

[image: image]






[image: image]








Copyright © 2023 by Darrin M. McMahon

Cover design by Chin-Yee Lai

Cover images © arigato / Shutterstock.com; © Hedzun Vasyl / Shutterstock.com; © photolinc / Shutterstock.com; © TAKAZAWA / Shutterstock.com

Cover copyright © 2023 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Basic Books

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

www.basicbooks.com

First Edition: November 2023

Published by Basic Books, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Basic Books name and logo is a trademark of the Hachette Book Group.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: McMahon, Darrin M., author.

Title: Equality : the history of an elusive idea / Darrin M. McMahon.

Description: First edition. | New York : Basic Books, 2023. | Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2023009262 | ISBN 9780465093939 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780465093946 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Equality—History. | Social policy.

Classification: LCC HM821 .M396 2023 | DDC 305.5—dc23/eng/20230522

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023009262

ISBNs: 9780465093939 (hardcover), 9780465093946 (ebook)

E3-20240223-JV-PC-VAL







For David Avrom Bell

Amicus et primus inter pares







Imaginary equality: the first way to show inequality in action.

—Goethe, Maxims and Reflections, Maxim 954







INTRODUCTION

Imaginary Equality

Very often in the course of writing this book, I met people who conflated my subject, equality, with its opposite, inequality. It didn’t just happen once or twice, but over and over. “I’m looking forward to your book on inequality,” they’d say, or “Here’s something for your inequality project,” sharing a reference or a link. In Sweden, organizers even changed the title of a lecture I was giving from “Reflections on the History of Equality” to “Reflections on the History of Inequality.” The slip, as they say, is revealing.

We live at a time when it is difficult even for Swedes to imagine equality, let alone to live it. Inequality, by contrast, is the common default, part of a “new paradigm” that dominates our cultural horizon with the steep and formidably upward slope of an n-gram charting the rise in incidence of the term. A massive literature on the subject has emerged in recent years, with revealing titles and subtitles: “Ten Thousand Years of Inequality” or “Violence and the History of Inequality from the Stone Age to the Twenty-First Century.” Commentators now speak of the rise of an “inequality industry” housed in well-funded think tanks and NGOs, where policy analysts focus on the problem with the best of intentions, issuing yearly “inequality reports.” They are driven to do so by facts on the ground. Scarcely a week goes by without some new and startling revelation: that income and wealth inequality in the United States have approached the highest levels in its history; that almost half the world’s wealth is owned by just 1 percent of the world’s population; that the three richest men in America possess more wealth than the poorest 50 percent.1

Such headline-making revelations are embedded in powerful long-term trends. As the pioneering research of scholars such as the French economist Thomas Piketty has helped to show, virtually every country in the global north has experienced a growth in inequality of wealth and income since the late 1970s, after a previous (and perhaps anomalous) run of compression in the decades prior. Globalization, too, has had a powerful effect on inequalities of various kinds—both within countries and between them—not always for the worse.2

Given the salience of these trends, and their prominence in our headlines, it is little wonder that a book on equality has been difficult for many to comprehend. I confess that I have struggled to comprehend it myself. For as one observer laments, “We have lost the sense of value, and perhaps even the meaning, of [equality’s] presence.” Another insists, even more emphatically, that we face “a crisis of equality.” We may still bandy the word about as a slogan in speeches, and philosophers may never tire of pondering its significance. But as equality has become detached, in practice, from our social and political experience, it has become increasingly difficult to conceive.3

That difficulty is compounded by the fact that scholars have paid surprisingly little attention to the ways in which ideas of equality have been understood in the past. One eminent historian of political thought even described equality as an idea so varied and amorphous that its history could never properly be written. Partly as a consequence, not many have tried. While a generation and more of intellectual historians have devoted themselves to exploring the history of ideas of liberty, they have tended to treat equality as its homely and neglected twin. The result, as one authority notes, is that “the conceptual history of equality remains almost entirely unwritten,” with another adding that “the whole issue has been, to a quite remarkable extent, shrouded in neglect.”4

There are, to be sure, exceptions, as well as some exciting work-in-progress that this book will call attention to throughout. I will also make use of robust literatures in the kindred fields of philosophy, politics, anthropology, and economics. But while those studies can certainly be helpful, all too often one encounters in them ideas of equality that are ill informed about their uses and meanings in the past.

It is the case that social and cultural historians have taken pains to chronicle the experience of the excluded and the formation of categories such as gender, class, sexuality, and race. But more often than not when equality itself is treated in these works, it functions as a placeholder on the horizon, hazy and indistinct. The titles are revealing: The Struggle for Equality, The Pursuit of Equality, The Fight for Equality. In movement histories of the kind, the focus is on the journey, not the arrival, the inequalities to be overcome and the struggles to be won. Ideas of equality themselves tend to get left out.5

I say “ideas” in the plural, because of course there are many, and one could easily pluralize “equality” as well. For when people speak of equality, they invariably speak of the equality of something, and that something can be almost anything at all. There are equalities of income and of wealth, of outcome and opportunity, of ends and means. There is civic equality, social equality, legal equality, and the equality of rights, along with the equality of education and access, welfare and well-being, dignity and respect. And that is to say nothing of the equality between men and women or people of different ethnic groups, or of those who choose to love partners of the same sex, or to transition to another. Equality can refer to all those things, and many others besides. Which begs a question: Just what kind of equality am I really talking about? As the Nobel laureate in economics Amartya Sen once insisted, echoing an insight from Aristotle, when we talk of equality, we need to ask, “Equality of what?” And, indeed, equality for whom?6

Those are important questions, and they must be kept in mind as we grapple with the great variety of ways in which human beings have put equality to use throughout the ages and continually fought about its meaning. But I purposefully resist parsing the word too finely at the start, for the simple reason that people in the past regularly refused to do so, in ways that can be both baffling and beguiling. Time and again, as we shall see, people employ equality with a seductive vagueness, one that gestures to its multiple meanings and significations while obscuring or covering over its contradictions. That is one of the reasons why equality is so elusive. It also helps to account for its persistence and power. As each age reimagines equality in its own image, it makes and remakes it anew.

