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Progressives aren’t satisfied with equality before God (in dignity and worth) and 

equality before the law (legal standing as citizens). They also want “social 

equality,” the moral ideal that “people should enjoy equal relationships with each 

other.” Beyond this vague characterization, we get no positive content of that 

ideal.1 So their approach is negative, attacking social inequalities in the form of 

what Dustin Crummett calls “oppressive hierarchies,” which exist (in the words of 

Chomsky) to “preserve certain structures of power and domination.” Familiar 

examples of allegedly oppressive hierarchies are given: amongst “the rich and the 

poor, employers and many employees, men and women, whites and non-whites,” 

and so on. Space precludes discussion of specific examples.2 I’ll instead register 

five objections to the abstract ideal of social equality. 

 

1. The ideal of social equality fosters undue skepticism of all hierarchies, not just 

oppressive ones. While acknowledging that some hierarchies are benign, such as 

that between a parent and child or rank in the military, Crummett says nonetheless 

all hierarchies must be “justified in terms of the general good, and must be only 

that which is necessary to promote that good.” This gets things backwards. We 

should simply presume hierarchies, ubiquitous as they are, contribute to the 

common good unless proven to be oppressive. These include hierarchies of 

competence, ability, responsibility, merit, experience, education, seniority, 

respect, and more. And our positions within them, bear in mind, are not static but 

dynamic, ever changing as we work to improve our lot in life. Hierarchies are 

essential to the development and maintenance of social order and have played a 

key role in the survival and flourishing of the human species. Evolution, it’s 

commonly said, is conservative: it builds on what works. What doesn’t gets 

selected out.3 

 

2. Even some unjust social inequalities may have to be permitted for the sake of 

the greater good of ordered liberty. For example, taxation, being akin to theft or 

extortion by a powerful ruling class, requires an oppressive hierarchy.4 Yet we 

permit it, believing that it contributes to the common good. And beware of 

committing the fallacy of composition here: just because a part of society is 

unjust, that doesn’t mean society as a whole is unjust. An overall good society—

indeed, the best of what’s feasible—may well contain injustices. Just as biologists 

have discovered that eliminating even a tiny pest from the complex equilibrium of 

an ecosystem can have devastating unforeseen consequences, a substantial burden 

of proof is required to show that dismantling an unjust social hierarchy would not 

cause a ripple effect of greater injustice. Incautiously pulling threads from our 
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social fabric in the name of “social equality” or “social justice”, as utopian visions 

tempt us to, can lead to large-scale unraveling, just as it did in the French 

Revolution.5 

 

3. The common presumption that social inequality is evidence of injustice is as 

unhealthy as it is unwarranted. The fact is, time and again we have seen careful, 

multivariate analyses disconfirm “oppression” as the chief cause of some instance 

of social inequality. Clear examples of this are the claims that the gender wage 

gap is due to sexism6 and that black people are victims of systematic racism by 

law enforcement and/or the criminal justice system.7 Encouraging people to 

believe they are mired in systems of social and legal oppression breeds learned 

helplessness, resentment, ingratitude, and general social unrest.8 Thus, it’s in 

everyone’s interest to be less rash in inferring injustice from some descriptive fact 

of inequality. 

 

4. The concern for social equality seems curiously selective. When is the last time 

we heard progressives decrying university admissions artificially penalizing 

Asians,9 the barbaric treatment of women under Islamic rule, the myriad of social 

problems disproportionately afflicting men,10 the massive “overrepresentation” of 

abortions and single parents in the black community,11 or the 

“underrepresentation” of conservatives in academia, media, and entertainment?12 

Yet concern for social equality is pushed to the extreme in other contexts, 

demanding, for instance, that one embrace the claim that biological males can be 

women. This is why many doubt that progressivism is really about social equality. 

Beneath the surface rhetoric, it seems more about a certain power and dominance 

hierarchy of its own, wherein one’s rank is determined by one’s group 

demographics (race, sex, gender, class, etc.) and conformity to popular moral-

emotional sentiment.13 It seems the true enemy of progressivism, therefore, is not 

unjust hierarchies, but traditional norms of individual virtue and vice, especially 

associated norms of personal responsibility, guilt, and shame.14  

 

5. Attempting to enforce social equality with the law (i.e., by force) is unjust and 

self-refuting in practice. It is unjust because it requires somehow imposing 

handicaps on or stealing from innocents who are better off to benefit those who 

are worse off. That’s wrong. It is self-refuting because it requires instituting an 

oppressive hierarchy to fight oppressive hierarchies, or social inequality to 

enforce social equality. Just imagine how much power over people is required to 

regulate and control their “relationships with each other”! If you need help, read 

Huxley and Orwell—or better, Marx and Engels. You can’t have both a 

government powerful enough to enforce social equality and a free democracy 

devoid of the possibility of social inequalities. 

