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Critically consider the role played by power and control in the (re)production of inequality for a group of your choosing.

Introduction:
This submission will explore how inequality is reproduced in society by comparing different theories policies and practices.  How power and control influences inequality will be discussed with the aim of giving the disability perspective overview.   The overview will focus on how power and control play a part in perpetuating inequality amongst disabled people in society.  

Key concepts related to power and control will be outlined such as, oppression and
discrimination generally and in relation to disabled people in society.  Poverty will also be briefly explored linking to economic and health inequality etc.  This submission also aims to understand how the Government can us their power and control to push to end inequality via policy change and why that should matter to everyone.   
  
Main:
Disabled people are not one homogenous group: they are individuals with a range of impairments which affect them in different ways.  A ‘one cap fits all approach’ to power and control may not fit right for every disabled person.  

The Equality Act 2010 (2022) defined a disabled person as ‘someone whose everyday activities are considerably diminished on a long-term basis due to their significant physical or mental impairment(s)’. (The Equality Act 2010, 2022)

Throughout history the ruling classes have always had power and influence over those beneath them.  They use their inter-generational privilege, to keep themselves on top.  The ruling classes exert their power and control directing their views downwards, to greater their influence over the lower classes.  This ‘waterfall’ effect of influencing the lower classes thought processes which facilitates the status quo.
  
Control is a highly complex principle that can be broken down into several facets: the main ones being social, medical and Government control.  Oppression and discrimination are also sources of control that are either consciously or unconsciously applied by people who wish to dominate those they see as inferior to them.  

Open Education sociology dictionary (2013) defined Social control as ‘encouraging compliance to social norms, whether by regulation or enforcement.  This could involve formal or informal means, especially one’s peer group.’ (Open Education, 2013)

Social control refers to regulating how people behave and think in certain acceptable ways.  Acceptable and not acceptable levels of control have been identified.   There are informal methods to ensure conformity or social norms such as socialisation and family values.  There are also formal methods to keep order and societies values intact, such as legislation and Government.  Social control is viewed by some sociologists as essential for continued existence of society whether it be exerted via positive reinforcement or punitive methods.  

Social control and disabled people:  
Society views disabled people as ‘less able’ and different to people without a disability, historically disabled people were shut away from the rest of society and later grouped together in charity run group homes.  Westminster and Welsh Governments accepted the ‘Social Model’ perspective of disability in policy decisions, thus both Governments introduced a more inclusive decision-making process.   

Medical control centres on the medical profession: Doctors/Hospitals who make decisions, sometimes on behalf of those with certain disabilities ‘in their best interests’.    Medical control has increased in power over the years.  Zola (1972) asserted ‘medicine was supplanting more traditional law and religion as an agent of social control’ (Zola, 1972, p.487) As the church’s influence waned the influence of modern medicine increased in importance and prominence.

Disability is seen as the problem which must be ‘fixed’ and controlled through treatment.  The medical profession’s cure and treat ‘Medical Model of disability’ has been prevalent throughout history.  It was only since the ‘Social Model’ of disability gained recognition, prominence and acceptance that society’s view shifted.  Westminster and Welsh parliaments both adopted a ‘Social Model’ perspective in 2014 and 2002 respectively thus, officially recognising that disability was seen as a social issue not a medical one.

Watson, et al (2019) asserts Parsons (1951), a functionalist, opinion that ‘there is no social deviancy in impairment or sickness which rebutted the prevailing perspective of the time that being unhealthy or disabled was abnormal (Barnes and Mercer 2003, 2010)’. (Watson et al, 2019 p.19).  Disabled people seen as inherently bad (deviant) it is somehow they are at fault that they are disabled because they deviate from the norm (non-disabled person).
Reissman (1983) cited in Conrad (2014) found that ‘women faced greater medicalisation and control than men for a myriad of reasons (including reproduction)’. (Conrad, 2014, p.222).

The Conflict approach highlighted the power relationship between doctor and patient which could be even more skewed if one was disabled because disabled people may visit medical professionals more regularly to manage their conditions.  Waitzkin (1989) stated that ‘the doctor/patient relationship is not only a medical dialogue but also performs a crucial role within broader society too’ (Watson, et al, 2019, p.175). 