This book presents a history of some of those imaginings, ranging over a considerable expanse of time and space in the intellectual longue durée. It begins at the very dawn of humanity, asking what evidence about our earliest ancestors may tell us about ideas of equality to come, and it ends in the present, when the prospects for equality’s future are very much in doubt. In the interim, I explore a wide range of characters—from hunter-gatherers and foragers to patriarchs and kings to the prophets and sages, philosophers and revolutionaries, feminists and activists who called them to account. Some of those characters will be familiar, others less so, and that is by design. For a primary aim of this book is to render what can seem a familiar idea strange, forcing us to confront the fact that equality is older, more malleable, and more elusive than it commonly appears, and that our feelings about it are more conflicted than we generally acknowledge.

Consider first the widespread assumption that equality is a modern idea that was only “invented” relatively recently, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The anthropologist and archeologist team of David Graeber and David Wengrow, for example, in their recent best-selling The Dawn of Everything: A New History of Humanity, assert confidently that prior to the seventeenth century the notion of social equality “simply did not exist as a concept,” and that it was only then that the terms “equality” and “inequality” “began to enter common currency,” largely as the result of European encounters with the indigenous cultures of the New World. Others assume, more conventionally, that equality was the invention of the Enlightenment, or of the American and French Revolutions. Americans, especially, are fond of citing Thomas Jefferson’s words from the Declaration of Independence, the “self-evident” truth that “all men are created equal.” Here, surely, they assume, was a radical new notion, one that gradually spread to the world, even if Jefferson and the other Founding Fathers failed to apply it universally at the time.7

Yet what can seem a startlingly new proposition was in truth a hackneyed cliché, a commonplace of Stoic philosophy and Roman law that was given memorable formulation at the end of the sixth century by Pope Gregory the Great. “Omnes homines natura aequales genuit,” Gregory affirmed: “All men are born equal by nature.” Lines to that effect were repeated down through the Middle Ages, and then regularly affirmed by early modern theorists of natural law. If Jefferson regarded the equality of creation as a self-evident truth, that is largely because the “evidence” had been provided over and over. Ideas of equality had a long and rich history prior to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and that deep history inevitably bore on its modern emergence, shaping and inflecting it in important ways.8

That is one major theme of the book, which will endeavor to make clear the deep continuities that have shaped ideas of equality over time, and that have weighed on their ruptures and breaks. Such continuity points to another of the book’s principal themes—the enduring tension between difference and sameness in the long history of equality. And here it helps to bear in mind that human equality is always and invariably “imaginary.” To say as much is not to suggest that equality is an illusion, or somehow less than real, although we will encounter claims to that effect throughout the book. Rather, it is to insist that equality is first and foremost a relationship that we conjure in our minds in order to draw comparisons between dissimilar things. From our fingerprints to our facial features, human beings are as different as their DNA, as different as their hopes and dreams. No two people are alike. And so equality claims necessarily involve the abstracting out of a shared characteristic (or characteristics). Philosophers call that characteristic a “host property,” or the tertium comparationis, the third point of comparison to which any two may be likened to reveal what they share. From a common soul to a common humanity to a common place of birth, the rationales are extensive, and over time they have changed, privileging at various stages religion, reason, virtue, sex, race, age, and dignity, to name only a few. But in order for those points of comparison to have purchase, they must be taken up by members of a group. Only then does imaginary equality become the common feature of many minds, part of the social imaginary, and so a norm that is shared. That, in effect, is how imaginary equality becomes real.9

It follows, logically at least, that equality is perfectly compatible with difference, and even presupposes it. For beyond the stated points of comparison themselves—and the equal rights or privileges they confer—diversity will be the norm. W. E. B. Du Bois was characteristically astute when he observed, in 1915, that “the equality in political, industrial and social life which modern men must have in order to live, is not to be confounded with sameness. On the contrary… it is rather insistence upon the right of diversity.” Equality, to put it another way, is always equality from a certain perspective and point of view. Which means, as one scholar insists, that “full or absolute equality are contradictory terms.” If two individuals were equal in every respect, they would not be equals, they would be the same.10

Proponents of what is styled “identity politics” have reaffirmed that line of reasoning in recent years, insisting on equality’s difference. They surely have a point. But to insist on it too strongly is to risk ignoring equality’s deep historical connections to uniformity, similarity, and sameness. That connection is suggested by the word itself, which in English derives from the Latin aequalitas, which in turn is formed from the verb aequo/aequare, “to make equal to something else.” The Latin gives off various connotations, but the root-sense of the word evokes an activity, the practice of making level, as one does in balancing two items on a scale, or of making something even, as a carpenter does when smoothing down a surface with a plane. To equalize in the latter sense is to grind down the protruding bits and straighten out the whole so that all is uniform, plumb, and straight.11

Such “leveling” is a recurrent tendency in the history of equality, as well as a recurrent concern. As one historian who has worked on the genesis of democracy in the early modern period points out, equality exists in tension between two poles. On the one hand, it can signify the “equality of individuals as individuals, empowered by rights” and attended by difference. But on the other hand it can refer to “equality in the sense of sameness,” emphasizing homogeneity over heterogeneity and erasing individual diversity.12

It is revealing that early modern dictionaries regularly defined equality as “conformity” or “uniformity,” or having “the same degree of dignity.” An equal was “one of the same rank and age,” Noah Webster’s dictionary declared typically in 1806, glossing equality as “sameness.” A later edition, of 1828, specified that an equal was “one not inferior or superior to another, having the same or similar age, rank, station, office, talents, strengths, etc.”13

Such definitions reflect the older assumptions of societies arranged vertically, in which “equals” were those who occupied the same horizontal rungs of dignity on the great ladder of life, giving us, as Webster’s noted in 1861, “the equality of nobles of a same rank,” or the “equality of men on the scale of being.” But the concern with sameness was only heightened by the advent of democracy and popular rule, and the accompanying challenge to societies based explicitly on noble hierarchies of birth. Especially at the time of the French Revolution, contemporaries worried intensely about social leveling as some revolutionaries tried to impose it by force. And in the revolution’s aftermath, critics as diverse as Alexis de Tocqueville, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Karl Marx complained about the leveling and homogenizing tendencies of modern democracy and (vulgar) socialism alike.14

Marx’s name may be surprising in this context, as many people today assume that equality was Marxism’s overarching goal. But in fact both Marx and Friedrich Engels were far more critical of equality and egalitarian policies than is generally appreciated. Together they lampooned the belief that “equality is the primordial intention, the mystical tendency, the providential aim” of society. Their criticism helped shape the policies of their two most influential readers, V. I. Lenin and Joseph Stalin, who went out of their way to denounce the “concept of equality” as “a most absurd and stupid prejudice.” Seeking, on the one hand, to rein in their people from “excessive leveling” and “equality mongering,” they acted forcefully, on the other, to eradicate difference and dissent. Even Chairman Mao Zedong was relatively silent on the subject of equality. In short, Marxism’s relationship to the idea is more complicated than commonly assumed.15

