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T H E SOCIAL ROOTS OF E G A L I T A R I A N I S M 

L o r d A c t o n saw history as the story of l iber ty . Tocquevil le, on 
the other hand, saw it — though he d id not put i t that way — as 
the story of equali ty. It was the equalisation of conditions wh ich 
provided the under ly ing plot of social development. If indeed i t does 
so, the plot is a curious one, as is documented i n an admirab ly thorough 
historical sm^vey by Gerha rd L e n s k i ^ 

The pattern of human history, when plotted against the axis of 
equality, displays a steady progression towards increasing inequahty, 
up to a certain mysterious point i n time, at w h i c h the t rend goes into 
reverse, and we then witness that equalisation of conditions w h i c h 
preoccupied Tocquevi l le . What on earth impel led history to change its 
direction? L e n s k i invokes ideology: modern society is egalitarian be­
cause i t w i l l s i tself to be such, because it was somehow converted to 
the egal i tar ian ideal . 

I f i n d i t d i f f i c u l t to accept this theory of collective conversion, 
and I fee l the same about the supposit ion that ideals are quite £o 
effect ive social ly. A t any rate, before we f a l l back on this k i n d of 
intel lectualist explanation, w i t h its h int of the Allnnacht des Gedankens, 
i t may be as w e l l to explore other, more concrete, tangible, v i s ib ly 
constraining factors w h i c h may have impel led us a l l i n the direct ion 
of equali ty. The psychological appeals of equality, and of its opposite, 
are no doubt complex and m u r k y . The appeal of equality, whether 
as a corol lary of fairness, as a manner of avoiding intolerably h u ­
mi l i a t ing inequal i ty , or as a precondit ion of f ra te rna l affect ion, seems 
obvious, at any rate i n our age; but there is a danger that we may 
credit the human heart w i t h a tendency wh ich is mere ly the pervasive 
spir i t of our age. 

The psychic appeal of inequal i ty may be as deep and important, 
and not merely to the beneficiaries of unequal status. Somewhere i n 
the works of the late C y r i l Conno l ly there is a passage i n w h i c h he 
observes that it gives h i m deep satisfaction to remember that there 
are houses i n Eng land whose portals w i l l forever remain closed to 
h i m . There is glamour i n the existence of social ly uncl imbed and 
uncl imbable peaks; and a w h o l l y conquered or easily conquerable 
mounta in range, devoid of the inaccessible, loses its appeal. The soul-
t ransforming glamour of great pr ivi lege is conveyed i n the celebrated 
exchange between Scott F i t zge ra ld a n d Ernest Hemingway . Ernest, 
said F i t zge ra ld — the r i c h are d i f fe ren t f r o m us. Yes , rep l ied H e ­
mingway — they have more money. 

^ Power and Privilege. 
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Egali tar ians react to this story by fee l ing that H e m i n g w a y won, 
and that he scored of f the socia l ly over-awed Fi tzgera ld . B u t there 
are many who fee l d i f f e ren t ly about this, and who value inequal i ty , 
not s i m p l y as a n unavoidable means towards other social ends, or as 
an incentive, or a w a y of p rov id ing the leisure requ i red fo r progress, 
or a concession — but as a good and above a l l a t h r i l l i n itself. 
I remember reading a defence of the snobbery of the superb novelist 
E v e l y n Waugh , b y his f r i e n d M r . Christopher Sykes, i n wh ich the 
argument went roughly as fo l lows : W a u g h accepted inequal i ty because 
he was clear-sighted enough to see that modern egali tarian pol i t ica l 
movements w i l l mere ly resul t i n new forms of inequal i ty , as harsh 
eventua l ly and crass and perhaps worse than, those w h i c h they replace. 
In br ief Waugh 's inegal i tar ianism is turned into a corol lary of his 
social perceptiveness, a resigned acceptance of a necessary ev i l . Th is 
seems to me a total misrepresentation of the spir i t of Waugh's novels, 
and ;Unfair to their l i te rary meri t . H e may w e l l of course also have 
he ld the belief about the consequences of egali tarian r e f o r m w i t h 
w h i c h Sykes credits h i m : i n a l l probabi l i ty he did. B u t to invoke that 
as the explanat ion of his inegal i tar ianism is to imp ly , absurdly, that 
he was a regretful inegal i tar ian — that, i f on ly equali ty were socia l ly 
feasible, he w o u l d have embraced i t w i t h a lacr i ty . B u t i n fact one 
of the merits- of his w o r k is the convinc ing manner i n w h i c h he cap­
tures and portrays the deep positive passion fo r inequal i ty , even, or 
especially, as fe l t by the less pr iv i leged. P a u l Pot ts does not mere ly 
recognise the ha rd social fact that one l aw applies to h i m and quite 
another to Margo t Met ro land : he loves her for it. Waugh , l ike C o n ­
no l ly , conveys that posi t ively sexual f r i sson , the sk in - t ing l ing t i t i va -
t ion engendered by rad ica l inequal i ty , by the brazen and confident 
denial of the equal i ty of man w h i c h p rofoundly excites both the active 
and the passive partner, the higher and the lower, so to speak, i n 
the ecstatic un ion of inequal i ty . It is per fec t ly obvious that either of 
these authors w o u l d have loathed to be depr ived of it. 

I ment ion these complications mere ly i n order to stress that the 
psychic appeal of equal i ty and its absence are complex, probably 
tortuous, and cer ta in ly many-sided. There are men w h o love inequal i ty , 
l i ke the admirable Cr ich ton ; and though the complications cannot be 
ignored, they may perhaps use fu l ly be l a i d aside u n t i l a f te r w e have 
explored the h is tor ica l ly more specif ic social roots of the manifest 
current t rend towards egali tar ianism. I sha l l o f fe r a list , no doubt 
incomplete, of the factors w h i c h are l iable to impe l us i n this 
direct ion. 

1. Mobility 

M o d e r n indus t r i a l society is egali tarian and mobile. B u t i t is 
egal i tar ian because it is mobile, rather than mobile because egali tarian. 
W e can assume this, because we can see w h y it is obliged to be mobile, 
and w h y i n t u r n mob i l i t y is bound to engender egali tarianism. If this 
argument is correct we are spared the double embarrassment of treat­
ing conversion to an ideal as a pr ime social mover, and of assuming 
it to be socia l ly effective. 
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Modern society depends for its existence on technological innova­
t ion. It is the f i r s t society ever to secure, over quite a considerable 
period, sustained increase i n weal th. Notoriously, its pol i t ica l organisa­
t ion hinges on this: i t has re l ied on this sustained growth of the total 
cake for buy ing o f f the discontent of the less pr ivi leged, and the 
general sof tening of manners, and the reduction i n the severi ty of 
social sanctions, is presumably connected w i t h this continuous bribery. 
The recent crisis i n the West is of course connected w i t h the fa i lure , 
presumed to be temporary, to main ta in this growth of weal th at the 
rate to w h i c h we have become accustomed. 