Government control relates to how the courts, police and prison system work in tandem to deter deviance and keep order.  By establishing rules and social norms the Government creates laws to control the state, guides and instructs its citizens to behave in certain ways.  Decision makers champion acceptable behaviour while other behaviours are categorised as taboo and are discouraged.  

Hong (2023) cited (Böker, 2010) who explained that ‘the significance of the effects of taboo actions or objects in maintaining social order’ (Hong, 2023, p.6).  In short, taboo behaviours exist and are socially constructed, just by existing they effect behaviours and these behaviours taboo or otherwise vary from one society to the next.  This ties in with the Social Constructive theory. Storm (2024) defined Vygotsky’s (1968) theory ‘a person’s perception of world was intrinsically guided by their own cultural or personal experiences/interactions’.

Finance/budgets may be prioritised over quality of care, leading to disabled people being placed into institutions rather than exploring independent living options.  The Government has shifted responsibility for personal care budgets to local councils who then make decisions about care packages.  Local councils continue to control which disabled people are offered personal care budgets and those who must rely on the council’s opinion and approved support provider, which may or may not meet their requirements.  Disabled people who manage their own personal budgets are empowered and have more control over their own care arrangements/provisions.  Unfortunately, there isn’t a uniform approach between councils in deciding who has direct payments and who does not.     

General awareness of mental health issues has increased in recent years perhaps due to improved publicity resulting in greater public recognition and understanding of mental health issues.  This is a big shift in public consciousness when compared to the Victorian era where those with mental health issues were confined to Lunatic asylums.

Acceptable levels of control and not acceptable levels of control have been identified.   Unacceptable control: Scanlon (2018) ‘criticised the inequity and objectionable amount of control held by the few over the lives of the greater populous’ (Scanlon, 2018, p.5) 

The meaning of social (re)production of inequality for disabled people often means lack of access in society which still exists today perhaps due to the low prioritisation given to barrier removal by subsequent UK wide Governments.   Disabled people face many challenges and barriers in society such as attitudinal, physical, educational and communication barriers.   While society has the ability and power to become more inclusive, disabled people cannot be ‘fixed’ – nor would many want to be, as this implies their impairment is the problem rather than society’s inability to accommodate them.

Discrimination is designed to keep certain groups in their ‘place’, ensuring they do not become a perceived threat to the ruling classes and/or decision makers. 

The treatment of disabled people by the Nazi regime during the Holocaust illustrated marginalisation, stigmatisation, discrimination and medicalisation of disability at its most extreme. Encyclopaedia (2024) ‘The Euthanasia Program: saw an estimated 200,000 disabled people murdered with the collusion of the German medical profession.  Doctors identified individuals with disabilities from their respective medical records and condemned these perceived burdensome population to their deaths.’ Thus, linking medical control and societal control and burdensome disabled people.   

Capitalism is all about power and control, profit and resource.  Those who cannot work / contribute are seen as a burden on society.  The notion of being a burden on society is something that still reverberates today.  Thompson (2013) stated that welfarism often ‘regards disabled people as ‘burdens on the economy’ and therefore erodes their independence and increasing their dependency’. (Thompson 1995a) (Thompson 2013, pp.88-89) this is corroborated by Scanlon (2018) who highlighted Rawls opinion that ‘welfare state’ capitalism is fundamentally ‘unjust failing to protect the majority from the overt political control of the elite’. (Scanlon, 2018, p.75).  As a result, disabled people may believe that it is not worth voting, they could become disenfranchised.  Disenchanted with politics as way to enact meaningful change which could result in a negative mindset of nothing will change, so why bother.   
 
The effects of dehumanisation and marginalisation persist in subtler forms today through negative oversimplification of welfarism and disenfranchisement of disabled individuals.  Ultimately, the structures of power and control in society continue to reproduce inequality for disabled people, even though progress has been made in certain areas.

Disabled people may have a single or complex range of impairments, such as, physical, sensory, mobility, neurodivergence or mental health conditions which affects their day-to-day lives.  Often disabled people are seen as powerless and without control of their lives; this started to improve with the emergence of the disability movement from the 1970s onwards and the ‘Medical Model’ shifting to the ‘Social Model’ perspective.  Officials must now consider disabled people from the ‘Social Model’ perspective when making policy decisions. 