If Marxism’s relationship to equality will be surprising to most readers, the fact that fascists in Italy and Germany developed languages of equality of their own will likely be more surprising still. Playing shrewdly on fears of diversity, and weaponizing status anxieties with psychological force, they elaborated theories of equality as homogeneous national and racial “substance.” “Equality is only interesting and valuable politically so long as it has substance,” the Nazi crown jurist Carl Schmitt declared, “and for that reason at least the possibility and the risk of inequality.” He thought about the matter at length, developing a trenchant critique of what he regarded as the liberal and social-democratic refusal to see equality for what it actually is: a language of power and exclusion. It was largely on the force of his thought that Nazi jurists developed the consequential legal theory of the “equality of type,” while exploiting to the full Schmitt’s suggestion that the “elimination or eradication of heterogeneity” was real equality’s necessary task. Although rarely studied or even acknowledged by scholars, such right-wing discourses of equality are very much alive, and they continue to exert a strong popular appeal, making them all the more worthy of our attention today.16

Animated between the competing poles of difference and sameness, historical understandings of equality help to elicit a tension that endures. They also reveal the extent to which equality as an idea is filtered through the passions, exciting powerful and conflicting emotions. Appeals to equality over the centuries have inspired yearning for recognition and distinction, emancipation and empowerment, acceptance and belonging in communities and the community of humankind. But they have also taken a darker turn, channeling animosity and resentment, while rousing the will to dominate, repress, and exclude.

That constellation of complex emotions points to this book’s third running theme: human beings’ fundamental ambivalence toward equality itself. To put the matter simply, we want it and we don’t. We want to be treated with fairness and on equal terms, accorded recognition and respect. But at the same time we seek distinction, aiming to set ourselves apart. And we are strongly inclined to pay allegiance to those who distinguish themselves most successfully, especially when it redounds (or seems to redound) to our benefit.

Such ambivalence almost certainly has evolutionary origins, as I argue in the opening chapter, and it has been singled out repeatedly by insightful thinkers across the ages. But psychologists and sociologists who study status have done the most of late to point out what that ambivalence looks like in practice, and my work is informed by their insights. Status hierarchies take shape spontaneously in every place where human beings come together in groups. Hungry for recognition, we crave acknowledgment and approval, and we are resentful when it is denied. But we also grant it freely to others in the form of distinction, conferring honor, esteem, and respect in order to facilitate our social interactions. All cultures have particular grammars for status—rules that shape and guide its complex norms—but none do without it. And its unequal accrual very often reflects and reinforces inequalities of more concrete kinds, whether of power, wealth, or access to other people’s bodies. The most woke academic departments, just like the military, the corporation, or your social media feed, are intense arenas for status competition that necessarily impinge on (and frequently undermine) prospects for equality in others. Human beings are status creatures par excellence, and that basic fact has shaped the way they have imagined equality over the ages, and developed conflicted feelings about it.17

That insight helps account for a fourth major theme of the book: the great variety of uses to which ideas of equality have been put, many of which are scarcely egalitarian at all. We tend to think of equality today largely as a “protest ideal,” the prerogative of the political Left and of those groups at the forefront of the fight to expand its frontiers in the name of justice. Equality has certainly functioned in that capacity often enough, as this book will discuss at length. But history’s canvas is wider.18

Pope Gregory’s words above provide a case in point. For like the Roman jurists on whom he drew, Gregory invoked equality in the context of a discussion of slavery, an institution he had no intention of challenging or changing. Gregory, in fact, in his capacity as pope, owned enslaved persons himself, just like Thomas Jefferson. The point for now is that what can easily seem from a modern perspective a blatant contradiction—that all men are created equal, but some are slaves—was for Pope Gregory a perfectly consistent proposition and point of departure, which he used to help justify the hierarchies and domination so prevalent on earth.

That is just one example of many that will help drive a final argument of the book: that not only are understandings of equality consistent with hierarchy and exclusion, but they regularly serve as their very basis, acting to buttress and reinforce them. That may sound paradoxical, but only because of confusion about what hierarchy actually is. Modern scholars tend to be of little help on the matter. With their egalitarian sympathies, they are often uncomfortable discussing the subject at all, speaking of hierarchy only “reluctantly and with averted eyes,” as if it were “taboo.” And when they do invoke the term, they generally employ it as a pejorative, to mean the very opposite of equality, as if it were a simple synonym for domination or oppression.19

Hierarchy can certainly be those things. But at its most basic, it is a system for allocating status and access to resources, whether of food, sex, money, or power, and of establishing the criteria upon which that is to be done. Hierarchy is a way of facilitating social order, and as such, it most often enjoys social sanction, conferring legitimate authority. Indeed, human beings cannot live without hierarchies. They form spontaneously even in very small groups, and they inevitably grow more elaborate as those groups expand, helping us to work together and get along. Hierarchy, in other words, is not the same thing as domination (illegitimate authority), which is based more explicitly on force and threat, even if the line between them is often thin.20

Now equality claims are regularly invoked to contest or contain established hierarchies. But they invariably carry hierarchical assumptions of their own—ideas about who is equal and who is not, and what a just arrangement of the two would be. Where they are successfully implemented, those ideas sanction new ways of conceiving and arranging social order, which is to say, new ways of establishing hierarchy. From Athenian democracy to the meritocracies of the eighteenth century to the global politics of the twentieth, we will have occasion to watch that happen time and again.

We will also see that hierarchies based on equality claims can shade quickly, like hierarchy itself, into domination. For to assert a community of equals is to do so by way of reference to those who are not part of the community, meaning that equality, inequality, and exclusion are always entwined. The excluded, of course, have not always been the same, even if some groups, such as women or the poor, have been excluded with a disturbing frequency throughout human history. But the general act of exclusion itself has been surprisingly consistent. Human beings are good at banishing “unequals” from their midst. Over the long run, ideas of equality have been used just as often to consolidate the position of elites in power as to contest or overthrow them. And they have presided faithfully over regimes of domination.

