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Essay 2
Critically consider the role played by power and control in the (re)production of inequality for a group of your choosing.
This study will consider the socioeconomic (dis)advantage in relation to disproportionate wealth ownership and power relationships in relationship to poverty.  Legal, sociological, political and historical framework and theories are used to consider the lives of the wealthy and impoverished and the power dynamics around these systems. Particular attention is given to the UK although there is some exploration and comparative discussion across other areas such as the USA.   For the purposes of this study, the group of focus are those who are socioeconomically disadvantaged, the aim is to explore the impact of recurrent poverty and social exclusion and what current responses there are to these issues (Davis and Sanchez-Martinex, 2015).
Definitions
Social class broadly describes social and financial position and status in society. It has been developed over several social and historical changes through pre-industrial societies to globalisation. Historically, for example, the medieval feudal system recognised class as divisions of status between people (often linked to occupation and parental heritage). With the feudal system there was likely no movement up or down the between social positioning in society (Harlambos and Holborn, 2013).  The backdrop of class stratification theory that is being used here has its roots in Max Weber’s theory that society includes four main class sections, derived because of capitalist culture, these were upper-class, white-collar workers, the petty bourgeoisie and the working class (Weber, 1947, cited in Harlambos and Holborn, 2013). In more modern texts ideas of class stratification have been updated to fit modern roles and connects to all social areas such as taste, clothing, language and behaviours (Le Roux et al., 2008). The Blair government reframed class and financial differences between people as ‘socioeconomic status’, aiming to reduce class conflict, equalise opportunity and improve social inclusion through fair chances, meritocracy (or talent); ultimately promoting integration through inclusivity (Local Governmeant Chronicle, 1998; Levitas, 2005).
Finally, historically, people in poverty were thought of as idle, (Booth, 1885), this definition has gradually changed due to social studies by Rowntree (1941) followed by Townsend, (1979), all of whom maintained that poverty is a social issue (Taylor, 2023, 4:35). A common measurement of poverty was introduced by Rowntree (1941) and Townsend (1979) who stated that people were living in poverty when their standard of living dropped below that which is normal for that society at any one time   There are differences between the terms ‘absolute’ and ‘relative’ poverty, the former group lacking material necessities to have a decent life irrespective of how others live, within this group, poverty tends not to shift (Francis-Devine, 2025; World Bank, 2025). Relative poverty varies yearly but reflects exclusion and inequality due to lack of comparative resources (Department of Work and Pensions, 2025a).
Social class/status and division.
Disproportionate wealth ownership contributes to a growing scale of economic inequality within the world that amplifies disadvantages within the entire population, but never as much as those at the lower end of the poverty scale who suffer more disadvantages (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010).  According to Platt (2015) poverty is not the same as income inequality but is attributed to having the freedom to make better life choices and the ability to move up the social ladder, as well as meeting basic human physical needs.  Platt (2015) claims that social mobility is characterised by opportunities to change or influence both individual life and have a say in what happens in society. This is often influenced by where a person, family or community is located, there being a significant divide in life chances with people who are born into an economically impoverished area, and those that are born in wealth (Platt, 2015). Insecure job roles are a signature of poverty and are typically characterised by low wages and zero hours contracts that are part of a cycle that prevents both social mobility and people learning the skills to improve their careers, keeping the poor powerless and marginalised whilst ensuring the business owners are advantaged (Oxfam, 2023a, Office for National Statistics, 2024). 
Marx and Engels (1848, cited in Warwick-Booth, 2013) maintained that the development of the industrial revolution during the 18th and 19th century altered the position of social class due to the separation of workers from owners, creating distance and giving wealth, power and control to the ‘bourgeoisie’ (factory owners). They claimed that social and economic power was stripped from the ‘proletariat’ (workers) whilst they made profit for the bourgeoisie who maintained control over the production of labour as well as the working classes (Marx and Engels, 1848, cited in Warwick-Booth, 2013).  Modern day dynamics could be viewed as mimicking that of the proletariat/bourgeoisie theory. Differences in power exist between the wealthy elites and the socioeconomically deprived are examples of unequal positions within society today; Wilkinson and Pickett, (2010) describe the wider the wealth gap between the richest and poorest in a society, the worse the socioeconomic and health problems. According to Oxfam (2024), the top 1% of the population own around 43% of global wealth and have more accumulated wealth than 95% of the population. Whilst current poverty levels are reproduced by low wages and insecure work contracts for those who fall within the lowest socioeconomic sector. (such as zero hours, lack of training opportunities and support to progress); these conditions undermine workers rights, control their financial and social situation whilst advantaging business owners wealth and power (Warwick-Booth, 2013; Standing, 2011; Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010).  