Wha t concerns us i n connection w i t h equali ty is certain obvious 
implicat ions of sustained technical and economic innovation. It means 
that changes i n economic organisation, i n the nature and distribution 
of jobs, are not occasional, but permanent and constant. They do not 
occur, as they might i n some agrarian society, mere ly as the occasional 
consequences of a natura l disaster, of the int roduct ion of a new crop, 
or some other re la t ive ly extraneous change; they occur perpetual ly as 
part of the normal w o r k i n g of the system, and they occur even i f the 
external environment (however defined) is stable, wh ich i n any case 
it is not. The ins tabi l i ty of economic roles is bu i l t in to the system, 
and is self-generated. 

A corol lary of this inherent and inescapable occupational mobi l i ty 
is what I wish to ca l l L a d y Montdore's P r inc ip le . L a d y Montdore is 
a character i n some of the novels of Nancy M i t f o r d , and she expressed 
and appl ied a certain pr inc ip le of behaviour, wh ich r an as fol lows: 
A l w a y s be polite to the girls , for you do not k n o w w h o m they w i l l 
mar ry . 

W i t h i n her social circle, the young marriageable girls fo rmed 
a f a i r l y undif ferent ia ted pool of potential brides, and some of them — 
but there was no safe way of te l l ing i n advance, which ones — would 
eventual ly m a r r y men of position, importance and weal th . It was ob­
viously impol i t ic and unwise to o f f end and antagonise those part icular 
g i r l s who were going to end up as wives of men of importance. B u t — 
there's the rub —• there was no way of iden t i fy ing this sub-class i n 
advance. Were it possible, obviously one could and would adjust one's 
behaviour to any ind iv idua l g i r l i n accordance w i t h whether she was 
a member of this important sub-class, or whether she f e l l into the 
residue. B u t it was not possible; and this being so, the only sensible 
pol icy, w h i c h L a d y Montdore duly adopted, was to be polite to them 
all. 

It is an occupationally very mobile society, i t is not mere ly the pool 
of upper-class brides, but v i r t u a l l y the whole population wh ich be­
nefi ts f r o m L a d y Montdore 's P r inc ip le . (There is one supremely i m ­
portant exception to this. Members of underpr ivi leged subgroups wh ich 
are easily ident i f iable — by pigmentational, deeply engrained cul tura l , 
or other near- indel ible traits — actual ly suf fe r additional disadvan­
tages i n this si tuation. The statistical improbabi l i ty of social ascension 
wh ich attaches to such a group as a whole, is more or less fo rc ib ly 
appl ied, by a k i n d of social anticipation, even to individuals who 
wou ld otherwise rise to more attractive positions. The bitterness of 
" r ac i a l " tensions i n otherwise mobi le societies is of course connected 
w i t h this.) 
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B u t leaving aside ident i f iable and systematical ly disadvantaged 
groups, and concentrating on the re la t ive ly homogenous major i ty , the 
P r i n c i p l e mili tates p o w e r f u l l y against the a t t r ibut ion of permanent, 
profound, deeply engrained status dist inction. In a re la t ive ly stable 
society, it is possible — and very common — to establish legal ly , 
r i t u a l l y or otherwise enforced and highl ighted status distinctions, wh ich 
tu rn people into basical ly d i f fe ren t kinds of men. Radica l , conceptually 
internal ised inequal i ty is feasible, and is f requent ly practiced.^ Bu t 
even such t radi t ional , re la t ive ly stable societies are f requen t ly obliged 
to "cheat". Roles ascribed by heredity and those actual ly avai lable to 
be f i l l e d do not converge. Demographic accidents, or other causes, lead 
to the overproduct ion of heredi tary occupants of one k i n d of socio­
economic role, and the underproduct ion of the occupants of others; 
and, so as to keep going, the society f i l l s its roles, and has its essential 
tasks carr ied out i n a manner which , more or less covert ly , violates 
its o w n pr inciples of the hereditary or otherwise r i g i d ascr ipt ion of 
status. B u t , given the re la t ive economic s tabi l i ty or stagnation of such 
societies, this k i n d of cheating is nevertheless kept w i t h i n bounds. 

B u t i n the occupationally h igh ly mobile indust r ia l society, the 
cheating w o u l d have to be on such a scale as to become intolerable 
and absurd. The most eloquent testimony to mobi l i ty is precisely the 
fact that when i t fa i l s to occur — because of ineradicable " r a c i a l " or 
otherwise engrained traits — such a society experiences its most in to ­
lerable tensions. In fact, of course, modern indus t r ia l society cheats 
i n the opposite direction. A s egal i tar ian l e f t -w ing cr i t ics frequentl^^ 
point out, the mobi l i ty and equahty of opportuni ty w h i c h is credited 
to l i be ra l society ;is not quite as great as i t is painted. Th i s is indeed 
so: l i fe-chances are unequal, and the extent to w h i c h this is so varies 
i n diverse occupations, countries etc. B u t at the same time, mob i l i t y 
is rea l and frequent enough to impose f o r m a l equali ty as a k i n d of 
external norm. Heredi tary rank and status, so common and wide ly 
acceptable elsewhere, w o u l d be i n col l is ion w i t h actual ro le so very 
f requen t ly as to lead to intolerable f r i c t ion . F o r m a l equal i ty — the 
intolerable nature, i n modern conditions, of d iv id ing men in to d i f ferent 
kinds of being — however much s inned against by substantive ine­
qualit ies, is not merely the compl iment of vice to v i r tue , i t is also 
the recognit ion of the genuine rea l i ty of occupational mobi l i ty , and 

2 Louis Dumont has consciously attempted to perpetuate the Tocquevillian 
tradition and to analyse both egalitarian and inegalitarian societies, and to 
separate the issues of hierarchy and holism. Cf. his Homo Hierarchicus and hit; 
Homo Aequalis (translated into English as From Mandeville to Marx). Both his 
account of Indian and of Western societies — treated as paradigms of hierarchical 
and non-hierarchical organisation — are open to the suspicion that he over-
stressies the role of ideology, and does not sufficiently explore non-ideological 
factors. 

Dumont's insistence on separating the issue of egalitarianism and holism 
(Indian society being for him the paradigm of a society both hierarchical and 
holistic) receives a kind of confirmation from Alan Macfarlane's recent Origins 
of English Individualism, with its striking and powerfully argued claim that 
English society was individualistic since at least the later Middle Ages. It would 
be hard to claim that it was also egalitarian. 
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hence of the non-v iab i l i ty of any serious system of rank wh ich w o u l d 
prejudge status independently of occupational position. Where oc­
cupational position is both crucia l and unpredictable, the on ly workable 
system of hereditary rank is one w h i c h confers the same ranK: on a l l •— 
i n other words, egali tarianism. 

