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The "self-evident truth" that "all men are created equal" is a cornerstone of American democracy.  Yet our history tells us that the equality we hold up so passionately as an ideal is not easy to define in real world terms, and once defined is not easy to achieve.  Look, for example, at the fact that the Constitution established the right to vote as basic to citizenship in 1791, yet women were not included until the nineteenth amendment passed in 1920.  The women's suffrage movement worked for more than a century to achieve this.  They are one of many examples that suggest that progress toward equality does not come easily, but comes, rather, as the result of long, concerted, organized effort.


History gives us one perspective on the question of equality.  Biology gives us another.  If history records the age-old struggle of one group after another to attain equal access to the resources and benefits of society, biology provides insight into the reasons why it is such a struggle.  A look at the natural world, particularly at the social organization of animal groups, tells us that nature is not guided by the principle of equality.  With few exceptions, animal groups form pecking orders.  According to naturalist Edward O. Wilson, the dominance hierarchy "is a general trait of organized mammalian societies.  Like humans, animals use elaborate signals to advertise and maintain their rank in the hierarchy (1998, p 259)."  


The chimpanzee, our closest genetic relative, offers an unvarnished study in dominant-subordinate relations. Two males may be closely matched in size and strength, but in a status encounter they behave in opposite ways.  The hair-raising, stomping, barking, and charging of one, and the corresponding bowing and pant-grunting of the other, leave no doubt about who outranks whom. Displaying rank in this way makes it unnecessary for them to actually fight.  The winning male, however, needs more than bluff and bravado to hold the alpha position.  He needs friends, and he does what he must to keep friends on his side.  Frans deWaal, in his classic work Chimpanzee Politics, describes the intricate alliances and shifting triangles involved in the chimpanzee social hierarchy.


Female chimpanzees present quite a different picture. While aggression and coalitions determine dominance among males, among females "it is above all personality and age" according to deWaal.  Researchers at Jane Goodall's Gombe colony found that conflict between females is rare, and friendly greetings occur twice as often as conflict.  The female hierarchy in deWaal's colony was far more stable than the male and seemed to be based on respect from below rather than intimidation from above.


While females may pursue rank differently than males, it is no less important to them. One reason for this is that there is such a strong connection between social status and female reproductive success according to anthropologist and evolutionary biologist, Sarah Blaffer Hrdy:


Once the significance of social rank is understood for such vital functions


as a mother keeping another female from eating her baby (as in the case of


chimps), or for keeping another female from monopolizing resources needed


by her own offspring (as in the case of other cooperatively breeding mammals),


the struggle for status seems more nearly a foothold on posterity than a frill.


"Ambition" was an integral part of producing offspring who survived and


prospered.  (1999, p. 110)

Hrdy goes on to made the case that human mothers, also, strive for status in order to enhance the prospects for their children.  Offspring of high-ranking mothers, humans as well as other mammals, generally benefit from greater access to resources, improved chance of inheriting territory and resources, protection from threats, and association with other high-ranking individuals.

Both history and biology raise important questions about human social relations.  Are we hierarchical by nature?  Like other mammals, do we have a propensity to form rank orders?  Do we spend energy worrying about status and trying to advance our social status?  The answers are: yes, yes, and yes.  Concerns about social position influence most human activities from our inner fantasy lives to our choice of mates and associates to our choice of education and career paths.  Status sensitivity is part of most human interactions.  Our social antennae tell us whether we are being looked up to, down upon, or as an equal. 

Humans may be hierarchical--but not equally so.  Looking at human societies, past and present, Barbara Smuts (1993) observes a broad spectrum ranging from highly despotic to more egalitarian.  In the despotic societies, there is a large difference in allocation and control of resources between high-ranking and low-ranking members.  Dominant members control a disproportionate share of the benefits.  In the more egalitarian societies, there is still a hierarchy but the difference in benefits between high and low ranking is much reduced. The rewards of group living are shared more equitably. There is more room for individuals to pursue their own interests, and the option is open to leave and go elsewhere.  The work of biologist Sandra Vehrencamp (1983), based on research with birds and mammals, suggests three main reasons why individuals will remain in the despotic group: 1) the safety of the group is preferable to the risks of leaving; 2) there is nowhere else to go, i. e. no alternative habitat available; and 3) individuals have strong attachments to kin and friends in the group.   This issue of "exit" vs. "no exit" emerges as a key factor in both animal and human groups. When there is "no exit," low-ranking group members are more likely to tolerate disparities in benefits.  When leaving is a viable option, and all group members know it, the group is more likely to function in an egalitarian mode.  