[bookmark: _Int_L8PfjZoX]According to the DWP (2025a), 22% of the UK population live in relative poverty, a level that is set to increase, compared with America which is estimated at 18% of the population (OECD, 2024; Francis-Devine, 2025). In modern day UK society may be considered the norm to own a computer and have access to the internet, anyone who does not have these accessible items due to affordability would be considered living in ‘relative poverty’ (Richards, cited in Taylor, 2023, 2:55; Francis-Devine, 2025).  Alcock, (2006) and Lister (2004) argue that socioeconomic disadvantage is a societal issue brought about by structural problems already present and reproduced by those in powerful positions, and not as a result of individual failures.  This suggests that inequality is embedded in economic and political systems that restrict access to social mobility, perpetuating social disadvantage to some whilst creating advantages for others. 
Political approaches of socioeconomic differences.
Theories of poverty as personal choice and individual responsibility have been emphasised by political policies (Brady, 2019). Thatcher (1987), adopted the position that people were becoming dependent upon government benefits and support, in response her policies underlined that individuals were responsible for their own socioeconomic position and success in life.  Individual upward mobility was something that the Conservative government attempted to encourage at that time, for example giving the working class the option to purchase social housing and focussing on individual meritocratic successes (Alcock, 2006).  There was a great deal of focus on investing in economic growth in the UK at that time. Criticism of Thatcher’s politics include an over-authoritarian rulership, a dismissal of working-class values, such as union membership, or any group falling outside of social norm, for example alternative communities such as traveller or rave culture that Thatcher saw as a direct challenge against the state (Vinen, 2019).  The political action against unions and close-knit groups such as mining and travelling communities resulted in state violence and eventually resulted in eroding working-class identity and community solidarity (James, 2006; Hobsbawm, 1994). 
Whilst the Conservative government at the time sought to eliminate an ‘us’ culture by emphasising individual responsibility, the wider growth agenda ultimately entrenched capitalist competitiveness and values (Hall and Archer, 1990). The drive towards privatisation, ownership and growth, alongside the erosion of working-class and community-based values, widened inequality and contributed to rising relative poverty rates at a faster pace than in any other European country during that period (Hills et al., 2010). Ultimately, Thatcher failed to realise her utopian dream of lifting the poor out of poverty, one by one (Jones, 2013).  Whilst her policies disrupted the class system boundaries, which were aimed at enabling the working class to better their lives, the short-sighted method of reducing poverty whilst removing many industries in the UK led to mass unemployment and deeper inequality (Römer, 2022).
Governments since Thatcher have tried and ultimately failed to promote meritocracy and address social exclusion. Tony Blair the leader of the Labour party (1997 – 2007) attempted to reduce inequality by developing the Social Exclusion unit to encourage generational poverty cycle breaking, social mobility and address inequality, through the labour market and early intervention schemes (Weaver, 2004).  Sure Start family centres aimed to address any issues early on, and New Deal programmes provided work-based welfare support (Kennedy, 2007;  Kelly and Bunn, 2023; Local Government Chronicle, 1998). However, focus on the labour market whilst failing to address low wages, rising housing costs and lack of job roles rather than addressing underlying and regional inequality failed to reduce relative poverty or increase social mobility (Levitas, 2005; Lister, 2004).Using Thatcher and Blair government examples, these political intervention models appear to have failed to promote equality, eliminate social exclusion and improve social mobility given the percentage of people to be living in relative poverty today (Francis-Devine, 2025).  