Note that a complex divis ion of labour joined to occupational 
mob i l i t y is imposed internat ional ly. There are no autarchic economies, 
and a l l nat ional economies are obliged to r u n i f they are even to s^ay 
i n the same place. If they lag behind re la t ively , they eventual ly suf fe r 
absolutel^^ Thus innovat ion and its corollary, occupational mobi l i ty , 
is imposed on a l l cultures. 

2. The Nature of Our Work Life 

J . -P . Sartre observed somewhere that the work ing class were 
predisposed towards mater ia l i sm because its work experience brought 
home to i t the constraints imposed on us by things, whereas the middle 
class tended towards ideal ism because its work si tuation consists l a r ­
gely of the manipula t ion of words, ideas and people. If this so to 
speak materialist , or at any rate sociological, explanat ion of w h y people 
embrace mater ia l ism or ideal ism is correct, then the fu ture prospects 
f o r mater ia l i sm would seem dist inct ly poor: the proportion of jobs at 
the coal face, so to speak, invo lv ing the direct handl ing of ext ra-
human, extra-social, physical rea l i ty by human hand, is rap id ly d i m i ­
nishing. O n the whole, we deal w i t h choses only , as you migh t say, 
par personnes interposees, and these personnes d imin i sh i n number. 
The tools by means of wh ich brute things are handled are themselves 
sophisticated, and their controls require the recognit ion of conventional 
meanings, i n other words of ideas, rather than the applicat ion of brute 
force. 

A very large part of the work ing l i f e of a ve ry large, growing 
and probably major i t a r i an proportion of men, consists of encounters 
and interaction w i t h a large number of other men, i n varied, u n ­
predictable and anonymous contexts. If this is so, this underscores 
once again the impract ica l i ty of r ig id and visible social ranking . 
Ineq^uality is v iab le when the ranking is agreed, more or less, by 
both parties: i f superior A and in fe r io r B both accept their relativ^e 
ranking , they can co-operate peacefully. B may or may not resent 
the situation, and he may or may not look f o r w a r d to its modif icat ion; 
but for the time beings they can communicate. Not every ranker 
respects every of f icer , but f o r the t ime being, the clear ly def ined 
and iden t i f i ed difference in their respective ranks enables them to 
communicate i n their work si tuation without constant and immediate 
f r i c t ion . B u t i f people are constantly encountering, communicat ing w i t h 
and temporar i ly cooperating w i t h men of unident i f ied rank, i n a m u l t i ­
p l i c i ty of d i f ferent organisations whose respective rankings may not 
be easily inter-translatable, then to insist on the recognition of rank 
is to ask fo r constant trouble. It wou ld be an encouragement to both 
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parties to impose thei r o w n v i s ion of their o w n standing, on each 
occasion ^. 

Complex , intr icate social organisation, w i t h a l l the consequences 
this has for the nature of h u m a n encounters, does not on its own 
generate egali tarianism. There are ample historical examples wh ich 
prove this. B u t i n conjunct ion w i t h occupational mobi l i ty , the com­
p lex i ty , anonymity , b rev i ty of human encounters a l l provide a ipower-
f u l impu l s ion towards egal i tar ianism. A society w h i c h was s i m p l y 
occupat ional ly mobile, but i n w h i c h each person carr ied out h is work 
wi thout numerous and unpredictable contacts w i t h many other people, 
w o u l d f i n d i t easier to combine its mob i l i t y w i t h inegal i tar ianism. The 
so to speak gregarious-mercurial nature of our professional l i f e , jo in t ly 
w i t h mobi l i ty , makes egal i tar ianism hard to escape — because r ank ing 
w o u l d be endlessly f r ic t ion-engendering. Where r ank ing is superimposed 
on such a society, by the symbiosis of " rac ia l ly" , re l igiously , c u l t u r a l l y 
dist inguishable sub-communit ies w i t h d i f f e r i n g prestige, i t does no­
tor iously lead to intolerable f r i c t ion . 

3. Our Home Life 

For the great ma jo r i t y of members of advanced indus t r ia l society, 
work l i f e om the one hand, and home or communi ty l i f e (or l ives) on 
the other, are c lear ly and dis t inct ly separate. There are exceptions to 

^ It is arguable that this in fact does happen; that the high valuation of 
a kind of aggressive "personality" in middle America is connected with an 
egalitarianism which denies that a man can bring previous rank to a new 
encounter. He is expected to establish his standing by his manner, but not 
allow êd to aippeal to his previous history and EK)sition. If so the cult of restraint 
which is so characteristic of much of English culture <and which Weber con­
sidered to be one of the consequences of protestantism) could be attributed to 
a valuation of rank and status, which frees its carrier from a vulgar need to 
insist loudly on his standing. He is, he doesn't need to do. This provides a useful 
and discouraging hurdle for the would-be climber, who is faced with a fork: 
if he conducts himself with restraint, he will remain unnoticed and outside, for 
as yet he is not, but if he makes a noise, he w i l l display his vulgarity and 
damn himself. (In practice, many have however surmounted this fork.) Tocque­
ville attributed English reserve not to rank as such, but to the fluidity and 
ambiguity of ranking, which makes it dangerous to establish a connection with 
a stranger whose standing is as yet necessarily obscure. 

If my argument about the connection between egalitarianism and the multi­
plicity of organisations is correct, one might expect to be less marked in 
Socialist industrial countries, given the fact that socialist economic organisation 
approaches more closely the unification of production in one single organisation, 
whose sub-parts employ the same id iom and can have mutually translatable, 
equivalent rank-systems. This tendency, if it obtains, may perhaps be com­
pensated by the greater overt commitment of socialist societies to egalitarianism. 

It is also possible that the whole argument is empirically contradicted by 
the case of Japan, which combines a notoriously successful industrial society 
with, apparently, great rigidity of and sensitivity to rank, at least within any 
single one organisation. One would like to know whether ranking is ignored 
with a polite egalitarianism, in encounters between men of different organisations. 
Cf. R. P. Dore, Japanese Factory — British Factory. 
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this, but they are re la t ive ly rare. Fo r an Israeli k ibbutzn ik , the work , 
social , and m i l i t a r y uni t are a l l ident ical and overlapping; a Head of 
a n O x f o r d College is per forming one of his duties when he dines; and 
there are s t i l l , here and there, servants w h o are also f u l l - t i m e retainers. 
B u t a l l this is mani fes t ly exceptional and a typical . A no rma l existence, 
or existenz, notoriously involves t ravel f r o m home to place of work . 
( L i v i n g over the shop is a pr iv i lege or burden given to few). This means 
more than a mere ly physica l move: i t means a shif t f r o m one set of 
persons to another, f r o m one authori ty and hierarchy to another, f r o m 
one id iom and mora l cl imate to another. Th is separation is, notoriously, 
one part of what M a r x meant by "alienation", and w h i c h constituted 
a part of the indictment of capital ism. 