One must take a multisectoral approach when considering the various effects of inequality and disabled people. Inequality in one area of society could affect inequality positively or negatively in another such as economic or employment.  

The previous Conservative Government even removed the Senior Ministerial post for Minister of Disabled People at the same time as championing the National Disability Strategy which was somewhat paradoxical.   Wikipedia (2024) asserted ‘the ministerial post with responsibility for disability matters is a junior minister’.  Indeed, the post has not yet been filled by the Labour administration, which appears to show scant regard for the interests of disabled people.

The media are often negative when depicting disabled people. To sell papers the press sensationalises by stereotyping and labelling disabled people, it is possible that the public believe their inaccurate reporting and base their own opinions on what they read.  John (2024) called for ‘more emphasis on the underlying causes of long-term unemployment and a moratorium on disparaging language when discussing people who can’t work’. 
   
Chatzitheochari and Butler-Rees (2023) cited Link and Phelan (2014) who set out the diverse ways stigmas are achieved and its effects. Lower social status is unfairly applied to an individual following discrimination from various channels whether it be through policy, institutions, or public opinion or through interaction with stigmatised groups or individuals’. (Link and Phelan, 2014 pp.24–32).

Sometimes disabled people are patronised and encounter infantilisation, i.e. a professional talking to or about the disabled person as if they were a child and officials often talk to the disabled person’s carer rather than the disabled person acting like they aren’t there. 

Power and control are exerted in a range of settings that reproduce inequality for disabled people, in work, health and society in general.  Ableism or disablism as its sometimes also referred to, is discriminatory practice which can be applied to most inequality spheres.

The Wikipedia (2024) ableism entry references Linton (1998) who stated, ‘Ableism is when an individual is defined purely by their disability and are then held to be inferior regardless of their skills or ability’. (Linton, 1998 p. 9). Ableism can occur in any area of society; Novic (2021) reported on ableism and language use.  ‘A person could be conscious of the discriminatory language they use or sometimes not aware of negative connotations attached to the terms, thus furthers cultural separation for the disabled community.’  (Novic, 2021)

How language is used is important because it has the power to champion, or to intimidate, to support, or to challenge the status quo.  Language used by the media, for example, has the power to influence and control the masses, to spread their desired message i.e. propaganda.
Specific jargon which may once have been acceptable may not be acceptable any longer such as ‘spastic’ or ‘lunatic’ once being medically and sociably acceptable. Connotations change through time from acceptable to unacceptable, ‘loony’ or ‘spaz’ are now more commonly used as derogatory terms / insults used against disabled.  

Stigma and shame disempower disabled individuals.  Cameron (2024) explored how medicalisation of ADHD stigmatises: ‘A simplistic focus on a neurodivergent person’s hyperactivity without understanding of the condition generally i.e. dopamine dysregulation and that individual’s personal experience or life’s journey’. (Cameron, 2024, p.1).

Mainstream traditional media and social media are very aware of the language they use when reporting on disability matters.  There are still instances of ‘Medical model’ terms being used in reports such as ‘able-bodied’ and ‘wheelchair-bound’ which indicates some outlets still haven’t adopted a more ‘Social Model’ positive approach to disabled people.  Social media could be linked to power because it has a significant reach in its ability to shape public opinion. The prevailing danger lies in its ability to spread misinformation rapidly and thereby potentially to exert control over minority groups.  Traditional media is typically subjected to fact-checking whereas, a social media post can be created and published with no verification required.  This misinformation can be repeated by many sources from within a particular political “bubble” quickly becoming fact in the mind of the reader. Even if the post is subsequently deleted, the damage is done.

Disability Hate crime prosecutions slumped in recent years despite an increase in reporting noted Pring (2022).  The system perpetuates inequality, it seems.  ‘Tracey Lizzard from Inclusion London urged reform to better tackle and improve response to hate crimes targeting the disabled community’. Issues raised in the article could suggest that the Government doesn’t see Disability Hate Crime as a priority therefore does not push for CPS change.