These ideas have important applications to our personal lives.  Equality is a compelling ideal.  We say we want equality.  We want to be treated, and to treat others, as equals--in marriage and family life, in friendships, and work relationships, as well as in our legal and political structures.  A taste of what it is like to be part of a "team of equals" whets the appetite for more.  A group in which there is a collaborative exchange of ideas and talents, mutual respect, opportunity to grow, flexibility, and negotiability, is an exciting and energizing place to be.


However, it is one thing to want equality and another thing to know how to achieve it.  My reading of both biology and history have led me to conclude that dominant-subordinate relations are naturally programmed patterns of behavior that operate at an automatic level, whereas egalitarian relationships are less natural and require more conscious, intentional effort.  Bowen family systems theory brings the perspective of the emotional system and differentiation of self to our understanding of this question.  I see highly stratified systems as the outcome of emotional process operating at an intense level and generating intense togetherness pressure.  I see more egalitarian systems as the outcome of emotional process operating at a calmer level that allows for greater individuality and autonomy.  This greater individuality, or differentiation of self, is expressed in the efforts of individuals toward self-awareness, self-definition, and self-regulation.  The ability of group members to relate to one another as equals is a property of a high-functioning group, or what Dr. Bowen called "a collection of individuals."  (Ferrera, 1996)  


Contradictory as it may seem, a rank order is not inconsistent with egalitarian principles.  Nature, after all, has great wisdom.  The social hierarchy evolved and has been conserved in nature, presumably because it functions in ways that benefit the group.  

It provides a time-tested way of reducing conflict and maintaining order and stability. The objective is not to rid one's life of all traces of rank and hierarchical relations.  The objective is to understand the appropriate place of the rank order in human systems and to use this knowledge wisely and responsibly.  The challenge is to exercise one's own status, abilities, and authority without dominating others, and to recognize the status, abilities, and authority of others without being submissive.


The effort toward egalitarian relationships is, I believe, consistent with the effort toward differentiation of self.  Let me illustrate with these ideas:

First, think of self and other as equals.  In Extraordinary Relationships, psychiatrist Roberta Gilbert writes:

Equality is not based on tallying up individual assets; rather it is a relationship

stance, a posture assumed by the individuals.  Each accepts the other as no

more talented, responsible, or free than him- or herself.  Respect for the other,

so often pointed to as essential for relationship success, is based on the equal

posture.  (1992, p. 103)

If you do not truly believe that the other is your equal, neither above nor below you,  

how can you relate to him or her as an equal?

Second, know your own tendency to dominate others, and manage that within self.  The impulse to dominate, to have your interest or viewpoint prevail over others, is human.  Observe it in yourself.  Is it expressed in aggressiveness, prowess displays, or tantrums?  Or in more subtle ways like charm and seduction, appeal to sympathy, out-talking the other, lining up allies?  In a relationship of equals, each defines his or her view, listens respectfully to the other's view, and does not pressure the other to defer.  Let recognition and rank be based on what you have achieved and contributed to the good of the marriage, family, or organization, rather than on dominant behavior.

Third, know your own tendency to be submissive to others, and manage that within self.  The impulse to be subordinate, to let someone else do the thinking, make the decision, and take the responsibility, is human.  Especially in high-pressure situations, it is tempting to hide out in the one-down position.  Observe this in yourself.  Is it expressed in going silent, or retreating, or leaning on others for direction, or collecting opinions from others as a substitute for thinking for self?  Do you hold back an opinion for fear of how others will react?  Do you defer to others in situations where you, in fact, may be well qualified to provide guidance and direction?   Let deference to others be based on your assessment that they have greater knowledge or experience in the particular situation, rather than on submissive behavior. 

Fourth, leadership is essential for creating egalitarian relationships.  Human systems--families, organizations, or whole societies--do not change en masse.  They change only through the leadership of individuals.  

Once established, stratified systems tend to be self-perpetuating.  Such a system will move toward a more egalitarian mode only through the intentional, patient, and consistent effort of enlightened leaders. The leader is the person who has knowledge of how the system works, a vision of what a different way would look like, and the courage to be the first one to change. The individual who can demonstrate, primarily through example, a way of relating to others that is respectful and responsible, without being dominant or submissive, becomes a leader, whatever his or her position in the hierarchy.   
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