N o doubt this separation had a n inhuman aspect. It enabled men 
to purchase the labour of another, and treat i t , as M a r x i s m stressed, 
as a mere commodity, wi thout assuming any of the other responsibi­
l i t ies (however inegalitarian) v/hich had been characteristic of more 
personal, pre-capitalist forms of domination. It was this aspect of the 
impersonal i ty of labour relations wh ich f i r s t s t ruck observers of i n ­
dust r ia l society. 

Bu t , interest ingly, the separation of hom.e l i fe and work l i fe also 
has other implicat ions, relevant to egali tarianism and favourable to 
i t . The relat ive amount of "labour as a commodi ty" has diminished, 
though i t s t i l l exists: the condit ion of fore ign labour migrants, pro­
v id ing brawn, and mora l ly non-incorporated i n the society i n w h i c h 
they work , approximates to that of the "ciassical" w o r k i n g class ob­
served by Engels. B u t a large part of the s k i l l e d work ing class is i n 
quite a d i f ferent condit ion. B u t at this point, I a m not concerned w i t h 
the t ransformat ion (by sk i l l s , etc.) of their work ing situation, but 
rather w i t h the long- term implicat ions of the continuing separation 
of w o r k and l i f e . 

This means that work relations are not carr ied over into home 
l i fe , and there are no rad ica l obstacles i n the w a y of a homogeneous, 
or at least continuous, home and leLsure culture. The authori ty s truc­
ture of work is i n no w a y t ransferred into the home. A serf was a f u l l 
time serf; even a servant, fo r the durat ion of his service, was f u l l 
t ime. He d id not escape f r o m his condition into a private wor ld . In 
the modern wor ld , the inequal i ty of the w o r k i n g condi t ion is restricted 
to w o r k i n g hours. The inequal i ty between those who give orders and 
those who execute them, where i t obtains, does not carry over into 
the (ever lengthening) leisure periods, and is not deeply internalised, 
or perhaps not internal ised at a l l . 

There is an enormous difference between a f u l l - t i m e and a part-
t ime servi le role. Service roles w h i c h are c i rcumscribed i n time and 
specific i n func t ion , such as wa i t ing i n a restaurant, are not fe l t to 
be demeaning, a n d professions of that k i n d do not seem to have any 
d i f f i c u l t y i n rec ru i t ing personnel. B y contrast, so to speak "rea l" ser­
vants, l i v i n g - i n as unequal members of a household are notoriously 
d i f f i c u l t to obtain. Au pair gir ls i n the West, though per forming some 
of the funct ions of a ma id — easing the wife ' s work load, baby-mind­
ing , p rovid ing sexual temptation for male members of the household — 
have to be treated as equals, and this is of the essence of the situation. 
Gracious l i v ing , w h i c h is condit ional on personal service and depend-
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ence, survives only i n a ve ry restr icted and make-believe measure, 
and is avai lable to o rd inary members of even the prosperous midd le 
and professional classes on ly i f their succeed i n jo in ing certain C o n ­
sumer Co-operatives for Gracious L i v i n g , such as Oxbr idge Colleges 
or West E n d Clubs . Here, by shar ing the expense involved , it is pos­
sible to recreate the i l lus ion of h ie rarchy and dependence. It is, how­
ever, l a rge ly an i l lus ion : just as the consumers i n these places do not 
general ly en joy the services f u l l t ime but on ly in te rmi t ten t ly (returning 
fo r the rest of the t ime to their suburban houses and he lp ing the w i f e 
w i t h the washing-up), so s i m i l a r l y the "servants" take turns i n as­
suming this servi le status, and shed it w h e n of f duty, to adopt i n 
their leisure t ime a l i f e s ty le not d i f f e r i n g f r o m non-servi le members 
of the w o r k i n g class or indeed d i f f e r i ng a l l that m u c h f r o m those of 
their "masters". Cer ta in r i t u a l symbolisms are s t i l l observed: West 
E n d Clubs are one of the f e w places l e f t where it is s t i l l possible to 
have one's status conf i rmed b y having one's shoes pol ished by human 
labour. Elsewhere it has become impossible, as I real ised when I l e f t 
m y shoes outside the door of a N e w Y o r k hotel i n the 1960s, and the 
hotel s taff , quite mis interpret ing m y intent ion, s imp ly th rew the shoes 
away. Hotels nowadays provide shoe-polishing machines as their own 
dist inct ive contr ibut ion to the equalisation of conditions. 

4. The New Cultural Division of Labours and the Mass Media 

Whether the human heart as such is egalitarian, or o n l y the human 
heart as f o r me d by our k i n d of society, is an open question; but i t 
is a fact that " rea l" ( fu l l - t ime retainer) servants are ve ry d i f f i c u l t to 
obtain. Th i s has certain consequences for the possibil i t ies of creat ing 
d i f f e ren t i a l l i f e styles. Y o u can l ive your leisure i n any style y o u 
wi sh — i f your environment is l ibera l a n d al lows y o u to do so — 
but, on the whole, on ly w i t h i n the l imi t s of your own labo^ur resources 
and those of your household who are your equals. In other words 
fo r a l l but a ve ry sma l l minor i ty , activit ies dependent on a ta i l of 
retainers and dependents are out. This fact contributes more power­
f u l l y to the relat ive homogenisation of l i f e styles than any th ing else, 
whether one calls i t the embourgeoisement of the w o r k i n g class (which 
seems to be a fact, notwithstanding its contestation b y some socio­
logists) or the impoverishment of the middle classes. 

If le isure act ivi t ies are, on the whole, restr icted to such as do not 
presuppose retainers, the options avai lable to a f f luen t indus t r i a l man 
are — either to jo in leisure consumer co-operatives, clubs of diverse 
k i n d , or to accept the h igh ly specialised and profession entertainment 
services provided by the mass media. B y and large, i t w o u l d seem 
that these services, en joy ing as they do the advantages of selection, 
professionalism, and resources, p reva i l , and constitute the ma in and 
inev i t ab ly rather standardised cu l tu re - forming inf luence . 

N o doubt there are great differences i n the manner of consuming 
these avai lable services, and cu l tu ra l d i f ferent ia t ion persists, and may 
even have great prestige and overrule economic d i f ferent ia t ion; this 
seems l iable to happen, fo r instance, i n socialist societies ^. Nevertheless, 

* Cf. Pavel Machonin a kolektiv, Ceskoslovenska Spolecnost, Bratislava 1969. 
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and notwithstanding this qual i f icat ion, i t is reasonable to suppose that 
the res t r ic t ion of the ava i lab i l i ty of human resources i n leisure time, 
and the cheap ava i l ab i l i ty of television, music, paperbacks, etc., must 
mi l i t a te against cu l tu ra l ly enforced inequali ty. If money can no longer 
buy y o u people, and a basic m i n i m u m of l i v i n g standard is w ide ly 
assured, can it s t i l l buy you cu l tu ra l ly diacr i t ical marks? The answer 
is that i t can, but not near ly as much or as convic ingly as i t could 
i n the past. W e sha l l r e tu rn to this topic i n connection w i t h the mean­
i n g of weal th under conditions of indus t r ia l aff luence. 