Government practices: 
There have been many examples of Government practices to exert power and control and in doing so supporting inequality.  One such example is the move towards ‘digital by default’:  The jobs market and benefit system in recent years have become increasingly digital-first or digital-only, with offline applications for jobs and benefits being phased out.  This could prevent many disabled people from accessing jobs and applying for benefits which pushes them further into poverty. Importantly, Citizen Online (2023) noted that ‘disabled people have significantly fewer digital skills regarded as essential emphasizing an worrying divide’. For many disabled individuals, the cost of equipment, such as computers, smartphones and reliable internet further exacerbate these barriers. 

Government distrust of disability benefit claimants is perpetuating a ‘skivers and strivers’ rhetoric, methods include describing all disabled people on DLA/PIP are fakers and benefits such as the Universal Credit are amended.  The two-child benefit cap change was introduced in 2017 with the aim of saving the Government money.   However, the initiative pushes families into poverty as they can only claim for two children born after 2017 no matter how many children they may have. Joseph Roundtree Foundation (2024) commented that “the basic rate of Universal Credit is even below destitution thresholds”.

Government use of social media campaigns as a communication tool is increasing: the Government taking to Twitter (now known as X) to push policies some of which have negative overtones towards protected characteristic groups.   Incidentally despite new legislation around malicious communication social media remains very difficult to police.   

In the UK, OFCOM (2024) published a research report ‘News Consumption in the UK: 2024’ which showed that across all age groups people were increasingly using social media as a source for news, this perhaps not surprisingly most prevalent in the younger age groups but is represented across age spectrum.  (OFCOM, 2024, p.7)

Social media platforms use algorithms to adjust the content shown to a subscriber based on their previous activity, creating echo chambers of opinion and bombarding the individual with information from a similar standpoint as their own thereby reinforcing their beliefs and creating dangerous camps of polarising opinion.  The use of social media by the average person has dramatically improved the ability of the individual to share information (and their opinions) that whilst it is controlled by politically motivated owners and/or lacks any form of neutral moderation, it cannot be relied upon to present any sort of cohesive improvement to public opinion.  The Government could do more to tackle social media in the courts by holding social media executives into account.  

There are existing Government policies and practices which may potentially lessen social reproduction of inequality if used correctly with a common impetus, a drive and commitment to tackle the pertinent issues that are causing barriers to inclusion. 

Given the opportunity disabled people can take control of their own care via direct payments; whereby they can control their own care funding without reliance on local council-controlled care packages, (which may or may not meet disabled peoples unique care requirements). 

Disabled people must be allowed to live as independently as possible; to have access to society on par with their non-disabled peers in all areas of life.  To resolve disability inequality and its reproduction therein the Government put in place policies and practices, to improve disabled people’s independence and quality of life.  Policy officials must work with disabled people every step of the way.  

How can inequality be resolved and does it need to be:  
Yes, generally inequality does need to be improved for all, especially disabled people.  This is despite some theorists arguing that inequality or social control is necessary to keep an ordered society, thus a functional society as   Mondal (2024) referred to Gillin and Gillin (1948), who stated ‘one of the core effects of social control is uphold the status quo thus ensuring continuation of society’.

Watson, et al (2019) asserted ‘it is crucial to give people control and power of self-expression by providing them with the skills and opportunity to do so’. (Kelly and Glover 1987). (Watson, et al, 2019 p.135)   Empowerment and disability rights fits hand in glove; disabled people have rights, they can loudly voice their own opinions when participating in decision-making processes.  Governments could move to resolve these issues with social media use; by imposing sanctions on the social media platforms should they fail to tackle the ever-present falsehoods “fake news” and spread of online hate crimes.

A combined commitment to legislation to potentially eradicate inequality is required: Westminster and Governments within devolved nations, disabled organisations, businesses the health service and other agencies and decision makers must work together to formulate cost effective practical solutions to resolve discriminatory practices happening repeatedly through the generations. 
The previous Conservative Government considered a National Disability Strategy that highlighted how disabled people are viewed in society.  Although the guidance did not make much of an impact in 2022 it raised critical issues around disability inequality and ways these can be addressed.     
Cabinet Office’s Disability Unit (2022) reported ‘a range of issues being faced by disabled people, contributors highlighted loneliness, employment barriers and hate crime’.  More recently a positive attitude change has been observed when referring to The British Social Attitudes Survey (2017) findings ‘a 6% improvement (to 83%) of those surveyed regarding of disabled people as their equal, up from 2005’. (Disability Perception Gap report; Scope 2018, p24)  
International oversight on disability issues keeps the UK Government in check: The UK approved the UN Convention on the Rights of Disabled People in 2009.  The UN committee carry out regular investigations / reviews and if issues are found the country in question must act to rectify the situation.   Abreu (2022) stated ‘following requests from disability rights organisations the committee found that the UK Government had disadvantaged disabled people in regard to benefit eligibility and removal of other initiatives designed to support independence’.  Progress on preventative actions since the original investigation which meant the Government must respond.  Abreu (2022) continued, ‘in 2021 the UK Government provided a follow-up report from the 2016 inquiry drawing attention to reforms to the benefit system and programmes created to assist disabled people in their efforts to obtain work, help to navigate the judicial system and plans to tackle hate-based crime’.

