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A Critical consideration on the role played by power and control in the (re)production of inequality: Social hierarchy in Britain and people without homes.
The word power originates from the Latin ‘posse’ which translated means ‘to be able’ (Allen, 2001). In considering this simple definition, power can be associated with the capacity to achieve or effect desired outcomes (Galinsky, Gruenfeld and Magee, 2003). The following aims to illustrate there are many different layers to power, it is multidimensional and can have both negative and positive effects. Power resides in every part of society and can influence perceptions and behaviours (Anderson and Snow, 2001). Before meeting individuals, we make judgments about others based on the preconceptions already installed into our thoughts through processes like socialisation and normalisation (Magee and Galinsky, 2008). Preconceptions about others influence how we stereotype, stigmatise and behave towards certain individuals and groups (Belcher and DeForge, 2012). Those believed to be outside the concepts of standards of societal living as we believe them to be, such as people without homes are treated differently. The following aims to critically consider the role of power and control in the construction and maintenance of socio-economic hierarchies with detail given to people without homes.
Powerful ideologies exist throughout society that shape and influence our beliefs, values and behaviours and there are powerful expectations to conform to a certain standard (Magee and Galinsky, 2008). People without homes survive outside of the main paradigm and are perceived as no longer active members of society (Belcher and DeForge, 2012). The stereotyping and stigma inflicted has negative consequences for those people and is an example of an imbalance of power (Jolley, 2020). The construction and consequences of stigma in relation to power and this extremely vulnerable group will be explored and recommendations made that may reduce the effect of stigma. Stereotyping and stigmatisation are not the only examples of an imbalance of power illustrated within our society; power has many faces.
Bachrach and Baratz (1962) developed the term ‘second face’ of power, being the ability of elite and powerful groups and individuals to set agendas and make decisions not only on what should be discussed but also decide who will discuss the issue, this all taking place outside the open decision-making process (Avelino, 2021). This form of power can have serious implications as the powerful tend to focus more on the ‘bigger picture’ which can obscure the specific interests of subordinates or those with less power lower down the social hierarchy, this practice reinforces the status quo and reproduces inequality in society (Magee and Galinsky, 2008). It could be suggested that we live in a plutocracy where the elite or most powerful are allowed through wealth to shape politics and society through mediums like the media (Kamara, 2025). Media narratives and the misrepresentation regarding people without homes and the consequences of the imbalances of power will also be considered. 
Power and control are concepts that are highly contested, several perspectives and theories of power have been developed, such as the connection between knowledge and power emphasised by the writings of Michel Foucault (1926-1984). Foucault suggested that knowledge is used to control and categorise people, through institutions such as education a form of disciplinary power emerges (Pitman, 2025). Subtle lessons such as time keeping, respect for authority and conforming to certain rules such as wearing a uniform are learnt. Through the process of normalisation self-surveillance then becomes a form of social control (Costello and Laub, 2020). This is echoed in the writings of Barnes (1988) who also defines power as the distribution of knowledge within society (Avelino, 2021). Having the ability to construct and communicate knowledge, not only is the knowledge able to travel around and perhaps reach many but also able to influence those it has reached (Avelino, 2021). The ability to influence others some suggest is an example of preference shaping power the most crafty and sly of all the manifestations of power (Magee and Galinsky, 2008).
Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937) used the term hegemony to describe the way dominant individuals and groups maintain their dominance through the creation of an ideology or world view that becomes accepted as common sense. Using the method of hegemonizing through education, religion, cultural institutions and the media the dominant group will shape the beliefs, norms and values of an entire society, yet this can only be achieved based on consent and persuasion (Sardar, 2024). Steven Lukes (1974) suggested preference shaping is used as a device to maintain the status quo and reinforce power relations, a form of indirect power over the masses (Swartz, 2007). Quoted as being the ‘third’ face of power when a belief or practice becomes morally acceptable in a society a process called normalisation this enabling the shaping of people's values and behaviours (Swartz, 2007). An example of invisible power the ability to shape meaning for others is crafty and cunning almost deceitful as it controls the consciousness of others. This level of power shapes beliefs and sense of self (Swartz, 2007). Self-concept is an internal structure that largely reflects the external social context, it is a feature of personality derived from the reflective appraisals of others (Anderson and Snow, 2001). The higher an individual is along the socio-economic scale the more able to influence others; to set agendas and gain positions of office (Scanlon, 2018). This unequal participation reproduces inequalities throughout society (Kamara, 2025). The power to reproduce existing ideology can be seen as possessing reinforce power (Avelino, 2021). Most people in society act based on self-interest to survive and believe and maintain the status quo (Belcher and DeForge, 2012).