I thread each of these five principal themes throughout the book as a whole. But they are woven in particular chapters around a series of what I call “figures” of the way equality has been imagined and represented in the past. I use that word loosely, in both the rhetorical sense, of a “figure of speech”—what ancients and early Christians called figurae—and also in the artistic and literary sense, of a “figurative” rendering that can be true to life and at the same time metaphorical or stylized in some way. The “figures” of equality that figure in this book are a selection of some of the principal representations that have shaped and given contours to abstract ideas of equality as they have been conceived and experienced over time.21

Each chapter introduces a figure of its own—I discuss eleven in all—and the book unfolds chronologically, beginning in prehistory and moving forward to the present day. The figures themselves, however, are not meant to be perfectly sequential, even though I introduce them in periods when they took on particular resonance and force. The book presents the figure of “leveling,” for instance, only explicitly at the time of the French Revolution, when the “razor of equality” (the guillotine) was busy doing its best to cut down those who dared to rise above the rest. But leveling stretches back all the way to ancient Israel and the classical world. It was associated with equality from very early on.

Similarly, although I introduce equality in the figure of justice as it emerged as a focal point of reflection in ancient Greece, justice’s connection to equality was there already, and it has remained to the present day. The figures endure; each is written over the others like a palimpsest, so that they remain legible across time if one strives to see beneath the surface. And the figures of equality prefigure, as well, suggesting shapes and forms to be assumed later. Any idea as old, complex, and essentially contested as equality can only have come down to us in this layered and multifaceted way. To read it deeply requires that we hold as many of the different facets and figures in our minds as we can at once, even if it will never be possible to see them all.

I begin in Part I with the figure of “Reversal,” the challenge to the dominance hierarchies that likely characterized life among our oldest hominid ancestors and the more equal social relations that may have reigned among their hunter-gatherer successors for tens of thousands of years. Asking what evidence about our earliest ancestors can tell us about ideas of equality to come, I contrast the figure of reversal, in the following chapter, with that of “Loss,” which narrates the emergence of the immense inequalities of wealth and power that were slowly put in place with the development of civilization. The last several thousand years before the Common Era were among the most unequal periods in the whole of human history on many parts of earth, giving rise to god-kings, slavery, patriarchy, and an original “one percent.” Understandably, men and women mourned what they had left behind, imagining a mythic past in which human beings were more equal than they had since become. But at the same time, they opened themselves up to the appeal of the masters, prophets, ascetics, and sages who emerged in what is known as the “Axial Age” of the first millennium BCE. The period saw the birth of the world’s first major religious traditions, and strikingly, they all articulated versions of the figure I call “Fellowship,” preaching the unity of humanity and denouncing many of the inequalities of the world. Giving birth to some of the world’s first explicit representations of human equality, they laid the basis at the same time for new forms of exclusion and division.

Part I of this book is thus global in its scope, reflecting the fact that ideas of equality have roots in virtually every culture. But although equality is by no means a uniquely Western value, it was politicized and instrumentalized in the West in ways that ultimately exerted an undue influence across the globe, sometimes for the better, often for the worse.

In Part II, accordingly, I trace four figures—“Justice,” “Recovery,” “Fraternity,” and “Leveling”—that helped give contours to influential ideas of equality that emerged in classical antiquity, Western Christendom, the European and American Enlightenments, and the American, French, and Haitian Revolutions. It is toward the end of that period, in the long eighteenth century, that one witnesses the “reinvention” of equality culled from classical, Christian, and Enlightenment sources, as well as the first articulations of what was destined to be a powerful faith that equality is humanity’s final frontier. To some extent, this reinvention involved a creative engagement with the Christian figure of “Recovery,” which had long imagined equality as human beings’ natural and intended state. Christians had speculated for centuries about the possibility of equality’s retrieval, but in the eighteenth century, altogether new energies were also unleashed, moving men and women to question their place in the reigning hierarchies of humanity, challenging them outright in bloody revolutions. At the very same time, however, actors in Europe and the United States put the reinventions of the age to familiar and tested uses, employing new assertions of equality to construct new forms of hierarchy and new justifications for exclusion. They did so, moreover, on the very eve of Europe’s divergence from, and conquest of, much of the world, with the consequence that the better part of the globe was relegated to unequal status. In the West’s emerging epistemological map, equality would be cordoned off and bounded, in space as well as time.

Whereas Part II cautions against treating the history of equality as the triumphant march of progress, opening up new sight lines to equality’s complicated past, Part III opens up new sight lines to the present. I introduce four figures that emerged initially in the global north, but that over time significantly impacted many places in the world. The first, “Illusion,” reveals the surprising story of how Marx and Engels presented equality as just that, an illusion, combating the utopian and ultimately mystifying embrace of egalitarian notions in the aftermath of the French Revolution by fellow socialists, democrats, and liberals. The second figure, “Domination,” frames the no less surprising story of how right-wing forces responded to new doctrines of equality with their own. Theorists in fascist Italy and Germany exposed the ugly mechanisms of power that those employing languages of equality often hide from themselves. Openly embracing those mechanisms, fascists generated combustible theories that weaponized status anxieties, making populist appeals to the equality of the people that demanded not only the exclusion and suppression of others, but their total eradication.

The language of equality as domination has resurfaced in recent times, but the language of equality in the figure of “Balance” has never gone away. In the penultimate chapter I examine understandings of sovereign equality and world order as they took shape in the twentieth century in the global north and were in turn challenged by anticolonial activists in the global south. Synthesizing egalitarian currents in their own traditions with ideas appropriated from their colonizers, activists facilitated the “globalization of equality” as a stated aim of politics, economics, and society. But although the countries of the global north achieved significant social and economic compression over much of the twentieth century, their policies opened up a gap with the rest of the world that their egalitarian languages could not hide. What many economists today describe as the “Great Compression”—the run of contraction of inequalities of wealth and income from roughly 1914 to 1970—was experienced in much of the world as the continuation of a “Great Squeeze.”

I close with the figure of the “Dream,” the idea that equality and the arc of history coincide, by tracing the uses of equality by Martin Luther King Jr. in the civil rights movement, and its subsequent refashioning in second-wave feminism, Black Power, and the politics of identity. Here the long-standing tension between difference and sameness bursts into the open once again, exposing fault lines in the United States and the world that have only been exacerbated by the stunning reemergence of inequalities of income and wealth of the past several decades. I conclude by trying to take stock of our current moment in light of the past, speculating about the prospects of equality’s future.

In presenting these eleven figures, I make no claims to completeness. There are more figures of equality in heaven and earth than any single history can conceive. Rather than engaging in a quixotic attempt to write equality’s complete and integrated history (as if any such thing were possible in the first place), I offer instead a series of revealing instances and iterations over the intellectual longue durée. There is a governing logic to my choices, as I have tried to make clear, but I have inevitably selected subjects in keeping with my own predilections and areas of expertise, as well as in line with my stated aim of presenting equality in a new and unaccustomed light, making strange what is seemingly familiar.