5. Diminished Vulnerability 

Inequali ty (like equali ty, and perhaps l ike most things) depends 
fo r its systematic implementat ion on enforcement. The coming of i n ­
dust r ia l a f f luence has s igni f icant ly d iminished the vu lne rab i l i ty of men 
to some forms of pressure and in t imida t ion at least. It has certainly 
not f r eed a l l men f r o m such pressure, even i n the pr iv i leged set of 
developed indus t r ia l societies: there are notorious and important ex­
ceptions. There are those who combine poverty w i t h isolation and 
some k i n d of personal (e.g. medical) disablement or inadequacy; and 
there are ethnic or religious or other minori t ies w h i c h are not proper ly 
incorporated i n the mora l communi ty and do not effect ively share 
i n the ci t izenship of the society. B u t fo r the big bu lk of the popula­
tion, benef i t ing f r o m the welfare inf ra-s t ructure w h i c h is now common 
to developed societies, and f r o m the benefits of the r igh t of association 
and so for th , vu lne rab i l i ty at any rate to economic pressure had de­
creased ve ry s igni f icant ly . The sexual revolu t ion has also contributed 
to this trend, but great ly d iminishing one important motive fo r seeking 
control over people. Sex is now more easily avai lable even to those 
not occupying positions of power or inf luence. 

Inequal i ty has thus lost one at least of its important sanctions. 
It is presumably this d iminished vu lnerab i l i ty w h i c h at least helps 
to account fo r the marked decrease i n wil l ingness to occupy servile 
positions. It seems that this d iminished wil l ingness to be servi le is 
not accompanied by a strong need fo r independence: insecurely re­
munerated work (notably independent peasant agriculture) has alsc^ 
lost appeal, and people leave i t when they can. The dominant ideal 
seems to be employment w h i c h is secure (wage or salary a r r iv ing , 
independent of vagaries of weather), but where the w o r k is clearly 
c i rcumscr ibed i n t ime and the work- t ime author i ty relations i n no way 
extend in to home and pr ivate time. 

This ideal is w i d e l y attained i n the developed societies, and the 
wel fa re provisions and governmental assumption of responsibil i ty for 
f u l l or h igh employment (and tolerable conditions for the unemployed), 
a l l of w h i c h has become part of the shared pol i t ica l norms, jo in t ly 
ensures that almost no one need cringe and kiss feet so as to avoid 
destitution. Th i s was not a lways sO', but it is so now. Se rv i l i t y amongst 
the lower orders is o n l y encountered as a n occasional surv iva l . I re­
member reading a nove l i n w h i c h a character used to take visitors 
by a roundabout way through a vi l lage because this increased the 
chance of meeting an o ld man whoi sometimes cal led h i m sir. Th is 
en t i re ly catches the spir i t of our present situation. 
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6. Uniform Training and Socialisation 

Pr iva t e control over quite exitensive leisure time, plus the mass 
media, faci l i ta te a common culture, not marked ly d ivers i f i ed over 
social strata. B u t i n a l l probabi l i ty , the most power fu l factor contr ibut­
ing towards this end is u n i f o r m i t y of t ra in ing and socialisation. Once 
again, this is not (as is of ten supposed) a consequence of egal i tar ian 
ideology; i t is rooted i n general features of our social organisation, 
and egal i tar ianism reflects rather than causes it. 

It is the most s t r ik ing ly paradoxical feature of advanced indus t r ia l i sm 
that this society, the most h i g h l y specialised society ever, shou ld have 
(at least w h e n compared w i t h other complex societies) the least spe­
cial ised educational or t r a i a ing system. Is this a paradox? Does our 
education sys tem go against the g ra in of our f o r m of economic orga­
nisat ion, is i t a strange, ideological ly inspi red defiance of it? Should 
a society w h i c h has pushed the divis ion of labour to a length and 
ref inement never previously dreamt of, s im i l a r l y ref ine and d i f f e r e n ­
tiate the educational experiences to w h i c h i t subjects its young, instead 
of impos ing on them, as i n fact i t does, a s t r ik ing ly s imi l a r pattern? 

No, There is no paradox. O n the contrary, the d ivers i f ica t ion of 
socio-economic roles, and the simultaneous standardisation of educa­
t ional experience, f a r f r o m being i n disharmony, dovetai l w i t h each 
other perfect ly . A s stressed, the divers i ty of occupational roles is not 
static but mohile. People must be re-trainable. It s i m p l y isn't feasible 
fo r them to at tain their professional sk i l l s i n a seven years ' ap­
prenticeship w i t h a Master and then, when they change jobs, to go 
for another seven years to a new one. Instead, they spend seven or 
more years at the start i n generic t ra ining, w h i c h provides them 
(ideally) w i t h enough l i teracy, numeracy, and technical a n d social 
sophist ication to make them retrainable f a i r l y qu ick ly . Moreover , the 
d iv i s ion of labour is not mere ly mobile , but also presupposes f requent 
interaot ion and effect ive communicat ion between members of diverse 
professions. 

The h i g h prestige of unspecial ised education (even i f the centre 
of g rav i ty of prestige has sh i f t ed f r o m l i terature to numeracy) is not 
(or o n l y i n v e r y sma l l measure) some k i n d of Veblenesque s u r v i v a l 
of a h igh va lua t ion of uselessness of f u t i l i t y as an index of h igh status. 
(Specialised schooling, such as is of fered by medica l or l aw schools, 
o n l y has prestige w h e n f o l l o w i n g on to a good dose of generic training.) 
O n the contrary, i t reflects and reinforces our egal i tar ianism. If t ra in ing 
must needs be s imi la r — and indeed it must — then a deep sense of 
inequal i ty cannot easily be inculcated i n the young, i n those under­
going the process of education. Educat ion standardises and unif ies — 
not because this a i m is part of publ ic pol icy , w h i c h is also o f t en the 
case, as i n the U n i t e d States as part of ass imila t ion of immigrants , 
or i n B r i t a i n as consequence of Labour P a r t y egal i tar ianism — but, 
more s ign i f i can t ly and re l iab ly , as a consequence of the k i n d of educa­
t ion w h i c h needs to be imposed. This educational a im, the establishment 
of a shared and broad basis for qu ick specif ic re t ra ining, is imposed 
on the educational system by deep requirements of the wider economy, 
a n d thus is not at the mercy of minor ideological fads. 
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7. The Nature of Wealth in Affluent Industrial Society 

The ve ry meaning of weal th and ownership has changed under 
modern conditions — though this fact has not been w i d e l y recognised. 
I n agrar ian society (or early indust r ia l society, of course), the d i f ­
ference between wea l th and its absence is, above a l l , the difference 
between having and not having enough to eat. The poor are per iodical ­
l y hungry, and some starve when periodic famine hits the land. Quite 
late i n the history of indus t r ia l society, the poor ate more bread 
dur ing lean years then dur ing prosperous ones, because they were 
obliged to sh i f t expenditure towards the cheapest nourishment so as 
to avo id actual hunger. Notor iously, they d id not eat enough for f u l l 
phys ica l development: i n various near-aff luent societies, the older 
generations are s t i l l marked ly smaller than the present younger 
generations. 