[bookmark: _Int_7fpRZDyg]The current Labour government that came into power under leader Kier Starmer in 2024 are considering how to reduce poverty in the UK with the 2025 Autumn budget,  there are calls to lessen the gap between the wealthy and those who are struggling to make ends meet, reportedly (at the time of writing) with some MP’s refusing to agree to vote to tax working people (Tapsfield, 2025; Mcrae, 2025). Yet, according to the Public Accounts Committee (2025) the HMRC are not aware of how many billionaires pay tax in the UK, given their wealth is often hidden offshore.  Oxfam (2025) reports an uncomfortable exploitative wealth and power generation that mimic colonialism by shifting huge amounts of money – averaging £24 million an hour from the Global South to the wealthiest 1% in the Global North whilst taxes are avoided being paid to the governments (Oxfam, 2023a; 2025; Coughlin, 2025).  With wealth concentrated and hidden this story highlights a concerning growing inequality, which also results in restricting social mobility opportunities for those who find themselves in the lower socioeconomic section of society.  Harrington (2024) adds that the role of the wealthy few in ensuring that other sections of society remain impoverished cannot be ignored; from her research experience she found as did Oxfam (2023a; 2023b; 2025), that financial investments of the wealthy and consequential exploitation has its roots in colonialism and domination. She notes that wealth managers often ensure financial privileges for white Western men operating a ‘reproductive empire’ reminiscent of global hierarchy. She warns that such a system risks perpetuating inequalities of ‘wealth, gender and race’ (Harrington, 2016, p.262; Byrne 2024).   
Wealth, poverty and power differences.
Whilst there are calls to the UK government to tax the wealthy (Oxfam, 2025), with an estimated annual $3 billion reportedly moved through London alone around using legal tax avoidance schemes. Due to the way the money is moved the full amount of tax avoided is relatively unknown as are the companies and faces behind the dollars (Public Accounts Committee, 2025; Byrne, 2024).  Unsurprisingly they may have to find where the wealthy are first and then find the missing money (Public Accounts Committee, 2025; Advani, 2021); Harrington (2016; 2024) suggests that the only way to combat the issue is to disrupt the relationship between the wealth managers employed by the wealthy, who are skilled at moving money around and effectively ‘losing’ it in the system, whereas Byrne (2024) recommends fairer taxation for all, not just the super wealthy but those who can afford it should pay. In contrast, the frightening news reports warning people on benefits that the Department of Work and Pensions considers that an ‘Innocent mistake could be classified as fraud’ that the DWP may penalise (Rodger, 2025; DWP, 2025c; Gavin, 2021). At the same time, it is acknowledged that fraudulent activity is often made in error and due to confusion about benefit rules and changes (DWP, 2025b; Turn2Us, 2025). Desmond (2023b) claims that if the government taxed the wealthy fairly, this would raise enough money to fill the poverty gap altogether, giving people on the other end of the scale a decent standard of living.
Desmond (2023a, 24:07) argues that some people are too ashamed to claim benefit support at all, whilst also recognising that  government income tax is distributed less fairly to those people at the bottom percentile of income distribution but advantages those at the top, so the poorest effectively lack any social mobility power  (Desmond, 2023a, 25:00; Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010; Pickett, Gauhar and Wilkinson, 2024). It is widely recognised that financial and socioeconomic inequality can deny or invite disadvantages or opportunities in life (Greenlaw, 2020).  For example, people of wealth and advantaged socioeconomic backgrounds disproportionately benefit from connections within the education or employment system due to established social networks and financial capital (Bourdieu, 1986, cited in Macionis and Plummer, 2012; Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010; OECD, 2018). Some wealthy families access better performing school placements for their children by purchasing property within the school catchment area, which illustrates how economic capital can be used to influence future life chances that are only available to those with wealth (Scott and Leonhardt, 2005). Another example includes  the use of financial resources and social connections to purchase political power, influence or position (Schafer and Elsasser, 2023; Russell Sage Foundation, 2013; Boatright et al., 2025), Michael Ashcroft for example. is reported to have contributed substantial sums of money to the Conservative party and was later appointed a lifetime peer in the House of Lords, with critics arguing that he effectively bought into the prestige and influence (Syal et al., 2009). It has been questioned whether in democratic countries, buying power or political power is compatible with the ethos (Weber 1978, cited in Gane, 2005).