As a consequence, I pay less attention to topics that have already received considerable treatment elsewhere, such as the emancipation of the enslaved at the time of the Civil War, the genesis and triumphs of first-wave feminism, the egalitarian politics of the welfare state, the history of utopian thinking, or the history of human rights. And there is much that I touch on only sporadically or leave out altogether, such as the global reception of socialism, leveling in Mao’s China or Pol Pot’s Cambodia, and ideas of equality elaborated outside the West following the Axial Age and prior to the twentieth century. Despite its acknowledged lacunae, however, this book offers a history of ideas of equality that I hope will spur thinking beyond them, generating more reflection and new imaginings to come.

For clearly we have lost, of late, our ability to imagine equality together. The renewed salience of inequality in our time is so powerful that it can blind us to the fact that until only recently many assumed that the world was struggling steadily forward in the direction of an ever greater equality for all. Some optimists continue to cherish that hope, and they look to the past to sustain it. Thomas Piketty, for example, in his most recent book, A Brief History of Equality, discerns “a long-term movement over the course of history toward more social, economic, and political equality.” My book adopts a less sanguine perspective, opting instead to embrace the ways in which our current historical moment disrupts teleological assumptions put in place since the eighteenth century. If what once seemed safely on the horizon can no longer be safely assumed, it should be easier to see equality not as a natural destination, but as the contingent historical creation that it is.22

In short, the crisis of the moment is also an opportunity, a chance to reexamine old assumptions, excavate lost resources, and cast a glance in the eerie light of the times on an idea we thought we knew. At a moment in history when equality is difficult for many to conceive, we can at least conceive it more clearly in the past. By studying a history of imaginary equalities, we can begin to imagine it anew.










PART I







1

REVERSAL

The Deep History of Equality

Down dusty roads in the Spanish Levant, about an hour and a half northwest of Valencia by car, lies the Stone Age site of Remigia. A series of caves and rock shelters whose walls contain some 750 megalithic figures and drawings, the site was only discovered in 1934. It is now well known to specialists, though less so by tourists, who tend to favor the older and more celebrated sites of Altamira (35,000 BCE) or Lascaux (15,000 BCE). Still, the figures at Remigia—executed over different periods, but perhaps as recently as 6500 BCE—may tell us something interesting about a much earlier period in human history. Their faint lines in ocher and black offer a rare glimpse into the deep history of equality.1

Most intriguing in this connection are a number of drawings in Cave 5, and in particular, three powerful scenes of what appear to be acts of banishment and execution. In one drawing, fourteen gathered individuals stand and watch as a lone figure departs from the group, apparently in the process of being cast out and excluded. In another, a bloodied and splayed figure, with body and head pierced by arrows, lies broken in the foreground before an exultant group of five others, who raise their arms in triumph. And in the third drawing, a larger band, of ten men, brandish their bows above their heads in seeming celebration before a recumbent figure, unarmed but pierced by six arrows. As in the other image, only the head of the victim is upright, as if looking plaintively to the group.2
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“Execution Scenes” at Cave 5, Cova Remigia, Spain, in the tracing of Joan Baptiste Porcare. Courtesy of the Societat Castellonenca de Cultura, Castelló, Spain.





Faint and difficult to see in the uneven light and surface of the cave, these figures recover their full graphic power when transposed to the page in black and white. Violence and strong emotion emanate from their minimalist lines, which seem to defy their time and place of origin. We could almost be looking at the primitivist drawings of a Picasso or a Miró, executed at the very moment of Remigia’s (re-)discovery. But such apparent timelessness only begs the historical question: What can these haunting figures mean?

We will never know for sure, and any answer can only be speculative. But paleoanthropologists and archeologists point out that such scenes of execution and exclusion likely played an important role in the group dynamics of the small bands of hunter-gatherers who roamed the earth in the wake of the emergence of modern Homo sapiens some 300,000 years ago. Such scenes are well documented among more recent hunter-gatherers, the itinerant bands who move regularly between foraging and hunting grounds, living without fixed habitation or cultivation of the soil. And while anthropologists are quick to caution against the dangers of treating modern hunter-gatherers as “living fossils”—as if the activities recorded by ethnographers since the nineteenth century provide a perfect picture, frozen in time, of the earliest human past—they do point out certain patterns of convergence. The exclusion—or in extreme cases, the execution—of outcasts and upstarts seems to be one such pattern. In the power dynamics of hunter-gatherer societies, individuals are “removed” when they attempt to place themselves above the group or act consistently to dominate or bully their fellows. Upstarts, in other words, put themselves at risk when they threaten the group cohesion and solidarity.3

Over the past several decades, anthropologists have done a great deal of work to understand this phenomenon, what they describe as the “fierce egalitarianism” of hunter-gatherer societies. In a celebrated analysis of the !Kung, the San people of the Kalahari Desert in southwestern Africa, the anthropologist Richard B. Lee detailed the practice of what he called “insulting the meat.” Every time a hunter of the band made a kill, the other members would belittle the achievement with razzing and slights, mocking the hunter and his paltry prey, even (and especially) if it was prodigious. An informant explained the rationale: “When a young man kills much meat, he comes to think of himself as a chief or big man and he thinks of the rest of us as his servants or inferiors. We can’t accept this. So we always speak of his meat as worthless. This way we cool his heart and make him gentle.” Such ribbing—formulaic and often good natured—is accompanied by strong social pressure to limit boasting or arrogance of any kind. The mechanism is further reinforced by a social ethos that emphasizes altruism, sharing, and group solidarity. In itinerant societies where people can only accumulate what they can carry on their backs, private possessions are few. Food, like almost everything else, is divided and shared. The meat of one becomes the meat of all.4

The San people are thought to have lived as hunter-gatherers for at least 20,000 years, and their ancestry has been traced back some 200,000 years, making them the oldest surviving people on earth. But their “fierce egalitarianism” and “aggressive rejection of hierarchy” are by no means an isolated phenomenon. On the contrary, they are the norm among hunter-gatherer peoples.5

