What is inequality? 

Many years ago during my studies in Italy in the 1970s I heard a song by a popular Italian singer-musician Luigi Tenco  titled "Cara Maestra" ("Dear Teacher"), which I very recently learnt was censored at the time of its first release in 1962 by the Italian media censorship. The text of the song was as follows: Dear Teacher, you used to tell us, we are all equal, but when a peon entered the class, you would allow us to remain seated, but if the director of the school entered the class, you expected us to stand up. These lines  have continued to ring in my ears – discordant notes of split in human consciousness, which is, to put very simply, saying one thing and actually doing the opposite. Do we need to go through an intricate and questionable process of analysis to discover that idealism of any hue and design or an escape into any notion of or debate on justice is not taking us anywhere except perhaps to further breeding and reinforcing of hypocrisy in our daily life? For even though this exercise may seem to bear fruits in terms of social justice for women and the underprivileged sections of society and it would be absurd to shun it at the socio-political level, it is not helping us to get at the root causes of injustice that seem to lie deep in human consciousness and are further nurtured through separative and competitive ways of modern education that is largely based on reward and punishment. It was this deep interest in education as a way of exploring creative living that I got involved in a ‘mammoth’ endeavour started by Prof. M.P.Singh in his village Jitholi to initiate a process of transformation in his community through educational work – a school with some difference.  This involvement resulted for me not only in  strengthening our bond of friendship, but it also provided many occasions of dialogue, reflection and churning within. For intellectually we may understand the absurdity of all divisiveness and separative identities and yet emotionally and in every other way carry on with our traditional thought patterns which lead to exploitative relationships and hence inequality. Facing fundamental questions together in utter openness without clinging to any ideology, own or alien, has the potential of bringing into being true relationship, at least so it seems to me.
The question that we all need to face in our daily living  is: why do we perpetuate this inequality or, in other words, hierarchical relationships – not just at superficial levels? Can we say, it is always the others who are doing it, we are not responsible for the state of affairs?
Let us look at this whole phenomenon of inequality and the idea of its opposite – which is often projected as an ideal. In nature, distinctions and varieties are subsumed under the concept of diversity or bio-diversity. Differences are regarded as normal, natural; they maintain equilibrium in nature often termed as ecological balance. Everything there seems to be itself and does not seem to be aspiring to be something else. 
In the human world there is a perennial struggle to overcome the outer limitations that are perceived in a comparative framework which is a gamut of opposites: strong and weak, less talented or more talented, skillful or dumb, materially rich or poor, socially respectable or stigma-ridden, lower status or higher status. The outer limitations, when measured - which means compared to a certain scale that may be thoughtfully agreed upon or may be one dominating our minds because of the momentum of so many dead and meaningless traditions - give rise to the perception of distinction in terms of caste or class, hence we are brought to confront inequality..
How do we know that our scale of measurement is real and not fictional? Each human being on our planet must have food, clothes and shelter, there is nothing fictional about this need, it is as real as the certainty of death which we will all be called to meet one day, whether we like it or not. 

And yet the moment we start doing thinking and planning, debating and scheming, we seem to get trapped in a fictional world, as it were, a world of human evolution and progress, improvement and development often at the cost of destruction of humanity, destruction of environment. We start off in the name of good of the people but as we move, schemes, political ambitions, commercial interests become all important and human suffering is forgotten. Am I talking fiction?
After many thousands or perhaps millions of years of human evolution and some hundreds of years of technological progress, in some sense even revolution, where are we today? The earth is divided into nations, humanity into nationalities. The divisiveness within is manifesting itself as communal division, caste division, religious division, all kinds of divisions to protect so-called identity – a dubious phenomenon –  to which we referred above. There is abominable poverty, misery and there is also ugliness of extravagant luxury for the few.

It may be relevant to pause, to halt at this issue of identity; we may find that this is one of the chief reasons why majority are denied their basic rights, their basic dignity.
What is identity? How much of it is fiction and how much of it is real? Where does it begin?