Conversely, studies claim that there is overwhelming data that proving inequality of outcomes for people who come from materially and socially disadvantaged backgrounds compared to those from wealthy (Solon, 2014; Alcock, 2006; Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010). Solon (2014) cites that upward mobility is inaccessible to those from economically disadvantaged backgrounds, with more recent evidence suggesting that poverty locks families into hardship. Lack of income and access to societal resources remain intergenerationally entrenched (Joseph Rowntree Foundation 2024; Intergenerational Foundation, 2024).  In summary, social mobility in recent times is more reliant on intergenerational inheritance, including what is passed on socially as well as financially (Scott and Leonhardt, 2005; Byrne, 2024).  Systematic disadvantage is perpetuated by lack of opportunities and reinforced by class division, culture and intergenerational complexities (Solon, 2014; Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010).
(In)equality in practice and theory.
In practice, disadvantage is revealed in educational, social and cultural inequalities throughout life course; the Marmot Review (Marmot, 2010) acknowledges intervention opportunities in early childhood that are key to balancing outcomes for children of lower socioeconomic status. Those born into higher socioeconomic status showed better outcomes regardless of educational starting point, which the report set out to rebalance through prioritising investment aimed at achieving better support and outcomes for the disadvantaged. Variants such as quality of financial and environmental life, a sense of physical and mental control, social connection and community were considered pivotal to bridging the achievement gaps between socioeconomically disadvantaged and advantaged (Marmot,2010).
Caplan (cited in Holloway, 2017) studied the impact of poverty in two areas of the UK, Barnet and Pembrokeshire founding that people turned to food banks due to debt, low income and benefit sanctions. She found that people using food banks often feel shame, stigma and exclusion from society (Caplan, 2016). Baumberg, (2015) similarly argued there an established link between shame, poverty and benefit claimants.  The Fabian Society (2015) report argues that people struggle with the rising food costs which are kept high due to the complexities of climate change and government failure. Yet the report also states it can only be addressed by a task force appointed by government that can look both at food insecurity, poverty and public health, rather than at communities to solve the issue. 
Symbols of socioeconomically (dis)advantages such as food banks, DWP offices and offshore wealth havens of the super wealthy are reminiscent of Foulcault’s (1984) theory of Heterotopic spaces, which, contrasting to Utopian ideology are real existing places separated from society, where social rules are disregarded or suspended. These areas are often hidden and are powerful reflections of secret areas of society, Faulcault terms these ‘inverted’ spaces. Heterotopias are described as both distortions and exclusive of normal life that can also be considered crisis points. Examples are psychiatric hospitals, cemeteries, sacred sites and prisons. There are six principles of Heterotopias, in very short terms, they are universal, they can change function, they coexist with spaces they are not usually linked to, falling outside of normal time (for example, a cinema or garden), there is a system of entrance and exit that separates them from the rest of society, and finally, they operate amongst all spaces but are separate at the same time (Faulcault, 1984; Heterotopia, 2022).  
The original theory has over time expanded, extending to diverse urban life and fluid life models (Cenzatti, 2008; Sudradjat, 2012).  Cezantti (2008) implies that different spaces in contemporary society extends to areas that are used by particular social groups.  Socioeconomic status difference creates subdivisions of social groups occupying spaces such as the food bank, symbolising an area of crisis and a temporary relief from poverty which exists primarily due to the failure of the welfare state (Caplan, 2016; Moller, 2022). Power is also in the hands of the giver, not the receiver, breaking social norms of equal give and take such as during a usual shopping exchange (Çelik, 2012). Heterotopian spaces such as foodbanks can hide food insecurity and poverty within beautiful tourist areas such as Pembrokeshire in Wales. During Caplan’s (2016) study of foodbanks in the area, it was noted that shame was particularly prevalent in such small communities where people tended to know one another. The DWP social security department is also an example of a heterotopian space involving deviation from ordinary life, characteristic of Foulcault’s theory of social order is distortion and representing  alienation from others and a failure of the system, and where need overarches choice - ‘you get what you are given’ (Tyler, 2020; Sudradgat, 2012; Eleveld et al., cited in Dwyer, 2020).  
Legal approaches to socioeconomic status.
