
Justice and Power

(In 2033 words)

Justice and power have atleast one thing in common: they are both scale or context sensitive terms.
What may be perceived as just at one scale of aggregation may not be so at another. Similarly, someone
or something that was considered powerful may appear otherwise in a different context. e analysis
of the scale-dependence of phenomena has been undertaken under many labels: economics, ecology,
complex systems and cognitive science , among others. It is my hope to use insights gained from these
myriad fields to put forward a concept of justice or equivalently, of even distribution of power which is
applicable across scales.

First of all, one must realize that the very notions of justice and power arise in the natural world
due to the presence of a consciousness, a subject in the midst of objects. Consciousness and individual
perspective are required to impute meaning to the natural world, and it is only in this world of meanings
can a question like ‘What is justice?’ or ‘What is legitimate distribution of power?’ can be asked and
answered. From biology, we understand that our perception has evolved to only discern things on scales
ecologically relevant to us. From the notion of embodied cognition we understand that the kind of minds
we have is a strong function of the kinds of bodies we have come to have. is is our humanity: no
maer what, we will not be able to imagine 10 dimensional spaces or think like an eagle.

However, we have always tried to go past our humanity, to achievemuchmore thanmere Being. Art,
Science, Mathematics and Metaphysics are all aempts to reach this same goal. To see the unchanging
invisible behind the noisy visible, to figure out the formal below the phenomenal, that has been the
driving energy behind a lot of our efforts. We have built machines that can li weights we cannot
imagine, and fly at heights we cannot grasp. We have collectively wrien texts that no one person can
claim to fully understand, and built objects that are smaller than the wavelengths of photons, meaning
even light cannot ‘see’ them! Understanding the formal structure of the world has enabled us to truly
go past our own limitations.

It is this capability in humans that has enabled us to go past mere ecological space and time scales
to truly planetary scales. It is thus not surprising that nowadays we speak of governance, justice, prob-
lems and solutions, at a global scale: it is simply assumed that our capacity for thought transcends all
boundaries.

It is precisely this power that we endow ourselves with that has caused a lot of concern among
people from various walks of life. Formal objects live in an objective world, whereas we live as subjects.
Formalisms are syntax stripped of semantics, whereas we are comfortable with semantics supported by
syntax. We may be able to calculate the angles between vectors in thousand-dimensional spaces using
mathematics, but we cannot imagine them. us, as we begin to live out our lives in nanoseconds and
megameters, we are losing out on what it is that makes us human.

at this is the case has been documented quite well: analysis of airline or domestic accidents show
similar reasons: the users of objects were simply not provided a good conceptual model of what they
were using. Controls on devices must mean something to the user, otherwise confusion and fear toward
the device sets in. Similarly, there are strains of thought in biology which claim that life cannot be
simulated: it has a semantic structure that is inseparable from its syntactic one.
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us, the claim is that a just distribution of power in the world of today should not only speak the
language of class, caste, race, gender or geography, but also of humans and their dehumanized creations.
Machines are meant to assist people in their creative endeavors, but beyond a certain scale, people
cannot work with machines, but only beside them. Instead of empowering the individual, it emasculates
him. More generally, the tools that we have created for ourselves over historical time, be they material,
cultural or institutional, have to be deployed at a scale at which we can create meaning with them, not
be dehumanized through them.

Whether it be Adam Smith warning us about the dehumanizing effects of the pin factory, or Marx
raging against the capitalist system of production, or Gandhi with his seemingly retrograde ideas about
the spinning wheel, or the extremely provocative works of Illich, all talk about the same issue over and
over again. Most people find it extremely difficult to deal with purely formal objects and ideas: witness
the student asking the professor about the ‘practical relevance’ of the mathematics that she has just
studied, or the complaints of the factory owner that her laborers are lazy and ‘just not efficient enough’.
is problem again surfaced in the context of climate change and the IPCC: the initial forecasts of a
global rise in temperature by 5 degree Celsius did not have the intended impact simply because it has
no meaning at the scale of a farmer dealing with his land or the tailor in her store. It was only with
the introduction of regional forecasts (however inaccurate they may be), was it possible to aract the
aention of politicians and the people they were responsible to.

e IPCC is a great example of people from diverse backgrounds working toward a global problem.
ey are stalwarts in their fields and can creatively use the tools they are endowed with to engage in
debate and discussion to inform and educate the rest of the society. is mode of working is the exact
opposite of the work places the majority of the people find themselves in: working on a small part of a
large project, with minimal control over the final outcomes, pushing buons on a panel or typing away
on a keyboard. ere is no way to impute meaning to their work, as it is abstracted away from them,
and it becomes a meaningless and uninteresting activity that is engaged in just to keep body and soul
together. is separation between meaningful ‘work’ and meaningless ‘jobs’ is one of the main things
that would need to be addressed if there is to be a just distribution of power in society. e Pyramids
may be testament to the creativity of a few Egyptians, but they also speak of the mindless slave labor
that was required to build them. It is not be very hard to imagine our modern day wonders ending up
as a future Ozymandias’ statue in a technological desert. en why go down that road again?

