
What is Equality? Discuss Procedural Equality and Substantive
Equality:
Equality is one of the most fundamental concepts in political theory and modern
democratic thought. It is closely associated with the ideals of justice, liberty, and
human dignity. In simple terms, equality means that all human beings are equal in
worth and should be treated with equal respect and concern. However, equality does
not necessarily mean that all people are identical in abilities, wealth, or social
position. Rather, it implies that no person should be discriminated against on
arbitrary grounds such as race, caste, gender, religion, or birth.
The idea of equality has evolved over time. In ancient societies, inequality was
widely accepted as natural. For example, in many early civilizations, slavery and
rigid social hierarchies were considered normal. However, with the rise of modern
political philosophy during the Enlightenment, thinkers began to argue that all
human beings are naturally equal. The English philosopher John Locke maintained
that all individuals are equal in the state of nature and possess natural rights.
Similarly, Jean-Jacques Rousseau emphasized moral and political equality, arguing
that social inequalities arise from unjust social arrangements rather than natural
differences.

Procedural Equality:
Procedural equality, also known as formal equality, refers to the principle that all
individuals should be treated equally under the law and through established
procedures. It emphasizes fairness in the process rather than in the outcome.
According to this view, equality is achieved when rules and laws apply uniformly to
everyone without discrimination.
Procedural equality is rooted in the liberal tradition. It demands that laws be neutral
and impartial. For example, if a law prohibits theft, it must apply equally to all
citizens regardless of their social or economic status. Similarly, in legal proceedings,
every person should have the same right to a fair trial, legal representation, and due
process.
The concept of procedural equality is closely connected to the rule of law. It ensures
that government actions are guided by established rules rather than arbitrary



decisions. This form of equality protects individuals from discrimination based on
race, religion, caste, or gender. It guarantees equal protection of the law and equal
access to public institutions.
One advantage of procedural equality is that it promotes predictability and
consistency. Since everyone is subject to the same rules, there is transparency and
fairness in governance. It also prevents favoritism and abuse of power. In democratic
systems, procedural equality supports equal voting rights and equal political
participation.
However, procedural equality has limitations. Treating everyone the same may not
lead to real equality in societies marked by historical disadvantages. For example, if
two students take the same examination, but one comes from a well-resourced
background while the other comes from a marginalized community with poor
educational facilities, applying the same standard may not ensure fairness. Equal
treatment does not always result in equal opportunity.

Substantive Equality:
Substantive equality goes beyond formal equal treatment and seeks to address real-
world inequalities. It focuses on outcomes and actual conditions rather than just
procedures. According to this approach, true equality requires taking into account
social, economic, and historical disadvantages.
Substantive equality recognizes that different individuals and groups start from
unequal positions. Therefore, treating everyone identically may reinforce inequality.
Instead, special measures may be necessary to achieve genuine fairness. For
example, affirmative action policies or reservation systems aim to provide
opportunities to historically marginalized groups. These measures may appear
unequal in form, but they are justified in order to achieve substantive equality.
The idea of substantive equality is supported by modern theories of justice. John
Rawls argued that social and economic inequalities should be arranged to benefit
the least advantaged. Similarly, Amartya Sen emphasized the need to expand
people’s capabilities and remove barriers that restrict real freedom.
Substantive equality is particularly important in diverse and unequal societies. It
addresses structural discrimination, social exclusion, and economic deprivation. For



instance, providing scholarships for economically weaker sections or ensuring
accessibility for persons with disabilities reflects substantive equality.
However, substantive equality also faces criticism. Some argue that special
treatment may conflict with the principle of equal treatment. Others claim that it may
create resentment among groups who do not benefit from such measures. There is
also debate about how long such policies should continue and how to measure their
effectiveness.

Egalitarianism: Background Inequalities and Differential
Treatment:
Egalitarianism is a political and moral philosophy that emphasizes equality as the
central value of social justice. It holds that all human beings are equal in moral worth
and therefore deserve equal respect, concern, and opportunities. However,
egalitarianism does not always mean strict equality in outcomes or identical
treatment in all circumstances. Rather, it is concerned with eliminating unjust
inequalities and ensuring fair distribution of resources, opportunities, and rights.

Meaning and Foundations of Egalitarianism:
The term egalitarianism comes from the French word égal, meaning equal. The roots
of egalitarian thought can be traced to the Enlightenment period. Thinkers like Jean-
Jacques Rousseau argued that social inequalities are not natural but are created by
social institutions such as private property and political power. Rousseau believed
that while natural inequalities (like differences in strength or intelligence) may exist,
moral and political inequalities are the result of unjust social arrangements.
In modern political theory, egalitarianism has taken various forms. Liberal
egalitarianism emphasizes equality of opportunity. Socialist egalitarianism stresses
economic equality and redistribution of wealth. Contemporary philosophers such as
John Rawls and Amartya Sen have developed sophisticated theories to explain how
equality should be understood in a complex society.