B u t i n the h igh ly developed societies, l i t e ra l hunger is fast receding 
beyond the his tor ical horizon. A n d i f we exclude the "submerged 
minor i ty" , the handicapped, isolated, or members of groups subject to 
rac ia l or pol i t ica l discr iminat ion, a certain s ignif icant m i n i m u m is also 
coming to be taken fo r granted by ve ry wide strata (though not by 
al l) . This wider m i n i m u m includes not merely f reedom f r o m hunger, 
but also access to cur rent ly accepted standards of medical attention, 
housing, and access to culture (education, l i teracy, a degree of leisure). 

Wha t are the implicat ions of this si tuation, i n wh ich ve ry broad 
strata are approaching a confident possession of this min imum? One 
must add, of course, that access to more than this m i n i m u m is ve ry 
unevenly, very unequal ly spread out. A big ma jo r i t y is i n seemingly 
possession of this m i n i m u m , but w i t h i n this major i ty , the extra is 
distr ibuted unevenly. 

H o w we assess the consequences of this si tuation depends very 
much on our philosophical anthropology, our general vis ion of man. 
If we suppose that man's needs are boundless or open-ended, we shal l 
conclude that the inequal i ty of extras is very important. If, on the 
other hand, we believe that above a certain m i n i m u m , man's mater ia l 
needs are def in i te ly l imi ted , we sha l l assess the importance of ine-
qual i ty- in-extras d i f fe ren t ly , and treat it as much less important. 
M a y I say r ight away that I belong to the second school. In other 
words, the difference between a man who is i n secure and assured 
possession of access to adequate nourishment, medical care, shelter 
and leisure, and a man whose "means" enable h i m to purchase this 
m i n i m u m many times over, is not ve ry great. The difference is s imply 
not comparable to the difference w h i c h once existed between having 
access to these goods, and not having i t or on ly having it inter­
mi t ten t ly and precariously. 

B u t of course, there s t i l l is a difference. Bu t i t consists not i n 
genuine addi t ional consumption, but i n prestige, power and influence. 
A man cannot sit i n more than one car at once, and leaving out 
re la t ive ly margina l considerations (there may be some benefit i n 
owning dif ferent kinds of car), the on ly th ing he attains by owning 
n + 1 cars is an u n o f f i c i a l status of super ior i ty over an unfortunate 
possessor of mere ly n cars. In capitalist societies, he can of course 
also put his weal th, not into symbol ic prestige possessions, but into 
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ownership or, much more commonly, part-share ownership of the 
means of production, w h i c h gives h i m a voice i n economic decisions. 
These two options open to him^ -— prestige and economic pov/er — 
need to be considered separately. 

The v e r y fact that extra wea l th can on ly go in to prestige, the 
m i n i m u m being so wide ly satisfied, also means that r e l a t ive ly l i t t le 
can i n t u r n be at tained through prestige. Se rv i l i t y s i m p l y does not 
seem easi ly attainable, at least by economic as opposed to po l i t i ca l 
means. A s indicated, vu lne rab i l i ty has decl ined, and people are no 
longer w i l l i n g to c rawl , or not much, or on ly w h e n scared pol i t i ca l ly . 
Moreover , prestige is also attainable by means other than weal th , and 
these means seem tô  be preferred. Th i s w i l l be discussed under the 
ve ry nex t heading, and the use of economic power, i n section 9. 

8. The Work Ethic 

Most fo rms of prestige attainable by weal th are now also attainable 
b y occupancy of appropriate positions, usual ly bureaucratic ranks w i t h ­
i n organisations. Interesting t ravel , good hotels, encounters w i t h in ter ­
esting people under agreeable and soignee circumstances w i t h attentive 
service — these can of course s t i l l be purchased by money, but they 
are also the na tura l and recognised perks of professional success. 
Though a r i c h m a n can buy these things, i t is m y impress ion that he 
w i l l of ten do so apologetically; but those w h o are granted them on 
mer i t a n d on expense account, as inherent i n their position, enjoy 
them w i t h pride. Has the work ethic become so pervasive that people 
enjoy the perks of their professional position more than they do the 
f ru i t s of mere wealth? — or is i t ra ther that the w o r k ethic has 
become so pervasive i n the middle and upper strata of indus t r ia l 
society, because it reflects a k i n d of universa l mamlu/c-isation, a f o r m 
of organisat ion and ethos i n w h i c h pr iv i lege honourably attaches only 
to achieved status? I th ink the latter. 

9. The Nature of Power 

In agrar ian society, power is vis ible , concrete and immediate i n 
its effects. The ma jo r f o r m of weal th is agr icu l tu ra l produce. Power 
consists of the possession of the means of physica l constraint, by means 
of w h i c h a s igni f icant par t of the produce is channelled towards those 
who w i e l d power i n the society i n question. Power is manifested i n 
the capacity to compel people to work , and to determine the d i s t r ibu­
t ion of the f r u i t of labour. Nei ther the coercion and its agents, nor 
the labour and its f ru i t s , are so to speak distant: they can be per­
ceived, they need not be conceived. 

Developed indust r ia l society, w i t h its enormously complex div is ion 
of labour, is quite d i f ferent . V i s i b l e physica l constraint, k n o w n as 
terror, is not part of its no rma l w o r k i n g order, and o n l y occurs i n 
a - typ ica l situations (c iv i l war , coup d'etat) when a new pol i t ica l 
au thor i ty imposes itself, or even imposes a new social order, by k i l l i n g 
or threatening to k i l l those w h o oppose it. It may be said that this 
violence is ever-latent and inhibi ts those who w o u l d change the 



The Social Roots of Egalitarianism 39 

social order as such. This may w e l l be so; but the fact remains that 
w i t h i n its normal work ing , power and physical coercion are not nor­
m a l l y conspicuous. 

The divis ion of labour is intricate and social machine exceedingly 
complex. The power of a feudal lo rd of the manor is continuous and 
simple, and manifests i tself i n s imi lar and repeti t ive situations: he 
makes sure that the peasants work, and that i n due course they deliver 
the requi red proport ion of produce. B u t ' 'power" i n a complex i n ­
dust r ia l society is not vis ible i n this k i n d of monotone manner. Power 
consists i n having one's hand on the c ruc ia l lever of the total machine 
at a moment when an option arises for the system w h i c h w i l l be 
decided p r imar i l y by the posit ion of that very lever. C ruc i a l decisions 
occur here and there at diverse and i r regular times. Power is not 
continuous but intermittent . 

