party (as in a company

that quits a powerful supplier for one that offers better terms, or a powerless lover

who leaves to seek a more egalitarian relationship). The less powerful party may

simply attempt to avoid interacting with the more powerful party, or to avoid

relationships altogether in an attempt to become more independent (as in the
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employee who quits to begin an entrepreneurial venture, or people who build self-

sufficient communes).

Loyalty

Alternatively, the less powerful party can chose to be loyal to the more powerful

party. It can obey its orders and comply with its expectations. This strategy may

garner favor with the powerful and provide the low-power party with indirect or

vicarious power. Loyalty in this sense involves making choices that please those

toward whom one feels indebted: Those with the power (resources) to have granted

favors in the past and to do so again in the future. This kind of loyalty maximizes

personal power within the constraints of subordination (as in the loyal subordinate

with no goal of becoming the boss). It does not challenge the status quo of power

distribution, but serves to reinforce and replicate it.

Voice

A third option is to exercise voice and challenge the status quo. Voice is risky to the

extent it is exercised alone or in small groups: The rarer the individual who

exercises voice, the easier it is for the dominant party to portray the individual(s) as

a ‘‘trouble-maker’’ and to deny the legitimacy of the individual’s claims. Voice

represents the only option to the less powerful to increase their social power within a

relationship.

The options chosen by less powerful parties will depend on their inclinations and

constraints. When exit is difficult or impossible, they are likely to choose voice;

when voice is too dangerous and exit is not possible, they are likely to choose

loyalty; when conscience or conditions forbid loyalty and exit is implausible, they

may choose voice despite its dangers; when loyalty is not possible and voice is

ineffective, they may choose exit despite its costs, and so on.

Methods of Social Oppression

I propose that the flipside of exit, loyalty, and voice represent strategies available to

powerful parties wishing to maintain or enhance their power: Exit becomes

elimination, or the attempt to get rid of the other party; loyalty becomes control, or

the attempt to make the other party obey; and voice becomes derogation, or the

attempt to silence or render ineffective the voice of the other party. Table 1

represents these strategies as goals (or ends) that can be accomplished with social,

economic, and/or physical means. Some of these means may be available to the

relatively powerless (e.g., economic vandalism, physical assault) in attempting to

seize power, even if just momentarily in acts of revenge. The argument here is that

the powerful, by definition, have at their disposal more means of coercion (physical,

economic, and social) than the powerless, making these strategies more often, and

more effectively, used by powerful parties against less powerful ones.
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Elimination

Elimination aims to get rid of, or to exterminate, another party, thus eliminating the

threat it may pose. Elimination can involve excluding the party from valued

domains (e.g., high status roles, occupations, and social clubs), deporting it (e.g.,

forcing an individual or group to move), or killing it (as in murder or genocide).

Thus, elimination can involve social exclusion, segregation, and the denial of

opportunity; economic theft and embargo to eliminate others’ material vitality; and

physical removal, murder, and genocide.

Control

When it is not possible or desirable to eliminate the other party—if laws,

conscience, or interdependency forbid it—another method available to the powerful

is control. The powerful, by definition, wield relative control over valued outcomes

and can use this control to threaten and bribe the less powerful to motivate

compliance. Control can involve the use of physical force (e.g., torture and assault),

economic coercion (e.g., boycotting a supplier or hiring ‘‘yes men’’), and social

rejection and approval.

Derogation

When control is difficult or ineffective, another strategy is derogation. Derogation

involves portraying the low-power party as incompetent and/or immoral. This

undermines the party’s ability to be respected and therefore to be listened to.

Derogation works to prevent others, including the derogated party (Jost & Banaji,

1994), from taking the derogated party seriously. Derogation can be accomplished

through social means of slander and stereotyping (e.g., portraying the group as cold

and/or incompetent, Fiske, Cuddy, Glick & Xu, 2002), through economic means of

sabotage and vandalism (e.g., denying scholarships or loans to certain parties or

defacing property belonging to them), or through physical means of assault and

humiliation (e.g., degrading the other party with physical domination or pranks).

Successfully derogating the other party can lead it to choose exit or loyalty

because its voice has been enervated. In this way, derogation is an extremely

effective and insidious tool for preventing the less powerful party from employing

the one option—voice—most likely to upend or change the status quo and improve

its situation. By forcing the party to choose between exit and loyalty, derogation

Table 1 Methods of social oppression

Ends

Derogation Control Elimination

Means Social Slander/stereotyping Rejection/approval Exclusion/segregation

Economic Vandalism/sabotage Boycott/funding Theft/embargo

Physical Assault/humiliation Pain/pleasure Murder/genocide

260 Soc Just Res (2008) 21:255–262

123



silences the party and makes its subordination appear freely chosen. When

derogation fails, the powerful will be forced to turn to more obvious and unsavory

measures of control or elimination to maintain their advantage.

It is easy to see that these strategies usually work in concert, one often causing

the other: Derogation is likely to lead to elimination (at least in ‘‘soft’’ form, keeping

the other party out of valued roles and domains), control is likely to lead to

derogation (as shown by Kipnis, 1972), elimination is likely to lead to derogation (to

justify the act of elimination), and so on. The active implementation of one of the

three strategies would seem to lead to the passive occurrence of the others. In this

way, derogation, control, and elimination are mutually reinforcing, just like their

social, economic, and physical sources of power. A physical advantage can be used

to seize an economic advantage, which in turn can be used to create social

advantage. It follows that the powerful can count on one strategy of oppression to

trigger others, and therefore that the powerful can afford to choose the most

expedient and least costly strategy to maintain dominance.

These strategies manifest as different styles of discrimination, and all are

represented in the articles of this special issue.

Placing the Articles within the Framework

Elimination

The meta-analysis by Talaska, Fiske, and Chaiken shows that discrimination against

racial minorities, eliminating them from valuable domains and roles, stems more

from negative feelings than beliefs. Pratto and colleagues found that participants

voluntarily used their existing power to gain more power and then used their power

advantage to eliminate less powerful parties from the game.

Control

The article by Thau, Aquino, and Bommer demonstrates that there are negative

consequences to unfairly punishing Whites, but not Blacks, in organizations: Whites

rebel by withdrawing their citizenship behavior, but Blacks do not. This suggests

that Whites have more control over how they get treated at work: certainly a

valuable outcome, giving them more power than Blacks in their organization.

Fairchild and Rudman showed that harassment from strangers controls women’s

freedom of movement. Smith, Jost, and Vijay showed that insecure powerholders

were more likely to engage in approach behaviors that assert control over less

powerful others.

Derogation

The article by Konik and Cortina examines the derogation (harassment) of

employees based on their sex, gender, and sexuality. They find that these sources of
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derogation are highly linked as strategies of reinforcing male dominance over

women. The article by Fairchild and Rudman shows that derogation by strangers

(stranger harassment) led women to derogate themselves through self-

objectification.

This framework of methods of social oppression is offered as a way of organizing

and systematizing our thinking and research about power dynamics. The articles in

this special issue provide a welcome contribution to understanding and predicting

various social actions in groups, organizations, and society that serve to maintain

social inequality. I expect that the unique contributions in this special issue will

stimulate more research on the dynamics of power inequality and the behaviors that

reinforce it.
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