Whilst socioeconomic poverty could be considered central to the causes of discrimination, people who are trapped in poverty are not considered by many governments as needing a protected status.  The UK for example does not recognise socioeconomic status as a needing protection from discrimination under the Equality Act (2010), (Equinet, 2022).  However there is evidence showing that cyclical disadvantage expands the larger the gulf between wealth and poverty, rigidly preventing social mobility that generationally repeats, (Byrne, 2024; Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010;  Pickett, Fauhar and Wilkinson, 2024).  In some areas such as Wales and Scotland there is a duty to  acknowledge socioeconomic status during policymaking, with ‘Fairer Scotland Duty’ writing into law that public bodies are required  to consider poverty and exclusion during policy making and when collaborating with others (Welsh Government, 2021; Scottish Government, 2022), The Irish Government have an ongoing active debate on introducing laws that abolishes discrimination due to socioeconomic status, they propose including poverty, family background, low income and housing situation as grounds for protection under the law (Oireachtas, 2017; Oxford Human Rights Hub, 2018).  There has also been debate in America for socioeconomic status to be included in the14th amendment and given protected status (Evans, 2018). Anti-discrimination subsections of support in the USA mirror Desmond (2023b), who states that poverty should be treated the same as racism and radically rejected.  Currently socioeconomic status disadvantage is not solidly considered a protected characteristic, although it appears that governments are finding it hard to ignore the perpetual disadvantages people face who fall into this sector.
Discussion and conclusion
Inequality is arguably sustained by those in power, with disproportionate wealth concentrated among a minority of managed companies that surreptitiously move money from the more deprived Global South to the wealthier Global North (Harrington, 2016; 2024; Byrne, 2024). This dynamic creates an unequal world where poverty remains entrenched in specific regions while the world’s wealth accumulates among the powerful few.
In contrast, and lower down the socioeconomic sector, benefit claim rules are often complex and difficult to navigate, leaving claimants vulnerable to accusations of fraud if they fail to comply with stringent requirements (Rogers, 2025; Gavin, 2021). This reflects a broader imbalance of power, where knowledge of systems confers advantage, and those who lack such understanding are left vulnerable and exposed to disadvantage.
Thatcher (1984) prioritised economic growth over community cohesion, contributing to deepening socio-economic divisions in the UK (Römer, 2022; Hills et al., 2010). Inequality and poverty are evident with insecure employment and low wages that hinder social mobility, while individuals born into wealth possess greater social and economic capital to secure better opportunities (Platt, 2015; Greenlaw, 2020; Bourdieu, 1986, cited in Macionis and Plummer, 2012; Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010; OECD, 2018). Desmond (2023b) contends that governments favour the wealthy, leaving poorer communities disadvantaged. Similarly, Weber (1978, cited in Gane, 2005) questions a democratic society that allows individuals to purchase political influence or privileged access to education,
This imbalance of wealth perpetuates socio-economic inequality. According to the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP), 22% of the UK population live in relative poverty, compared to 18% in the United States (OECD, 2024, Francis-Devine, 2025). These populations lack access to essential resources and opportunities necessary for equal life chances (Richards, cited in Taylor, 2023; Francis-Devine, 2025). Heterotopic theory has been applied to describe the separation, alienation, and stigma associated with poverty, evident in spaces such as food banks and welfare offices (Foucault, 1984; Cenzatti, 2008; Sudradjet, 2012). Disadvantage persists and is cyclical, suggesting that governments must take decisive action to address poverty early in the life course, disadvantage appears to persist unless tackled proactively (Marmot, 2010; Solon, 2014; Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010).
[bookmark: _Int_wmovPGRO]Finally, heterotopic spaces of wealth and poverty could lessen if governments enacted laws prohibiting discrimination against poverty and the socioeconomically disadvantaged. While some progress has been made with governments beginning to acknowledge the impact of socioeconomic inequality within the law, the evidence indicates that further steps are urgently required to address wealth inequality. Acknowledging poverty is insufficient; structural causes need to be addressed and dismantled. Harrington (2016; 2024) highlights tax avoidance among the wealthiest as a key driver of inequality, maintaining that breaking the link between wealth managers and elite clients as an essential starting point of fairly balancing resources, whilst Byrne, (2024) suggests fairer taxation across the board.
Recommendations.
The areas for future study consideration:
Legal inclusion of discrimination due to socioeconomic reasons in law and consideration of what this would look like in practice, including how this could be applied to legal frameworks both in terms of local and national policy. 
Tax avoidance schemes and managers that navigate them are pivotal to keeping wealth globally imbalanced. Legally, the government could take steps to ensure that wealth taxation is paid, which would substantially reduce if not eradicate poverty, if the available loopholes that hide money were broken. It may also be useful to understand why his has not yet been achieved.
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