 

In conclusion, I’m happy that Crummett says he distrusts those with institutional 

power, especially politicians and the government. That’s why calling upon them 

to enforce social equality is as dubious as it is dangerous. So suppose we agree 

that wielding the power of government in this way is a bad idea. What’s left? 
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Crummett himself gives the answer: we are. But this is the conservative’s 

solution. We already have the power to fight injustice, most poignantly by loving 

our neighbor as ourselves. And unlike government power, exercising this power 

doesn’t risk causing equal or worse injustice by violating subsidiarity. We cede 

that power as individuals—and the responsibility that comes with it—to 

institutional bureaucrats and “intellectuals” not only to our detriment, but also to 

our shame.15  

 

Endnotes 
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4 See Murray Rothbard, The Ethics of Liberty (New York: New York University Press, 1998), 

162ff for the argument that taxation is theft and Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State and Utopia 

(New York: Basic Books, 1974), 169ff for an argument that income taxation is akin to slavery. 

For a tidy summary and defense of both, see Edward Feser, “Taxation, Forced Labor, and 

Theft,” The Independent Review 5, no. 2 (2000), 219-235. Consider a different example: age 

restrictions. People under the age of 16 cannot drive, under 18 cannot buy a long gun, and under 

21 cannot buy alcohol, presumably because it is thought most people below these ages generally 
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year olds competent and responsible enough to drive, 17 year olds to buy a long gun, and 20 
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5 See Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France for a brilliant and prescient 

analysis of the French Revolution.  
6 According to research prepared for the U.S. Department of Labor in 2009: “This study leads to 

the unambiguous conclusion that the differences in the compensation of men and women are the 
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result of a multitude of factors and that the raw wage gap should not be used as the basis to 

justify corrective action. Indeed, there may be nothing to correct. The differences in raw wages 

may be almost entirely the result of the individual choices being made by both male and female 

workers.” See “An Analysis of Reasons for the Disparity in Wages Between Men and Women,” 

CONSAD Research Corp. (2009), 2. So unambiguous is the literature debunking the gender 

wage gap that even mainstream progressive venues like CBS and Huffington Post have run 
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(Washington, DC: Encounter Books, 2016). On mass incarceration of blacks in particular, two 

book-length treatments much more responsible than Michelle Alexander’s celebrated The New 

Jim Crow are Michael Javen Fortner, The Black Silent Majority: The Rockefeller Drug Laws 

and the Politics of Punishment (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015) and John Pfaff, 
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Manning, The Rise of Victimhood Culture: Microaggressions, Safe Spaces, and the New Culture 

Wars (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018).  
9 As I write, Harvard University is being sued for discriminating against Asian Americans in their 

admissions process. The lawsuit alleges that the university disproportionately rejects Asian 

applicants based on personality traits like “likeability.” Cf. Richard Sander and Stuart Taylor, 

Mismatch, 76-77: “At most undergraduate schools for which we have data, students with 

marginal credentials (by the school’s admissions standard) are significantly less likely to be 

admitted if they are Asian. When such findings are pointed out, university officials often 
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credentials than do similar whites.”  
10 Such as, among other things, being (i) less likely to graduate from high school, (ii) less likely to 

be accepted into college, (iii) less likely to graduate from college, (iv) more likely to be arrested, 

(v) more likely to be the victim of a violent crime, (vi) more likely to die by an occupational 
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court, (ix) more likely to die of cancer, (x) more likely have cardiovascular disease, (xi) more 
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valuing the lives of black women equally to white women,” but I’m generally skeptical of 

systematic oppression narratives as explaining inequalities. On discrimination and harmful 

trends against men and boys in general, see the eye-opening books: David Benatar, The Second 
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sometimes there are legitimate grievances that aren’t masks for hiding guilt. It’s not always easy 

to tell without further inquiry. Endnote 34 of Crummett's article presents a fascinating case that 

could be interpreted either way. 
15 Thanks to Elizabeth McIntosh, Benjamin Arbour, Tully Borland, Michael R. Jordan, Dan 

Martin, and Bob Fischer for helpful discussion and comments. 


