In which respects are people equal and in which respects should they be?
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It is obvious that in many ways people aren’t equal. Society has many, if superficial, instantly observable inequalities; age, sex, race, education, experience, background to name but a few. However, can this cursory analysis of inequality be substantiated? Whilst there are those who believe that inequality is an inherent part of life, others believe that whilst not being completely equal, in many ways we are equal and should strive as far as possible to remedy inequality and create a ‘just’, equal society. This essay will examine understandings of equality and scrutinize and evaluate in particular Baker’s assertions on equality.

Hobbes believed in a pre-social state of nature where men had natural equality in strength, ‘prudence’ and experience; ‘From this equality of ability ariseth equality of hope in the attaining of our ends.
’ Hobbes suggested that this equality created conflict inasmuch as if two men want the same thing they would become enemies if they shared the same ‘equality of hope’ and would resort to anticipatory violence to protect themselves. Hobbes furthermore suggested that man desired distinction and the value of others and would demand it ‘by damage’ if that was what was required. This theory can be applied on a number of levels, from the playground bully to the US’s bullying tactics in world politics to ensure their superiority.

Rousseau also noted how the desire for distinction and the inequality of talents created inequality in the distribution of property. Rousseau suggests that rivalry, ambition and greed were a product of the pursuit of social distinction, a product of society as much as circumstance. ‘Man is born equal but everywhere he is in chains.’ The assertion that man is born equal is one which I would contest because although in a hypothetical ‘pre-social state’ this could be argued, I do not perceive the value of omitting the obvious constraints which society imposes. Family, race, sex, ethnicity and other factors have a huge determining factor on your life. Therefore, I would suggest that man is not born equal but rather born unequal.

Is there then a case for equality? Many theorists, including Rousseau would suggest so as a result of the overt social misery stemming from inequality.  They also assert that influence, wealth and privilege have an unbalancing effect on the inequalities of power. Inequality could also lead to a dependence and the subordination of the ‘less equal’ to the will of others, depriving them of their right to autonomy and dignity.

Amongst other goals, egalitarians would suggest they were arguing for freedom; freedom of ownership, freedom of opportunity, freedom of education and freedom of speech.  Egalitarians such as Baker would suggest that ‘if you’re really interested in freedom, you should be interested in limiting and controlling not just political power but economic power too’
. This idea is based on the belief that businesses have huge amounts of power over employees, manufacturers, retailers and banks and have the potential to restrict freedom just as much as the state does.

Another argument used by egalitarians is that personal freedom is limited as much by lack of resources as external barriers. For example class barriers and financial limitations in education prevent those with lower incomes from attending high fee-paying schools and instead ‘force’ them by default to attend local comprehensives where their chances of achieving as much as those who can afford private education is arguably worse. The financial limitations created perpetuate the class inequality and differentiation between the educated elite and hoi polloi. This lack of freedom of choice is, according to egalitarians restricted by ‘lack of power, money, position and knowledge’. 

The principle of freedom of property ownership is perhaps the strongest link between egalitarianism and socialism.  Egalitarians such as Baker suggest that ‘ownership is a matter of rights’ and the ownership of property enhances your freedom as it renders you free to use that property in many ways, however in doing so it also restricts everyone else’s freedom to do precisely the same.  Their argument is based on the issue that people do not have the same amount of property and thus do not share the same amount of freedom because of the unequal distribution of property. Baker asserts ‘There is no general connection between the mere existence of properly and extensive personal freedom  - it all depends, at least on how property is distributed.’

Baker argues that property rights should ‘be designed to prevent any return of inequality; for instance, by restricting the growth and character of private employment or by placing a ceiling on personal incomes’
. He argues that this would serve to reduce the current inequality whilst still allowing people the right to own things within a consumer market and use a monetary system to purchase these goods. Pointing to the disparity in the control of capital where in Britain three quarters of company shares belong to less than three percent of the population Baker suggests that this creates unfair inequality in wealth and power.

Some political theorists subscribe to the more socialist egalitarian perspective of controlled economies. Planning and controlling the economy by placing it under what Baker describes as ‘social control’ would have the effect of ensuring everyone enjoys important freedoms. Baker concedes that the key to ensuring a functioning socialist egalitarian society would be to ‘structure the control of resources in aid of everyone’s freedom’. Logistically this might prove difficult although emerging technology and the success of recent TV shows wherein the public have had the opportunity to vote on particularly trivial issue may perhaps pave the way for telephone, internet of even voting when going to the supermarket.

