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Design for Deer Hunting Mural in the Cabaret Theatre Club, 1912, by Spencer Frederick Gore 
(1878–1914), oil & chalk on paper, Yale Center for British Art [Public Domain]. 

 

Invidious dis�nc�on should be a key concept when analyzing economies and addressing 
economic issues. “Invidious Dis�nc�on” is a term used by American economist Thorstein Veblen 
(1857-1929) to describe social stra�fica�on and economic hierarchy, as expressed through 
economic ac�vi�es such as consump�on, leisure, and labor, as well as poli�cs, personal 
rela�ons, and social norms and beliefs. 

Examples of invidious dis�nc�ons include the subordinate-master significa�on in socio-
economic rela�ons and the treatment of nature; the organiza�on of ins�tu�ons to uphold and 
protect supremacy, and the exercise of domina�on; ownership based on exploita�on and force, 
as well as seemingly harmless status-driven prac�ces like conspicuous consump�on, 
conspicuous leisure, and conspicuous waste of �me and resources.  

https://collections.britishart.yale.edu/catalog/tms:1254
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All of these social processes involve inten�onal individual ac�ons and form and sustain 
oppressive ins�tu�ons that harm and exploit people over extended periods. Invidious 
dis�nc�on is not solely about individual psychological tendencies and behaviors, although it 
includes them. 
 
Rather than being excep�ons, processes of invidious dis�nc�on are embedded in the 
development and func�oning of economies, strengthening exis�ng vested interests. Invidious 
dis�nc�on also leads to public persuasion and mobiliza�on for poli�cs, aggression, and 
authoritarian rule.  
 
Invidious dis�nc�on involves dehumaniza�on, aggression, violence, and exploita�on. Slavery, 
racism, sexism, misogyny, aggressive or superiority na�onalism, ableism, ageism, public 
austerity, and other cumula�ve and systemic outcomes are rooted in processes of invidious 
dis�nc�on. Each involves socially shared and cul�vated no�ons of superiority and domina�on, 
may be based on the exploita�on of groups, and jus�fies forms of exploita�on, marginaliza�on, 
dehumaniza�on, and/or aggression.  

Invidious dis�nc�ons have serious consequences for those who are exploited and marginalized. 
Moreover, these effects worsen during crises.  

All of this makes invidious dis�nc�on a key, even central, topic when examining the evolu�on of 
economies and addressing economic issues. 

 

Hierarchical Division of Labor and Ownership  
 

One layer of invidious dis�nc�on, discussed here, is the hierarchy between “exploit” and 
“drudgery” work, which carries social respectability or low status. This dis�nc�on is 
fundamental to the hierarchical division of labor, the evolu�on of ownership, and the 
distribu�on of wealth. 

Necessary drudgery work may be essen�al, but it is socially undervalued. Historically, it has 
been assigned to slaves, servants, later low-income workers, marginalized groups, and unpaid 
labor. Most of this work is organized with litle or no individual autonomy and is subject to 
surveillance and direc�on. The advancement of machine processes, from assembly lines to 
computeriza�on and AI, tends to expand the range of occupa�ons subject to this treatment. 

Exploit, on the other hand, is defined as "ge�ng something for nothing” (as Veblen simply calls 
it) and occurs through preda�on and domina�on. This ul�mately influences the social division 
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of labor, and many occupa�ons, sectors, and behaviors driven by these goals gain higher status. 
Ac�vi�es and rela�onships of exploit and acquisi�veness drive the growth of vested interests, 
including intangible assets and absentee ownership, which claim a por�on of the socially 
produced surplus of output and knowledge pool. 

The distribu�on of wealth exhibits trends that cannot realis�cally be explained by work effort, 
thri�iness, prudence, produc�vity, educa�on, virtue, belief, or discipline. Further, factoring in 
historical social stra�fica�on, such as racial dispari�es in home ownership wealth, makes it 
impossible to ignore the impacts of invidious dis�nc�on over �me.  

At the same �me, exploita�on is reinforced by and fosters social persuasion about the 
inevitability of current wealth distribu�on, the usefulness of dominant classes, and the public 
virtue of hierarchical economies. This includes folklore and theories about how compe��ve 
markets work, which are more relevant to the handicra� commerce era and small modern 
enterprises than to today's largely concentrated economy. 

 

Today’s Technology, Workers, and Top Classes 
 

The status aspect of division of labor influences occupa�onal structures, wages, work 
condi�ons, and work autonomy.  

Today, technological changes aim to automate more high-status jobs that involve abstract and 
crea�ve tasks, along with repe��ve or fully automatable work. Refer to the Anthropic report on 
early evidence of AI effects on labor markets. The report discusses gaps in AI's theore�cal 
occupa�onal scope, actual implementa�on, and occupa�onal displacement.  

Despite theore�cal and prac�cal gaps in AI implementa�on and job displacement, we can 
expect compe��ve a�tudes in business and invidious dis�nc�ons in organiza�onal 
management to lead to disrup�ons and job reorganiza�on in that direc�on.  Some of these 
disrup�ons aim at cost-cu�ng, with an industrial plan to con�nue the going concern. Yet others 
are myopic and ceremonial, seemingly driven by emula�on and self-interest among managers, 
cas�ng doubt on the going concern.  Both of these types of disrup�ons entail an invidious 
dis�nc�on.  