Anthropologists describe variations on the same pattern on every inhabited continent, drawing attention to recurrent features: broad material equality among members of the group; “acephalous” social arrangements (without formalized leadership structures); and a variety of policing mechanisms to reinforce the dominant “egalitarian ethos.” The latter can include formal prescriptions for food-sharing, particularly of large game, such as the elaborate rules governing the distribution of seal meat observed among the Inuit people of the Canadian Arctic. Invariably, though, these mechanisms feature strong social sanctioning to reinforce altruism, reciprocity, self-sacrifice, and humility, along with a variety of leveling mechanisms designed to forestall the emergence of dominant individuals. The kind of ridicule observed among the San people of the Kalahari is widespread in this regard, as are various forms of gossiping, shaming, and censoring, all of which serve to police the behavior of potential upstarts and exact social conformity while keeping those with authority in check.6

Hunter-gatherer peoples are by no means leaderless, even if they tend to make their crucial decisions collectively. Admired individuals—respected for their physical prowess, intelligence, experience, or skill—inevitably play an outsized role in deliberations, and they assume special prominence in times of emergency or war. But if they are in some sense firsts, they are firsts among relative equals. Their authority is never institutionalized, and it is predicated on the understanding that it is to be carried out with due deference to the group. Behavior is continually scrutinized for incipient signs of arrogance or presumption, and if individuals overstep their bounds, social sanctioning and other leveling mechanisms are brought to bear. When these fail, more extreme measures are pursued, including ostracism, banishment, and, in the last resort, murder. Anthropologists have provided accounts of the executions of upstarts and aggressors among a wide variety of hunter-gatherer peoples, including Inuit, Indigenous North Americans and Australians, and Africans. In the judgment of one authority, the suite of measures and sanctions that serve to enforce the fierce egalitarianism of hunter-gatherers is “universal.”7

Are the apparent depictions of banishment and execution on the stones of Remigia early illustrations of such sanctioning—dramatic accounts of social leveling and the terrible justice imposed on upstarts by a band of equals? Again, it is impossible to say with any certainty. Given that other drawings at the site clearly depict episodes of war, it is possible that these figures merely represent the release or execution of captives. The dating of the drawings, moreover, while uncertain, appears to fall somewhat after the period of exclusive hunter-gatherer dominance that began to end with the transition from the Paleolithic to the Neolithic—that is, the “Old Stone Age” to the “New Stone Age”—roughly 12,000 years ago. By the time these drawings were likely produced, a variety of other social forms had made their appearance on earth, rendering the illustrations that much more difficult to interpret. The truth is that we will never know for sure what they were meant to depict.

But if they were intended to illustrate the policing of pretenders to power—the banishment or elimination of potential upstarts—that would hardly be surprising. For such images are consistent with a good deal of forceful speculation about early human development, and it is not hard to imagine that they played out with some frequency across the landscape of our early human past. Such speculation yields, in turn, a powerful image of early equality in the making. In order to more fully understand that image—the figure of equality as reversal—we need to spend a little more time thinking about the kinds of animals that human beings once were, and the kind that we have since become.

There may be a little monkey in all of us, but there is a lot of great ape. Modern human beings share a common ancestry with all four of the living great apes: orangutans, gorillas, bonobos, and chimps. Which is to say that we evolved along the same branch of the great tree of life that connects every living thing on the planet. We know, based largely on genetic evidence, that orangutans departed from our common branch of descent some 14 million years ago. Gorillas did the same roughly 7.5 million years ago, and the genus Homo (which includes not only our own species, sapiens, but a host of others, now extinct, including Homo erectus, Homo habilis, Homo heidelbergensis, and Homo neanderthalensis) branched off about 5.5 million years ago from the common ancestor that yielded both bonobos and chimps. Orangutans today, confined to Indonesia and Malaysia, live as solitary creatures, and so are something of an outlier. But the other great apes of Africa are intensely social, like human beings, and it is clear that we share a good deal in common.

To be sure, we’re talking about many more degrees of separation than six. Millions of years and countless adaptations lie between us. But in evolutionary terms, we in the hominid family, which embraces both Homo sapiens and the great apes, are closely related. Modern human beings share about 98.8 percent of their DNA with bonobos and chimps, and some 98.4 percent with gorillas. It is true that those numbers can be a little deceptive—for context, bear in mind that we share DNA with all living things, and show surprising genetic similarities to mice, dogs, and even the banana! Still, the numbers are close enough for some scientists to argue that bonobos and chimps ought really to be included with humans in a common genus Homo. To study them, as primatologists have long recognized, is to gain insight into our own “inner ape.” They can help us understand our nature, to see a little better who we are.8

Historians, for some time, have been resistant to this kind of inquiry, and arguably with good reason. Trained to study the particular, they are instinctively allergic to the general, and acutely sensitive to human beings’ plasticity in different cultural contexts. They rightly point out how often claims about an essential or universal human nature have been used to constrain and confine. Reasoning by analogy to our ancestry to the apes has been employed to justify all kinds of unsavory things—from violence and war to male domination to the survival of the “racially fit”—as if all that were somehow justified by our genes. Clearly, researchers today must be mindful of this unsavory past, treading warily where sociobiologists and social Darwinists before them have fallen.9

And yet to dismiss the inquiry into our ancestral human natures altogether—as if we humans were entirely free to fashion ourselves as we would, unconstrained by our biological inheritance—would be naïve at the extreme. And where questions of equality are concerned it would be to miss out on a crucial insight into what makes us not only typically hominid, but uniquely Homo sapiens. As one of the early pioneers of the speculative history of equality, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, once rightly asked, “For how can the source of the inequality among men be known unless one begins by knowing men themselves?” Our nearest relations may well have something important to tell us in this regard, if only we take the time to listen.10

What is most striking, at first glance, is how little equality one finds. The social organization of all the great African apes is intensely hierarchical, ranging in the classificatory schemes of animal behaviorists from “despotic” (gorillas and chimpanzees) to “semi-despotic” (bonobos). Gorillas and chimpanzees organize themselves in dominance hierarchies around an alpha male. Among gorillas, in whom sexual dimorphism is pronounced (males are about twice the size of females), a single dominant male will control a harem of females (on average about six), using bluffing, aggressive display, and ultimately violence to drive off competitors, who must live as rogue individuals or gain control of their own harems by overthrowing a dominant male somewhere else.11