Similarly to Mandeville in ‘The Fable of the Bees’ I would suggest there is a strong case for inequality not only because it produces talent, freedom of choice and freedom of enterprise but most importantly it encourages competition and striving for the best. Without this there would be nothing exceptional in life; people would be content to be ordinary and conform to social control. Kant also argued against inequality ‘inequality is a rich source of much that is evil but also everything that is good’. There is a strong case for suggesting that any freedoms achieved through greater equality would by their very nature inevitably result in the loss of other freedoms. For example, an egalitarian society would find it hard to accommodate exceptional people and those who excel in their field, as they would always be levelled down to prevent inequality. Egalitarians suggest that the development of their talent wouldn’t be hindered; people would be free to develop their skills and talents only they wouldn’t be able to make additional money from it which would further inequality. This argument is fundamentally flawed as first, there would be no incentive to excel and second, it takes away the freedom to a just reward for the work done.

The argument for freedom of ownership and a uniform equality in property distribution as proposed by Baker is flawed inasmuch as it is a self-defeating argument. The suggestion that a fairer or more equal distribution of property would create a utopian equal society is preposterous. Yes, in many ways more property does equate to more power and position in society but is that necessarily a bad thing? Someone has to have the final say and make decisions that will affect the majority or the state would descend into anarchy. If Baker’s suggestion of ‘social control’ held the keys to power then how would anything ever be achieved? Whilst democracy is a good concept in that people can express their opinion, there will always be disparity and conflict of interest. Someone at some stage will always have to take a decision or the ‘social control’ mechanism would become ludicrously bureaucratic. Accepting this fact that in the end someone has to make a decision completely undermines the whole concept of social control.

Baker’s assertion that property rights should be redesigned to encourage a greater equality are a farce inasmuch as an egalitarian ‘review’ of property rights would inevitably leave some people worse off than they were before with less capital and power thus restricting their freedom. Egalitarians may assert that this is just and fair but I don’t believe that you can simply redistribute property to try to make it more equal. A recent example of how this doesn’t work is the farmland distribution in Zimbabwe. The President believes that there is an unequal imbalance and so has tried to redistribute the land but he has made the situation worse and although the balance of power might now be ‘better’ in terms of more black landowners, the people of Zimbabwe are, if anything, worse off than before. Part of this argument presented by anti-egalitarians is that egalitarian policies will always require a ‘levelling down not up’ in terms of redistribution of wealth and property. Whilst egalitarians would suggest that the levelling down would only be true for a small minority, the fact remains that some would end up worse up than before.

Social Darwinists draw parallels between the survival of the fittest in nature and suggest that protecting or compensating for those with deficiencies weakens society as a whole. They would assert that like the slowest bull in the herd, society would exist and advance faster without the inhibitions of the ‘slow bull’ and suggest that inequality does much to strengthen and refine society. 

An additional flaw of egalitarianism is the basic problem that it can’t be achievable and as such its pursuit is folly. I would suggest that rather than wasting time trying to establish a utopian equality we should focus on the broader picture and accept that we are not equals rather ensuring that everyone can achieve a minimal level of existence.  This is not egalitarianism.  It is ensuring that there is a minimum level of existence where everyone can enjoy some degree of autonomy, self-respect and function within society.

It is difficult to argue the case for people being equal. One of the fundamental features of mankind is our diversity and the fact that no two people are alike. In this sense it is folly to suggest that any two people are equal. Yet absurdly,  the pursuit of equality is a fundamental goal of many political philosophers who assert individuals are in fact equal and assert that consequently ‘justice should consist in the substantively equal treatment of all’
.  

This essay has demonstrated that in reality people are equal in very few respects. Yes, we may have the same basic physical make up; further than that it is difficult to argue that we are in any way equal. We have different appearances, different ideologies, different beliefs and different motivators, all which contribute to our inequality.  I think that prescribing specific levels of equality is very dangerous because it is obvious that it is very subjective and situation specific. What one may regard as equal another would see as positive discrimination or compromising another’s rights. For this reason I think it is better to accept inequality as a facet and product of our society. Equality is not necessarily the utopia that many left wing political theorists would have us believe; rather it would constrain us to such a degree that any equality and freedom derived from it would be irrelevant. The pursuit of equality is fundamentally illusory. Although some equality is feasible, its pursuit as a political goal is a waste of time as it unachievable and even if it were, would not be of benefit to society. 
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