If this fac t is taken i n conjunct ion w i t h the previously stressed point 
about the inherent and inevitable occupational mobi l i ty of advanced 
indus t r ia l society, we end once again w i t h a p o w e r f u l factor favour ing 
equalit3^ Power being volat i le , intermit tent and t ied to special posi­
tions, or rather the combination of a posit ion and an al ternat ive-
generating crisis, it fo l lows that there is no clear and demarcated class 
of power-holders, and that it is necessary to treat a wide class of 
persons w i t h respect and as equals, because they may on occasion f i n d 
themselves at an important lever. 

A s against, i t can of course be argued that, notoriously, that i n ­
dustr ia l society possesses vast ly superior means of centralisation and 
communicat ion, and i f i t is organised i n an authori tar ian manner, can 
control a l l appointments and most decisions f r o m one single centre — 
so that, despite the complexi ty and mobi l i ty inherent i n its economic 
organisation, a systematic inequal i ty of power can be imposed. It can 
be ensured that a l l decisions are re fer red upwards, and it can be 
ensured that a l l occupants of in termit tent ly c ruc ia l and hence power­
f u l posts, are o n l y recrui ted f r o m a special sub-class of people. This 
argument is also weighty, and mili tates against the egalitarian one 
whicj;! wasi ci ted f i rs t . 

10. Deliberate Equalisation from Above 

The ant i -egal i tar ian tendence i n author i tar ianism (which is made 
possible, though not necessarily engendered by, indus t r ia l organisation), 
can however be countered by another consideration. 

The mamluk- i sa t ion of men seems to me inherent i n our condit ion: 
i t is na tura l that we should derive our standing f r o m our achieved 
position rather than f r o m inher i ted weal th or k i n connection. B u t over 
and above this (and irrespective of whether i n fact i t is natural under 
indus t r ia l conditions), it may also be the consequence of deliberate 
pol icy on the part of authori tar ian government. The essence of a mamluk 
is that he is power fu l , but at the same t ime he is l ega l ly a slave: his 
property, his l i f e , can be revoked a rb i t r a r i ly f r o m above. A s we say 
i n the univers i ty , he has no tenure. N o w the vesting of status and 
power i n revocable, non-tenure positions only, the preventing of wea l th -
o r kin-based power bases, makes everyone dependent on the single 
centre of authori ty . A s M a r x pointed out, Bonapar t i sm rested on the 
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equali ty of sma l l landholders. So authori tar ian central ism, whi l s t ca­
pable of generating inequal i ty in one way, does fu r the r equali ty i n 
another. 

11. The above is a well-known right wing argument, purporting to show that the 
equalisation of conditions leads to tyranny, and that tyranny can only be avoided 
by allowing or encouraging state-independent power bases, of wealth or of 

association, and hence inequality 

In the interests of symmet ry and of the semblance of impar t i a l i ty 
i t is also w e l l wor th c i t ing a l e f t - w i n g argument, w h i c h also has 
some substance behind it. The argument is ve ry s imple : modern 
society is egali tar ian i n ethos because i t is unequal i n fact. Ideology 
inver ts a n d hides rea l i ty . The super f ic ia l egali tarianism, the m y t h of 
mobi l i ty , the apparent d iminu t ion of social distance, s i m p l y serve 
to hide the astonishing and of ten unperceived inequalit ies i n weal th, 
power and life--chances w h i c h persist or even increase ^. 

I do not mysel f believe mob i l i t y to be a m y t h , nor do I ho ld the 
d iminu t ion of social distance to be something mere ly super f ic ia l . It 
is important i n itself. A t the same time, the persistence or augmenta­
t ion of mater ia l inequal i ty , and the camouflage of this inequa l i ty by 
a re la t ive congruence of l i f e styles, are also facts. 

12. Talent-specificity of Many Posts 

Imagine a society (there must have been many such) i n w h i c h no 
senior posit ion rea l ly requires exceptional inborn talents. One suspects 
that any f o o l could be a f euda l lord , or even a mediaeval bishop. 
The l o r d had to be taught to r ide a n d f igh t f r o m an ear ly age, and 
the bishop had to learn to read; but, g iven t raining, these accompl ish­
ments seem to be w i t h i n the reach of most men. Hence the society 
could f i l l these positions by any random method i f i t chose, as long 
as it p icked the incumbents young enough to ensure that they be duly 
trained. The Athenians recognised this b y d rawing lots for the s^elec-
t ion of occupants of some publ ic off ices . A society could, as the Tibetans 
have done u n t i l recently, select appointees by the time of their b i r th ; 
or i t could, as is more common, select them by their paternity. (This 
of course has the advantage that the domestic uni t can also provide 
in i t i a l t ra in ing and f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h the job). 

M o d e r n society is interesting i n that i t contains h igh proport ion 
of posts i n w h i c h the; s tandard expected is so h igh that the posts s i m p l y 
cannot be f i l l e d at random. The leve l expected of concert pianists is 
so h igh that i t s imp ly wou ld not be feasible to recrui t such pianists 
f r o m a pianist clan, i n the w a y i n w h i c h musicians o f ten are recrui ted 
i n t r iba l societies. They now need not mere ly t ra in ing but also genuine 
inborn talent, w h i c h is beyond the reach of social manipula t ion or 
ascript ion. The same is true of professors of physics. It is not quite 
so obviously true of professors of philosophy, and i t is possible that 

^ Cf. John Westergaard and H . Resler, Class in Capitalist Society, Penguins 
1977, or P . Bourdieu, Les Heritiers. 
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the standard i n this wou ld not be very d i f fe ren t i f they were selected, 
say, by horoscope. It is said that when the Unive r s i ty of D u r h a m was 
founded early i n the 19th century, the Bishop s imply instructed the 
personnel at his disposal to mug up various subjects and thereafter 
to become professors i n it. 

The precise l imi t s of talent-specif ici ty i n modern society are obscure, 
but i t does seem obvious that i t obtains i n some measure, and i n far 
greater measure than i n earlier societies. A society bound by oc­
cupational mobi l i ty to provide roughly the same generic t ra ining for 
a l l , and at the same time bound by the fact of talent-specifici ty to 
seek out and to r eward independently exis t ing and unpredictable talent 
w h i c h is not under its own control, is thereby cer ta inly impel led i n 
the direction of egal i tar ianism. 

13, Ideological Impoverishment 

Developed indus t r ia l society tends to lack f i rmness and vigour 
of convict ion (perhaps for good cause —- possibly no convictions deserve 
f i r m adherence, and the merits of scepticism should not be ru led out). 
Whether this lack of convict ion is wel l-based does not concern us 
here. What does concern us is cer tain of the implicat ions of this 
state of af fa i rs , i f indeed i t obtains. 

A g r a r i a n societies by contrast tended to be both hierarchical and 
dogmatic. The dogmas v/hich they upheld w i t h f irmness and sanctioned 
w i t h severity, at the same time provided warrants and legit imation 
fo r the inequalities w h i c h prevai led w i t h i n them. B u t what happens 
when this dogmatic underpinning for a system of ranks and inequalities 
is wi thdrawn? 