Another imperative would be to rescue politics from science, and maybe even science from itself. As
we keep moving from a world of meaning and life to formalisms, science, among all other disciplines,
naturally takes up the lead in defining what we know and how we know what we know. We can now
collapse social structure into graphs on a computer and study their abstract properties. Similarly, we
can run gigantic models of the earth (which very few completely understand in its entirety) and use
the petabytes of data it generates to plot graphs and show us possible futures. So what? Computers
don’t understand most of what makes us human, and it is fundamentally impossible for them to do so.
So, when they predict a future, what exactly are they predicting? Human behavior is predictable and
parameterizable at large aggregations, true, but how will it help an individual who wants to participate
creatively in the political process which determines our future? How will she know what it means for
her to live in a world where the global temperatures rise by 5 degree celsius? All we can do is listen to the
prescriptions of a technical and scientific high-priesthood and perform actions which by their very scale
becomemeaningless to the individual. Similarly, it is becoming harder for scientists and professionals to
understand and control the tools of their trade: not surprisingly, using a model built with assumptions
very different from what were ground realities is said to have contributed to the financial crisis that
we find ourselves in. People don’t understand what they use, and treat their tools with superstitious
reverence rather than wield them with power. at is the tragedy of progress: it is the progress of the
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mechanical over the corporeal, for reasons entirely created by ourselves.
Next would be to rescue economics and engineering from ‘efficiency’. Efficiency in economics is

the difference between income and expenditure and that in engineering comes from the second law of
thermodynamics. ey are identified with each other in practice, and engineering is increasingly called
up to solve environmental problems in an economically efficient manner. e second law applies strictly
to systems in thermodynamic equilibrium. Most of our lives are spent around natural systems which
are not, so it becomes imperative to build systems that are both – It becomes a maer of not solving
what is important, but solving what is possible to be solved.

Efficiency as a means is a perfectly noble goal, but when it becomes an end in itself, it leads to the
same dehumanized logic of the assembly line. Making something efficient means increasing its scale:
hence the economies of scale argument. Making a process efficient is by engineering it from end to end,
and reducing it to procedure. erefore, a corporation has no other option than to grow (and this notion
is now applied to countries as well), and a factory has no option but to train people to push the right
buons, claiming they are increasing quality of life by providing income (which completes the feedback
loop between economics and engineering).

Also, efforts must be made to rescue education from ideology. Educational institutions are the
bedrock on which modern society is built, and its main purpose is to produce individuals who are
capable of independent thinking while being sensitive to the contexts that they come from. As it is
has been beautifully put, ‘education is reflection in the process of relating’. Elite education around the
world, in the name of creating ‘global citizens’, simply makes children unsuitable to live within their
own contexts, and this is all the more apparent in countries with high contrasts in social structure like
India. By the time children are out of school, the power to make a choice of lifestyle has been almost
completely lost, and the standard logic of efficiency and ‘compatibility’ drives them away from the very
society that has nurtured them.

Finally, one must put an end to the fetish of globalism. As mentioned, working on global scales
automatically excludes themajority of the global population from taking any part in the political process.
Global leaders must be those that have a strong responsibility and commitment to work in their own
localities. ey should be global only in the sense of being an example to anyone who wishes to follow
in their path. Global citizens are those that teach the world how to live from the confines of their
communities. Footloose, globe-troing communities of ‘Global Leaders’ called to make decisions about
people whom they know only as statistics can only lead to further misery and conflict.

No global decision will work without the active, creative participation of the entire global commu-
nity. ere will be contradictions and conflict, but that must be incorporated into a more catholic idea
of justice. Logic precludes contradictions, but contradictions are the essence of life. It is only when
power is devolved to a scale where people can claim ownership over it, can it be used responsibly. As
ethnographical work has shown, the ethical life of people is dominated not by disembodied texts, but by
living traditions and contingent realities. erefore, a high-level prescription of what should be done
normally never gets implemented without widespread violence.

Statist control elevates the state over all, Laissez-faire dynamics prioritizes the corporation. It is
only an idea of justice that prioritizes the society and the people within it that can be sustainable and
legitimate.
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