Perhaps, as a result, hierarchical occupa�onal stra�fica�on could be shi�ing toward a 
downward flatening of most workers’ socio-economic posi�ons. At the same �me, the wealth 
gap between all workers and the wealth class will be preserved and most likely widened, with 

https://fred.stlouisfed.org/release/tables?eid=813804&rid=453
https://cdn.sanity.io/files/4zrzovbb/website/a42bc3fc08283562f08fd8bdee8f6f9a3d506e87.pdf
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the flater working class being socially and economically further down the ladder, experiencing a 
greater dis�nc�on from the dominant classes.  

One of these dominant classes includes the top managerial-capitalist and absentee owners' 
class. Their role involves, to some extent, overseeing and direc�ng concentrated produc�on 
centrally, largely driven by financial mo�ves that compromise various aspects of produc�on's 
serviceability (in terms of quality and quan�ty).  

The second upper class is a new form of moneyed leisure class, whose economic posi�on is 
useless for producing goods, except indirectly by suppor�ng and guiding social ac�vi�es 
through philanthropy. Many of these ac�vi�es are socially progressive, forward-thinking, and 
life-saving. Others may aim to maintain exis�ng inequali�es. Incidentally, at their core, these 
socially oriented func�ons are linked to concentrated wealth only through the social 
arrangements of vested interests and are ul�mately grounded in invidious dis�nc�on. With a 
different distribu�on of wealth, such socially oriented ac�vi�es can be carried out (as they are, 
though on a smaller scale) in a decentralized manner by communi�es without the conspicuous 
machina�ons of a leisure class. 

 

Invidious Comparison, Emula�on, and Conserva�sm 
 

The posi�on of exploit not only ensures the avoidance of necessary, low-status drudgery but 
also enables conspicuous consump�on and leisure on a significantly larger scale than most.  
Such ac�vi�es offer higher levels of socially exclusive engagement, consump�on, and leisure, as 
well as the ability to control and direct resources or command others.  

Ac�vi�es and behaviors related to exploita�on are emulated throughout the economic 
hierarchy on a smaller scale and in different kinds, influenced by affordability and comparisons 
with closer social groups. Therefore, pecuniary emula�on also involves those who cannot 
par�cipate in economic exploita�on, which is the majority of the popula�on.  

Regarding this point, two things should be considered, all of which relate to conserva�sm. 

First, given a limited social posi�on for engaging in economic exploita�on, aten�on and energy 
can be directed toward social control and the blaming of social groups. This supports an 
invidious dis�nc�on in society and the hierarchical economic order. The means include 
demagogy not concerned with truth at all, and poli�cal propaganda that distorts the truth, 
neither of which addresses real economies and wealth distribu�on. Social media enables 
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demagogy and propaganda significantly by amplifying inaccuracies and hate, isola�ng people, 
and crea�ng echo chambers.  

Second, exploit can happen outside of market interac�ons. Therefore, preda�on, invidious 
dis�nc�on, and oppression occur within various economic rela�ons, such as non-market 
obliga�ons, gi�s, tribute, and sacrifice. These can be aimed at: 1) gaining income streams by 
exploi�ng unequal personal rela�onships; 2) lowering costs and reducing monetary 
commitments through unpaid labor driven by social norms of duty; or 3) obtaining non-
monetary control through paternalis�c, subordinate, and patriarchal rela�onships at work, 
home, and in communi�es. These provide false avenues for coping with economic 
subordina�on while harming people. 

Consequently, emula�on based on invidious comparison entails not only consump�on habits 
but also social beliefs and a�tudes. The process of emula�on tends to encourage conserva�sm 
- the desire to preserve hierarchies and exploita�on, even when people themselves are 
subjected to those invidious processes and inequi�es.  

 

Non-Invidious Processes  
 

Nonetheless, the history of humanity is a record of collec�ve processes that support the survival 
of interests, behaviors, and social ac�vi�es not based on invidious dis�nc�ons. These are aimed 
at sustaining the life process, promo�ng democra�za�on, fostering solidarity toward non-
invidious goals, cul�va�ng empathy, and reducing ceremonial hierarchies and challenging the 
ideologies that reinforce them. 

Examples of common non-invidious processes include progress in widespread literacy, human 
and labor rights, women’s legal, poli�cal, and social freedoms, aboli�onist and civil rights 
movements, consumer protec�on, social security, public educa�on, and an�-discrimina�on laws 
in lending and housing. These are among many historical processes that have expanded equity, 
increased public par�cipa�on, and reduced marginaliza�on, thereby promo�ng human 
development for everyone. 

To the extent that non-invidious processes and ins�tu�ons are restricted, atacked, or coopted 
to pursue invidious dis�nc�ons, there exists a deeper “enduring tension” between the public 
interest of the “common man” and “vested interests” governed by the top wealth classes. This 
tension is misconstrued as something else, with no explanatory power for the real issues within 
economies. 

https://www.epi.org/blog/weve-been-here-before-and-we-know-what-comes-next-white-supremacy-has-always-been-used-to-usher-in-massive-economic-inequality/
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University of Chicago Library, Special Collections Research Center. Portrait (photograph copy) of 
Thorstein Veblen (1857-1929) by the ar�st Edwin Burrage Child (1868-1937) [Public Domain] 
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