A s f a r as I can see, egali tarianism then inherits the earth as a k ind 
of residual legatee, for lack of any others. If there are no good reasons 
for assigning men to ranks (because there are no good, independent, 
transcendent reasons fo r anything), then we m^lght as w e l l a l l be equal-
It seems that equali ty requires fewer reasons than inequali ty, and as 
reasons or premisses fo r specific v is ion of a social order are now in 
short supply, w e l l that makes us into^ egalitarians by default. This is 
cer tainly not a f o r m a l l y cogent argument, but it has a certain plausi­
b i l i t y and may w e l l play a part, though probably a minor part, i n 
helping to expla in the modern t rend towards equality. 

The complex interdependence of a modern economy means that 
there are many areas w i t h i n w h i c h are crucia l fo r a l l the rest and 
which , i f not phys ica l ly or otherwise restrained, can b lackmai l the rest 
of society to accept its terms. This of course became specially con­
spicuous dur ing the troubles connected w i t h the attempts to f ight 
i n f l a t i o n and the consequences of the energy crisis. When i t is i m ­
possible to defy segments of the work force occupying strategic posi­
tions -— e.g. the miners — one can on ly appeal to their restraint, w h i c h 
the authorit ies did, somewhat pathetically. Wha t mora l pr inciple , 
however, can the authorities invoke? In practice, i t tends to be, 
inevi tably , an egali tar ianism mitigated by some reward for extra dis­
comfort , r i sk and so on. 

L i b e r a l societies r e f r a i n f r o m using force against the occupants 
of strategic heights i n the economy.- B u t when they use persuasion 
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instead, there appears to be ve ry l i t t l e i n the ideological a rmoury other 
than egal i tar ianism w h i c h could be invoked, even i f there were the 
w i l l to do so. 

The consequence, i n l ibe ra l and advanced societies, tends to be 
the f o l l o w i n g : an egali tarian t rend towards the convergence of middle 
class and w o r k i n g class remunerat ion, w i t h extra privi leges then at­
taching to posts rather than to persons (the mamluk has perks not 
weal th , and perks escape tax), whi l s t su rv iv ing personal-wealth-based 
advantage tends to be discreet and somewhat shamefaced. The ma jo r 
d i f ference between contemporary and Edward ian E n g l a n d seems to 
me to be that the gent lemanly proscript ion of ostentaiion now rea l ly 
is enforced. The r i c h are a lways w i t h us, but are now seldom con­
spicuous. Conspicuous display is practiced ma in ly by pop stars, foot­
ballers, pools winners — but the point about them is that they show 
it could happen to anyone. They are not dif ferent . H e m i n g w a y clear ly 
w o u l d be r ight about them. They only have more money. They i l ­
lustrate rather than defy egali tar ianism. 

14. Positive Philosophical Endorsement of Equality 

A modern economy does not depend only on an intr icate d iv is ion of 
labour and occupational mobi l i ty ; i t notoriously also depends on 
a p o w e r f u l technology, w h i c h i n tu rn depends on science. 

B u t i t is plausible to h o l d that science i n t u r n can on ly func t ion 
on the basis of cer tain background assumptions about the nature of 
things, assumptions w h i c h are not self-evident and wh ich , i n fact , 
are ve ry d i f f i c u l t to establish without c i rcu la r i ty of reasoning. Perhaps 
the most important amongst these background assumptions are what 
might be ca l led the S y m m e t r y Assumpt ion , the supposition that the 
w o r l d is a n o rde r ly system w h i c h does not a l low of exceptions, w h i c h 
ignores the sacred or the pr ivi leged, so to speak. This assumption is 
of course in t imate ly connected w i t h the philosophical issues i n v o l v i n g 
ideas such as the Regular i ty of Nature , the P r inc ip l e of Causat ion (or 
of Suf f i c i en t Reason), and so on. 

The philosophic mer i t or even the precise fo rmula t ion of the s y m ­
met ry assumption do not here d i rec t ly concern us. Wha t does concern 
us, once again, are its implicat ions for equali ty. It confers a certain 
equali ty on facts, and i t confers a s imi la r obl igatory equali ty on knowers . 
It requires explanat ion wh ich do not respect status, and this lack of 
deference is infectious. Theories, ontologies, cannot be defended, w i t h 
the terms of reference imposed by the S y m m e t r y Assumpt ion , by 
claims such as that cer ta in facts or cer tain occasions or cer tain ideas 
or personal sources of ideas are exempt f r o m scru t iny or contradict iun 
by their extreme holiness. Be l ie f systems of agrar ian societies f r e ­
quent ly contained symmet ry -de fy ing elements of this ve ry k i n d , but 
science a n d the S y m m e t r y Assumpt ion tend to erode them. 

This i n i tself is a k i n d of encouragement to egal i tar ianism, a k i n d 
of Demonstra t ion Ef fec t . B u t there is more to come. The S y m m e t r y 
Assumpt ion tends to engender a certain phi losophical anthropology, 
most s ign i f i can t ly exempl i f i ed b y Kan t i an i sm. The cent ra l notion i n 
K a n t i a n ethics is symmetry or par i ty of treatment. B u t jo ined to this 
is a v i s ion of man i n w h i c h our rea l ident i ty is t ied to something 
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ident ica l i n a l l of us — our ra t ional i ty — whereas the great empir ica l 
and social d i f ferent iae between us are relegated to a m o r a l l y in fe r io r 
rea lm. W h a t makes us men is the same i n a l l of us and real; what 
different iates us lies i n the r ea lm of appearance. 

A human ontology w h i c h strips us of our rank (along w i t h many 
other things) may ref lec t Protestant equali ty of believers, i t may also 
ref lec t an emerging society i n w h i c h professional status is supremely 
important and not hereditary, and i t dovetails w i t h a symmetr ica l 
v i s ion of nature. In turn , it makes its contr ibut ion — perhaps just 
a rather minor one — to our pervasive egali tarianism. 

Those who are imbued w i t h the egal i tar ian ideal are na tura l ly and 
proper ly preoccupied w i t h the fa i lures to implement i t (which do occur 
i n the various forms of indust r ia l society). Y e t i n a broader context, 
what seems to me most s t r ik ing is not these fai lures, but the serious­
ness and pervasiveness of the egalitarian ideal , and its par t ia l imple ­
mentation, w h i c h make indus t r ia l society so ve ry eccentric amongst 
complex and literate societies. It seems to me important to t ry to 
understand w h y we have this passion and tendency (to the extent we 
do indeed have it, and i t is not m y v i e w that there are no other and 
contrary trends). Arguments about equali ty, fairness, and justice, w h i c h 
tend to take egal i tar ianism for granted and make f e w attempts to seek 
its social roots, seem to me doomed to a certain superf ic ia l i ty . Hence 
I have attempted to see where its roots are to be sought. 

Fontani l i , August 1979 Ernest Gellner 