All people, regardless of ability or disability should be able to make their own decisions and have full choice and control over their participation in society.  The Equality Act (2010) ensures equal access to social, educational, employment initiatives.  The Act defines disability and protects disabled people from discrimination applicable across a range of circumstances in which they would otherwise face unfair or prejudicial treatment’ (Equality Act 2010 – Guidance, 2022).  Similarly, the Welsh Government’s (2019) Independent living framework guidance referred to the aim of the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014’ ‘As Welsh Government’s pledge to improve Welsh services regarding individuals requiring care and those providing that care (who may also need extra support themselves). It asserts that all people regardless of their age have rights to contribute to decisions about them and the right to influence what happens to them in their everyday life’. (Welsh Government, 2019, p15)

Disabled peoples’ independence is encouraged and actively promoted in law.  There are seven goals highlighted in The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015).  All seven must be followed across the Government in Wales to ensure equality for people irrespective of their circumstances. The Act also lists well-being indicators which can be used to judge progress, one of these, number 18 - People living in poverty focuses on the intention to have more equality within communities. 

The success of both legislation/guidance could be measured by an increase the power and control felt by disabled people in Wales and whether equality has improved for them and indeed everyone.

Conclusion

Power and control and various factors all play a major part in perpetuating inequality, however if these issues are harnessed and appropriately heeded, they can also play a part in improving inequality.  The Government, employers, disabled people and people without disabilities would be positively impacted if inequality was radically reduced if not eradicated completely.   

Radical social change cannot simply happen because of the demands of the affected group.  The right of women to vote was only successful after a long period of significant campaigning (from the 1860s onwards) which ultimately gave rise to the Representation of the People Act 1918. The cumulative effect of actions starting with pamphlets and petitions turned into hunger strikes, direct action and protest marches which eventually resulted in the change to legislation to allow some women to vote in 1918, and finally achieved parity with men after the Equal Franchise Act in 1928 where women gained an equal vote only because UK Parliament voted in favour. Public opinion or attitude is not enough.  It must be “allowed” by the powers that be.

Changes in Government policy and legislation still need to be made if there is any hope of making real long-lasting impact.  History should serve as a reminder to how not to politically act in the future.  The Government should aim for small changes which support disabled people to live a meaningful life and build upon these.  If all inequalities were addressed, society would benefit by having a more equal, enlightened civilisation whereby inclusion is real and not just something to strive for.  Guidance and legislation are good to have but the Government and officials must continue actively engaging with disabled people, thus relinquishing some control, and enabling empowerment to ensure equal participation in society.

A total halt to reproduction of inequality in society will not happen overnight as inequality is deeply ingrained in society. Those who have substantial amounts of power and control must actively call for transformation on behalf of those without power before any change can occur.   They must be willing to relinquish power and control without fear or threat of revolution.   Indeed, power and control to some degree is required to ensure functions and that everybody can live their lives.  However, measures and monitoring could be put in place to ensure ‘agencies of the state’ such as parliament, Government, courts, do not unnecessarily impede disabled persons rights to live independently in the community with the appropriate support.  

Lastly, one could think creatively to push for equality: powerful famous disabled people and disabled peoples’ allies are needed to instigate even the thought of change. Social media can be used positively and can be harnessed to promote these messages, creating momentum for real change. By mobilizing collective action and public awareness, we can begin to dismantle the structural barriers that perpetuate inequality and foster a society where disabled people have equal opportunities to thrive.
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