Chimpanzee societies, which typically number between fifty and one hundred members, are more complex. Here the alpha male enforces a strict linear hierarchy of dominance and submission that dictates the place of every animal in the group. From highest to lowest, each member knows its place. But unlike some species—monkeys, for instance, among whom hierarchies are frozen and fixed—chimps continually jockey for position. Given that dominant individuals enjoy greater access to food and mates, they must constantly defend their positions through aggressive displays, intimidation, bullying, and force, as well as by effecting alliances to challenge superiors or put down threats from below. Chimpanzee society is thus the scene of constant struggle for status and rank, with rivals competing for their places in the hierarchy, and the power and benefits precedence confers. When an erstwhile alpha is defeated by challengers—demoted, driven off, or killed—the hierarchy rearranges itself in a new order of dominance and submission. The rule of each alpha is comparatively short—rarely lasting more than four or five years. But the hierarchy itself endures.12

Bonobo society is less severe. For one thing, the sexes are codominant. Unlike in chimpanzee society, in which every female is subordinate to every male in the hierarchy, bonobos are governed by both an alpha female and an alpha male. In many ways, it is the females who run the show, forming alliances and coalitions to mediate power and access to food. Male bonobos do not form alliances with other males, but wisely work through their mothers instead. Often, females use sex to establish and solidify their alliances, engaging freely with female and male partners alike. The result is a far lower level of fighting and aggressive dominance displays among males engaged in status rivalries for females. Highly sexual, bonobos, not surprisingly, are peaceful and relaxed. As the primatologist Frans de Waal has observed, they are the “hippies” of the ape world, making love not war.13

That said, bonobos are hardly egalitarians. Though their social interaction is less fraught than that of chimpanzees, they are hierarchical creatures all the same. In fact, the relative absence of conflict is itself a sign of the strength of their hierarchical order, which is more stable than that of chimps, who are constantly challenging one another for pride of place. And as with chimps, one’s position in the hierarchy among bonobos largely determines the “pecking order” of access to food and sex. The first and best portions of each go to the dominants, and violence, though less common, is employed when needed to ensure that “inferiors” know their place. It is little wonder that bonobo mothers expend so much energy trying to ensure that their offspring get into the upper echelons of the elite. Even among laid-back bonobo hippies, it is better to be on top of the establishment than at the bottom.

Just how much of this primate predilection for hierarchy still lurks in the minds of human beings is difficult to say. The question is inevitably controversial, and not only because of the crude uses to which the study of apes has been put in the past. It is made more so by an unwillingness to talk about hierarchy frankly. With their ostensible commitments to equality, observers in modern democratic societies often skirt the subject, treating it, as one group of eminent scholars recently complained, as “taboo.” Alternatively, they speak of it exclusively in pejorative terms, as if hierarchy were only synonymous with oppression, rather than what it most often is: a socially sanctioned system that formalizes access to resources, be these food or power, salary or status.14

Still, although the subject of hierarchy has received less attention than it deserves, a wealth of evidence points to the fact that human beings, just like monkeys and apes, are hierarchical creatures, exquisitely sensitive to cues of status, rank, dominance, and submission. Patterns of gaze, vocal and speech characteristics, posture, body size, age, and height are just a few of the traits to which all social primates are carefully attuned, and we are wired with specific neural networks to detect them. Within forty milliseconds, human beings can tell the difference between a dominant face staring them in the eyes and a subordinate one, with averted glance. Human beings draw on a range of other indicators—including intelligence, reputation, attractiveness, income, profession, and the ever-nebulous prestige—that our primate relations don’t in order to make judgments about status and rank. And, unlike animals, we regularly inhabit multiple hierarchies at once, with the result that a low-status individual in one environment, say a janitor at a corporation, may be a high-status individual, the captain of the company softball team, in another. That said, there can be no doubt that among our many complicated criteria for assessing other human beings lie some fairly primitive measures. There is a reason (if not justice) behind the fact that tall men are statistically more likely than their shorter counterparts to succeed in business or get elected to high office, just as there is a reason why interviewers process body language and gaze as signs of inner confidence and worth. We may not be fully comfortable with these judgments—and often they are made unconsciously. But anyone who has ever attended an American high school will know how crude our species can be at assessing and assigning status. The “popular” are not always well liked. But like it or not, they draw disproportionately from the alluring, the athletic, the strong. And the tendency of others to gossip about them, just like the tendency of human beings to gossip in general, is driven by an intense interest in rank differences. As the biologist Robert Sapolsky has remarked, “Gossip is mostly about the status of status.” And status is part of the air we breathe.15

Yet however much we are prone to assess status according to criteria we share, uncomfortably, with the apes, we are undoubtedly moved by far more than simply the residual crudeness of dominance and submission. Human beings, after all, are social creatures—more so than any other creature on earth. We are the “cooperative species” par excellence. Our sprawling networks, institutions, and metropoles testify to our capacity to work together. And while hierarchy and status are certainly important means by which we arrange ourselves to cooperate and coexist, we draw on other capacities besides the restless pursuit of power and prestige to do so.16

Here again the great African apes can be our guide, for they, too, are social creatures, and even, as primatologists in the wake of the pioneering Jane Goodall insist, “political animals,” consciously developing strategies and alliances to protect and further their interests. Chimps form coalitions to protect their places in the hierarchy of the group, to put down pretenders, or to oust erstwhile alphas. They also work together to gather food, police their frontiers, and even to hunt collectively, sharing meat after a kill. Bonobos, too, are political animals, if less intensely so, given the stability of their groups. Female bonobos act in solidarity to protect their interests and collectively dominate males, and also to further the fortunes of their younger protégés of both sexes, who in turn cultivate alliances with those who can help them. The point being that the great apes pursue conscious strategies to attain their ends, forming alliances and working in concert to manage power within their ranks.17

Not only that, but they quite clearly display sentiments and emotions that in human beings we would call “moral sentiments”—prosocial feelings and the associated actions that serve, beyond naked power and force, to maintain group solidarity and cohesion. As millions of YouTube viewers know, capuchin monkeys, for example, seem to possess a sense of fairness. In a famous experiment first performed by the lab of Frans de Waal and readily viewable online, two monkeys are given cucumbers to perform the same simple task. But after a while, one is given a tastier grape in the plain sight of the other. The shorted monkey rebels, clearly displaying resentment at the “unfair” treatment, refusing to accept the cucumber while the other gets the grape. Such experiments have been repeated widely with many different animals, including chimpanzees. They testify to something like a basic sense of fairness, as well as to the resentment that can arise when an animal feels that it has been wronged.18

The sentiment is closely related to reciprocity, which bonobos and chimps exhibit all the time. The phrase “If I scratch your back, you scratch mine” may be a human adage, but for apes, it is a way of life. Grooming, like food and sexual pleasure, is one of the key favors they share. And, like human beings, apes keep tabs on who owes what. When they feel short-changed, they let the others know.

