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Non-egalitarian societies are peculiar in that their forms of social organisation and approaches to problem solving involve the guiding principle that there are those with power and expertise who have a right to impose solutions on everyone else. There is a more general assumption, in non-egalitarian societies such as our own, that order is only achieved through the supposedly ‘superior’ realm imposing order on the supposedly ‘inferior’ realm. Thus the mind is understood as needing to impose order on our supposedly chaotic emotions, the so-called ‘developed’ world is seen as needing to impose order and ‘progress’ on the so-called ‘developing’ world, and in education teachers or lecturers are seen as needing to activate and improve supposedly passive school children or students. 

As a social anthropologist who has worked for many years with indigenous peoples who practice an egalitarian approach to education, political decision making and social organisation generally (Kenrick 2005), the persistence of this ‘dualistic’ approach to social relations and problem solving appears to be the fundamental stumbling block which trips up radical social movements as much as tripping up our non-egalitarian forms of governance.  

Non-egalitarian forms of governance such as our own are severely hampered by their systematic attempts to undermine the democratic process that is supposedly the source of their legitimacy. To put it simply, the stronger a societies democratic processes the more effective that societies form of decision-making will be because decisions will involve taking into account the greatest possible range of reflection, experience and imagination. When democracy is subverted through the deliberate dissemination of misleading information and through restricting decision making to the so-called experts and the powerful, then decisions are made that do not have to pass through a rigorous process of being considered in relation to the widest possible range of experience. It is telling that in a non-egalitarian society such as our own, we restrict even our minimal forms of democracy to a neatly circumscribed ‘political’ realm, rather than enabling the equally circumscribed ‘economic’ and ‘educational’ realms to be shaped by real participatory democracy that can enable economic, educational and environmental decisions to be based on what people need and want, not on the peculiar belief that ‘there is no alternative’ to an economic, educational and political system which prioritises power and profit for the few over the well-being of everyone.  

The irony is, of course, that such debased decision-making leads to short-term and ultimately self-destructive decisions. The accompanying problem is, of course, that those who have made such decisions move on from their particular political roles and rarely have to bear responsibility for the consequences. The consequences can be absolutely catastrophic, as we are witnessing in Iraq at the moment. A 100,000 people marched against the war in Glasgow and a million people marched in London, before the war had even begun. Democratically there seemed to be no other way of letting the politicians know they were mistaken, but perhaps what was and is needed is a massive form of civil disobedience to bring home to the so-called experts their ignorance and folly. Trying and executing Saddam Hussein on the basis of his murdering villagers for attempting to assassinate him, again narrows the democratic process of legal enquiry such that the huge support given to him by the West over the decades is left unexplored; and so instead of learning about the ways Western governments have been central to fuelling his crimes against humanity, the fiction of a noble war on terror is maintained and the causes of it are left unaddressed, the flames are fanned. 

The assumption that order has to be imposed by the powerful and the experts on the so-called ignorant, necessarily involves the investment of an extraordinary amount of wealth and effort in manufacturing and maintaining peoples ignorance in this non-egalitarian debased form of democracy. Education is one area where this continual manufacture of ignorance should be able to be challenged, and it is no coincidence that as University education has become much more accessible to a far greater number of people, it has come under a management process which seeks to inculcate in academics a profoundly undemocratic approach to research, teaching and collegiality which uses the language of ‘accountability’ to ensure conformity to structural hierarchies rather than ensure that University decision making is transparent and accountable to staff and students. The consequences can involve a seismic shift from genuine scholarship and genuine engagement with students and colleagues to auditing compliance and using the right language and structures to compete with others. Far from ensuring democratic accountability, “audit culture relies upon hierarchical relationships and coercive practices” (Shore and Wright 2000: 62).

However this coercive dualistic approach to social relations and problem solving not only trips up our non-egalitarian forms of governance in the political, economic and educational realms, but also trips up radical social movements themselves.  As people strip away the comforting ignorance that a non-egalitarian political system seeks to maintain, and as people realise just how serious the problems are, two things appear to happen. The first is the replacement of comforting ignorance with debilitating fear. The second, connected, process involves a continually reproduced split between so-called idealists and so-called realists within movements for radical social change. On the one hand, the problems appear so enormous that only radical and immediate social transformation can appear sufficient to head off the terrible potential of climate chaos, nuclear war, or environmental meltdown. On the other hand, the problems appear so enormous that only politically realisable immediate interventions should be embarked on, anything else can be seen as simply a distraction from this urgent task. The problem being that what appears politically realisable seems woefully inadequate, and what appears to be essential radical change can seem woefully unattainable. 

Although ‘realists’ and ‘idealists’ can end up fighting each other, change happens through maintaining both a radical agenda and a realistic engagement, through maintaining a dynamic dialogue between these approaches in order to change the political landscape so that what once appeared an idealistic utopia or a threatening subversion becomes seen as the essence of realism and the restoration of societies core values (Barry 2005). Remaining open to dialogue and building democratic alliances across radical social movements means being able to take the small steps which transform debilitating fear into positive action, and means being able to maintain and deepen ones awareness of the depth of change required.