When parents or their friends ask a child – a boy or a girl: `what do you want to be or become when you grow up?’, what values are being transmitted? What is one expecting as an answer? Is one asking because one wishes to nurture a questioning spirit, a certain quality of dreaming own dreams, not borrowed dreams, or one asks to elicit a comforting answer, a conforming answer, perhaps what one may consider a `progressive answer’? 
Is the society helping one to find one’s true identity, one’s uniqueness, or is it pushing one to fall in line and pursue what gets one position, status? Isn’t that rather the collective, the society which we imagine exists ‘out there’? The collective is in search of `more’ and each one as representative of this collective is in search of `more’. Is it that this need for more in the outer becomes the greed for more in the inner, and welfare of all becomes welfare of me and mine above all? Now one may ask what’s wrong with asking for `more’, being ambitious? If one wishes to live with and perpetuate illusions resulting from this search, then perhaps there is nothing wrong with the things as they are. 
But if we are not being cynical and are interested in a sane, rational inquiry into deeper causes, the `radical’ source of inequality – inequality in the sense of lack of equal opportunity, and also the illusory sense of high and low, then we need to investigate the entire spectrum of features – competitiveness with its methodology of reward and punishment, a culture clinging to assumptions and conclusions, traditions that have become dead habit, the whole structure of this collective we rarely look at, seldom question except by projecting it ‘out there’. But that ‘out there’ is also ‘in here’. The ‘in here’ at my end interacts with the ‘in here’ at your end and the result manifests itself as ‘out there’. May be we have got so used to this division ‘out there’ and ‘in here’ and take it for granted that it never occurs to us that it is the same flow ‘in’ and ‘out’ and that the lines we draw to separate one from the other are arbitrary, illusory, ‘optical illusion of the mind’ as Einstein would have said.
A concept of identity which is rooted in this false division between the collective and the individual, the ‘outer’ and the ‘inner’ is bound to lead to confusion and create a phantom - an identity which is fictitious and the irony of modern life is that having an identity is considered practical, so what if it is false. One is not advocating losing one’s identity, for you cannot `decide’ to drop your illusions. It obviously doesn’t mean that if you are a doctor, a teacher, you will negate that functional identity. The link we ceate between function and status may be totally illusory.
Why do we consciously or inadvertently cling to whatever identity we may have framed for ourselves over the years? What prevents us from realizing that it is arbitrary, superfluous? Is it the instinct of imitation that is responsible for it? There are myriad forms of divisiveness in the human psyche and as long as this divisiveness, this deep sense of separateness – or shall we say, deep illusion of separateness we wouldn’t let go at any cost – is not fully comprehended and allowed to wither, how will one ever bring about a spirit of cooperation which alone can pave way for equal opportunity?. We identify ourselves with this or that due to fear, due to the habit of imitation, in order to establish a secure place for us under the sun, for without some kind of identification we feel lost. There may be nothing right or wrong about it, but one needs to look at facts as they are. I have been asking myself, not just academically, but actually, why the mind succumbs to any identification, for that seems to crystallize the hierarchical outlook on life which in turn is responsible for perpetuating divisions. The issue of inequality is not to be confused with diversity of functions that need to be performed in any society, at micro as well as macro levels. It is our hierarchical outlook that turns that diversity into high and low.
Now this hierarchical outlook can be easily traced back to our upbringing in a society which is based on reward and punishment. To accept reward and punishment as a way of living is to accept violence in our daily life, it also implies that we are not doing what we would love to do.
We not only do not question this business of reward and punishment, we indulge in it. We feel that is the only way to ensure discipline, order. The etymology of discipline suggests learning, a learning mind that is observing, looking, discerning and thus naturally brings about certain order to bear upon daily living and action. But it has been reduced to something to be imposed on others, in order to coerce others to conform to a pattern. Have we allowed ourselves to be sidetracked by those who claim to know – the modern priests?   One who knows and one who does not know. This assumption sows the seed of inequality, the hierarchical outlook on life. What makes me lose out to arrogance? What gives me the certainty or the belief that I know and the other – perhaps less qualified, less experienced – does not know? It may not be true. All past knowledge belongs to the realm of ignorance when it comes to learning in the present, paying attention to the now. Our dependence on the past knowledge, on the tradition, renders us blind, incapable of looking at the immediate challenge afresh, unburdened, in freedom. Should not we put aside all our assumptions, all our prejudices, all our conclusions, all our ideals or projections in order to be able to observe and comprehend reality? Is it not important as a point of departure that the mind be free from the known to observe, to listen to others and oneself and learn to move from fact to fact and not from projection to projection? Knowledge as a set of technological understandings is not in question. The sharp focus here is on the deception that so-called knowledge creates - with its cultural conditioning, the accompanying comparative attitudes and traditional value systems. This knowledge goes into the making of elaborate and complex fabric of one’s identity. A switchover from the world of knowledge – which when given undue importance becomes ignorance – to a world of freedom and learning, from the acquisition of more knowledge to free and unprejudiced observation of the given is what is called for. Now is it possible for the mind that is nurtured so thoroughly to function in the achievement mode, to see the danger of its trap and switch over to the learning mode? And to remain anchored there? Then perhaps the knowledge will find its right place, but when the limited is allowed to cover the entire field, we begin to live a life of pretension, a life of falsehood. When the issue of livelihood which is part of life, but not the whole of life is allowed to cover the large field of learning and educating, we will have a very weak foundation to build the edifice of a vibrating global culture on it, for how can we build a global culture without broad-based and down-to-earth cooperation and hence equal opportunity?  It will be a continuation of this so-called civilization with its cleverness, armies, political groups, machineries of profit, hypocrisies engendered by the church and the temples. In this sense, to know is to be ignorant, not knowing illumines the heart and brings us in intimate contact with our humanity and throws the hierarchical outlook on life out of the window.