Sharing and performing favors, little acts of kindness, including sexual favors, are two of the ways that apes bind their groups together. But they also exhibit empathy, compassion, consolation, and other forms of prosocial behavior. After they engage in conflict, bonobos and chimps make efforts to reconcile through grooming, placation, and sex, and when a member of the group acts in such a way as to incur resentment, the transgressor can be punished or run out of the group in a form of collective “justice.”

The point of these observations is not to insist that animals are moral agents, but to emphasize that where their behavior is concerned, power and interest are not the only games in town. The same chimps and bonobos who jockey for position in environments shaped profoundly by hierarchical arrangements based on status and power also act in ways that redound to the benefit of others, cooperating for the benefit of all.

Human beings, clearly, harbor similar tendencies. We compete and we cooperate. We are self-seeking and we are prosocial. We pursue power and domination, but we are also concerned with fairness and reciprocity. And although we possess the capacity for great altruism and generosity, we are quick to take umbrage when we feel slighted and to take measures to exact our revenge.

Many towering thinkers throughout the ages have recognized one or the other of these basic tendencies. But more often than not they have chosen sides. The likes of Machiavelli, Thomas Hobbes, or Friedrich Nietzsche, for example, have insisted on human beings’ will to power, their relentless self-interest, and their ceaseless striving for domination. Others, from Jesus of Nazareth to Karl Marx to Gandhi, have emphasized that we are, at our core and at our best, social creatures, moved by concerns for others as much as by the desire for our own preservation and preferment. Many of the anthropologists and biologists who have speculated about the behavior of our early hominid ancestors over the years have been similarly inclined to choose between extremes, presenting human beings in their infancy either as noble savages or as ruthless aggressors. They have grappled less frequently with the possibility that we might be both of these things, and so neither, harboring competing tendencies at once.19

That is the great insight of recent primatology and evolutionary biology, which insist on the “relentless ambivalence and ambiguity” of the human mind bequeathed to us as part of our primate inheritance. As de Waal puts it succinctly, our inner ape is “bipolar.” We are at once selfish and selfless, despotic and democratic, moved by interests of power and by the common good. On the one hand, the urge to dominate, or at least to get a leg up, is clearly part of our nature. We seek status and we measure it all the time, in others and in ourselves. But if a tendency to hierarchy lurks in our DNA, so, too, on the other hand, does an inclination to resist it. “To be human,” the biologist E. O. Wilson insists, “is also to level others, especially those who appear to receive more than they have earned.” What in Australia is called the “tall-poppy syndrome,” the urge to lop off the head of anyone who dares to rise above the rest, or, in Chile, chaqueteo (jacketing), the teasing sport of grabbing another by the lapels and pulling them down to size, has analogues in almost every culture, from the razzing of the !Kung to the grumblings at the water cooler about the boss.20

In short, human beings are a conflicted bunch. We naturally seek our own status and preferment, striving to get ahead, while at the same time grumbling about, and often trying to impede, the same pretensions in others. That contradiction undoubtedly explains a good deal of human hypocrisy and a lot about our individual psychologies. But it can do even more than that, giving us insight into the deep history of equality. For there is every reason to conclude that our contradictory impulses helped to shape, just as they were shaped by, our early social evolution. And although it is no more possible to say precisely how this process unfolded than it is to establish with certainty the meaning of the cave paintings of Remigia, we can entertain a plausible conjecture. That imagining—the image of an early, and lasting, form of imaginary equality—looks something like this.

The farther back in time we go, the more apelike we were. Which is to say that our early hominid ancestors were a lot hairier. Hair now clings mainly to our heads, and in patches under our arms and between our legs. But at one point our ancestors would have been covered almost entirely. If there is a general consensus among specialists that human beings had largely shed their thick covering by the time they achieved their modern body form, there is similar agreement that for long periods of our development, we were shaggy beasts.21

We were also longer in the tooth. At least that is the hypothesis. Darwin famously speculated in The Descent of Man (1871) that our early male forefathers
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“Ideas of equality have a long and chaotic history—long before modern political battles and institutions made the rise of equality possible. At a time when the march toward equality seems so fragile and uncertain, this fascinating and refreshing book is more necessary than ever. A must-read for all citizens interested in the past and future of equality.”

—Thomas Piketty, author of Capital in the Twenty-First Century

“Darrin McMahon once again delivers a brilliant intellectual history of one of humanity’s most important and least understood ideas. Sweeping, incisive, and provocative, Equality is nothing short of a masterpiece.”

—Daniel Gilbert, author of the New York Times–bestselling Stumbling on Happiness

“This is an essential book for thinking about the most pressing issues of our time. We instinctively react against inequality yet have confused and conflicting ideas about how to make equality a reality. McMahon explains why equality remains so elusive.”

—Lynn Hunt, author of Inventing Human Rights

“In this ambitious book, McMahon places equality at the center of human history, showing us how elastic and unruly the concept is and illustrating how struggles over its meaning continue to be central touchstones for our contemporary moment. This intellectual and political history is a critical resource in our age of inequality.”

—Adom Getachew, author of Worldmaking after Empire

“McMahon’s Equality is a remarkable book full of penetrating insights, good humor, and hard truths. By subjecting this supposedly ‘self-evident’ idea to historical scrutiny, McMahon uncovers the many different ways in which human beings—as strongly status-conscious creatures—have imagined equality from prehistory to the present day. What emerges is not only an elusive idea, but a strikingly ambivalent one. Equality may be more at home with hierarchy and exclusion than modern egalitarians care to admit. Yet McMahon argues that to maintain its power—and promise—in an unequal world, one must first confront equality in all of its complexity. I count myself convinced. There is no better place to start than with his wonderful book.”

—Teresa M. Bejan, University of Oxford

“McMahon’s Equality is a magisterial and path-breaking history of the dialectic of equality and inequality, which has always been and remains today indispensable to understand the history of humanity. The author’s fine-tuned analysis demonstrates that equality-thoughts are always ambiguous and polysemic. Concepts of equality can be deployed to enlarge the community of equals but also to exclude categories of people from equality. McMahon’s history of equality runs from the palaeolithic hunter-gatherers to the present time, taking in the interaction of status, class, gender, and race. The concluding essay, fittingly named ‘The Crisis of Equality,’ discusses the struggles for and against equality in our time.”

—Siep Stuurman, author of The Invention of Humanity
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