Thus being realistic requires the ability to imagine alternatives, and the ability to bring those alternatives into being; developing the skill of being able to weave realism and idealism together requires developing and connecting communities of learning and action which are fundamentally egalitarian. Just as the term ‘democracy’ should be understood not as referring to some ideal but as referring to the most effective and realistic form of governance, which is collective self-governance, so ‘equality’ should not be understood as referring to some unattainable ideal but as referring to a realistic assessment of the nature of the world as it actually is rather than as those in power in our non-egalitarian system seek to persuade us it is. Education can be a process whereby we collectively engage in learning about the nature of the world and in imagining how to realise the world, rather than being a process whereby some claim expertise by claiming that others are ignorant. 

In the egalitarian societies I am familiar with children and adults learn not through being instructed and passing exams, but through embodied interaction and imagination. A colleague of mine describes how for Mbendjele people in the Congo there is not an opposition between what we refer to as ‘childish’ play and the serious business of adult activities. In fact they use the same term ‘massana’ to describe children’s play and adult’s ritual activities (Lewis 2005). In such societies children and youths are responsible for their own education. There is the assumption not that people are naturally ignorant but that they are curious and engaged. The approach in such societies resonates with Oscar Wilde’s famous assertion that “Education is an admirable thing, but it is well to remember from time to time that nothing that is worth knowing can be taught”. Instead, in such societies, the emphasis on the role of embodied experience, and the emphasis on the role of unexpected contradictions and connections in generating curiosity, highlights a process of learning that embodies the egalitarianism it maintains. The voluntary nature of learning in such societies is evident in its reliance on the puzzlement and curiosity that is generated in the growing child. “Provoking curiosity is a key pedagogic device ensuring that learning . . . does not encourage the development of hierarchy between people” (Lewis forthcoming: 27; see also Denholm 2006).
It may therefore seem a paradox that egalitarian societies place a great emphasis on leadership. However, equality does not mean that everyone has the same capacity and ability in every area, but that those with greater knowledge or ability in any given area should take the lead in that area alone. They can lead but others will only follow if they choose. Coercion is not an option, nor is it necessary if ones basic assumption is that everyone else is also aware that their well being ultimately depends on the well being of all others.

In contrast to this egalitarian approach to learning, to political action and to problem solving, the fact that our dominant dualistic non-egalitarian approach to tackling social and global problems tends to deepen such problems is hardly surprising. It is an approach which insists on opposing realism and idealism, and which insists on the necessity of using misinformation, brutality and the threat of annihilation to supposedly maintain and create open democracies and peaceful coexistence. The fact that such an approach is completely unrealistic and based on a completely inaccurate belief in the opposition between idealism and realism is very obvious to anyone examining the effects of the war in Iraq, or the effects of the war of terror, in exacerbating the very problems they purported to address. 

The emperor has no clothes: dominant approaches to global security are completely out of step with reality, and realistic solutions to fundamental issues of global security are staring us in the face. These solutions have to be continually obscured by those seeking to maintain their positions of undeserved power in a non-egalitarian system. Fay Weldon is quoted as saying that “Much sheer effort goes into denying the truth: left to itself, it sweeps in like the tide”. The fact that realistic solutions are staring us in the face is made very clear in a recent article by John Vidal, Tania Branigan and James Randerson (2006) comparing the costs of tackling climate change with the costs of replacing Trident. They write that the cost to the UK of reducing our carbon emissions by the 60% minimum scientists say is needed by 2030 is estimated to be the same as the cost of renewing and maintaining Britain's Trident nuclear weapons system. They write that the latest Trident costs suggest an overall figure of £76bn to buy missiles, replace nuclear submarines, and maintain the system for 30 years. Meanwhile emissions are still rising and scientists, industry bodies and others suggest that £76bn could almost guarantee emission reductions from 150m tonnes of carbon a year today to the necessary level of around 60m tonnes by 2030.

In their article Vidal et al (2006) quote the Labour chairman of the all-party parliamentary group on climate change, as saying that the choice between Trident and emissions cuts was a “no-brainer. The cost of Trident is too great since it doesn't seem to have a strategic purpose any more. We can't fight climate change militarily and it's the greatest threat we face.” They also quote Joan Ruddock, Labour MP for Lewisham Deptford and former chair of CND, as saying: “The question is, how do we best achieve our own security? It has to be through global cooperation over climate change - which is a greater threat than any conflict. Acquiring new nuclear weapons [serves] only to encourage others to do the same.”

The Scottish research group Wade estimate that “£69bn invested over 20 years into ‘decentralised’ energy - using waste heat and encouraging individual home owners to generate electricity with solar panels and new boilers - could provide nearly 70% of all Britain's electricity, and reduce emissions by as much as 60%” (Vidal et al 2006). The fact that apparently insurmountable global problems can be addressed by individual and collective local action should not be a surprise (see for example PEDAL 2007). Changing the ground rules to enable people’s creative and long-term initiatives to flourish so that real human social and ecological needs can trump the short-term profit-seeking orientation of those who seek to maintain their undeserved power is clearly a first step. It will be interesting to see what happens in the Scottish Parliamentary elections in May 2007 when one of the issues which will decide whether the nuclear-oriented people in charge of New Labour are defeated by the three anti-nuclear parties will be precisely the question of whether we replace Trident or whether we return politics to the real world. 

It could be argued that all great social change emerges out of the accumulated impact of thousands upon thousands of small acts of compassion and defiance which collectively act to enable people to realise that ideals are not unattainable but are the realistic expression of fundamental and realisable human needs. In seeking to stop the work of the Trident nuclear submarine base for a day, academics and scholars are seeking to add this small act of compassion and defiance to a world wide movement which calls on those in politics, in the media and in our wider society, to realise that the future is entirely up to us, and we can make it.
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