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In contemporary Western political philosophy, the term “social hierarchy” often carries a negative
connotation and “social equality” a positive one. Political theorists who subscribe to some sort of
egalitarianism think that social hierarchy is morally problematic and must be avoided as much as possible,
whereas social equality is praiseworthy and any departure from it requires serious justification. Why is social
hierarchy morally problematic? Because, they say, it oppresses and stigmatizes people, and treats them as if
they are inferiors or slaves. And why is social equality praiseworthy? Because it accords people dignity,
advances their interests, and promotes solidarity and communion. In this paper, I argue against these
stereotypical attitudes toward hierarchy and equality. Hierarchy and equality per se are neither problematic
nor praiseworthy. They are good or bad, right or wrong, only insofar as they are structured and operated in
ways that affect people’s wellbeing and virtue and express certain kinds of relationship. There can be good
forms of hierarchy that promote people’s wellbeing and virtue and express attractive ethical relationships,
and there can be bad forms of equality that produce the opposite. The key to a healthy relationship, equal or
otherwise, is the virtue of its participants. Without virtue, no relationship can secure what is right and good
for the participants.
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