Power is associated with the ability of speaking out, higher power individuals tend to be more optimistic and confident (Magee and Galinsky, 2008). Due to having confidence those with power are more likely to start a conversation or negotiate for resources. These abilities have been shown to lead to the accumulation of more resources which in turn leads to more power (Magee and Galinsky, 2008). People with less power may have lower self-esteem and as a result may encounter barriers in access to resources such as a complicated welfare system, whereas high power individuals act as if those barriers were invisible and easily overcome (Galinsky, Gruenfeld and Magee, 2003). Power may come in many forms and manifestations; it can be visible in the form of observable decision making or hidden in the form of agenda setting. Power can be both constraining and enabling, there is debate as to whether power lays on the side of the social actor and that people have the ability to make a difference or on the structural side where there are powers at play that constrain the options of others (Avelino, 2021). It would appear more likely that it is an interplay of various factors, between individual agency, societal rules and structures of domination such as the education and judicial systems (Avelino, 2021).
The powerful possess the ability to convert their status into resources this has connections to Bourdieu’s theory of capitals. Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002) developed a theory of four different types of capital an individual can possess that can influence the power they hold within society. These included social capital described as acquisition of networks and connections, which can provide opportunity and access to resources (Graham, 2007). Economic capital concerning financial assets and wealth and cultural capital being the knowledge, skills and values society transmits through the family and institutions such as schools and universities (Tzanakis, 2011). Also included in his theory is symbolic capital with links to prestige, recognition and status (Graham, 2007). Capital conversion applies when one form of capital is converted into another, dominant groups maintain their status by having the ability to achieve this, reinforcing social hierarchies (Magee and Galinsky, 2008). They have the ability and resources to have more prominent social networks which can mobilise support, provide opportunities resulting in high social capital and influencing economic capital. Having economic capital allows for travel and participating in social activities and groups which influence social capital. The more a person participates within society the more respect can be earnt which influences cultural capital (Tzanakis, 2011). The prevalence of these capitals can have a positive effect on self-worth which has the capacity to oil the wheels of advantage and allow for social mobility (Graham, 2007).
Power and status are not only inherent but are constructed through interactions within specific contexts (Gane, 2005). It is important to consider that individuals can have different status and power levels depending on the social context they are in. An individual can hold a position of respect within a work environment but held in less regard in their family situation (Magee and Galinsky, 2008). Different cultures have different definitions of status for example in communist country someone who endures the constraints of poverty by choice, may be admired making the person particularly committed to the regime, showing wealth could bring suspicion and stigma (Scanlon, 2018). 
Respect for others is developed around judgements of competence and expertise (Magee and Galinsky, 2008). The ways these judgements are formed comes from direct observation, interpersonal relationships, stereotypes and reputation (Magee and Galinsky, 2008). People form opinions about others competence and power based on preconceptions and stereotypes even before they meet another (Magee and Galinsky, 2008). This is a process of building informal hierarchies. The process of stereotyping and derogation by higher power groups is instrumental in keeping people in their place reinforcing the hierarchical order and maintaining social control (Belcher and DeForge, 2012). 
Status and power are among the concepts that form the bases of social hierarchies (Magee and Galinsky, 2008). The economic order and distribution of wealth within a society impacts status and influences peoples positions on the social hierarchy (Gane, 2005). Social hierarchy as a system has been established within the UK for many centuries for this reason it is embedded in the way we live. Britain has sought to manage people such as those experiencing poverty from the 14th century with narratives connected to idleness and sin (Jolley, 2020). Hierarchy was traditionally based on concepts of honour (Taylor, 1995). Today people belong to a certain social hierarchy depending on their income, occupation, level of education and the degree of power they hold (Chubka, Skoropad and Putytskyi, 2022). For some it appears difficult to travel to a level further up the scale a process known as social mobility (Graham, 2007). Social mobility is hindered by having unequal life chances, opportunities and access to resources (Chubka, Skoropad and Putytskyi, 2022). The homeless being at the bottom of the scale perceived as the ‘underclass’ have virtually no access to resources such as the basis requirement of food and shelter (Belcher and DeForge, 2012). The lower down the social hierarchy the more severe problems an individual may experience (Ellemers, 2017). Problems such as mental health, addiction, domestic violence and other forms of abuse are more prevalent further down the social scale (Thompson, 2018). Those at the top of the socio-economic scale have more access to and receive higher quality resources (Galinsky, Gruenfeld and Magee, 2003). The death rate from COVID 19 was more than twice than that of less deprived areas (Mcrae, Westwater and Glover, 2024)
Hierarchal arrangements provide a way of organising people seen by some as a form of social governance (Magee and Galinsky, 2008). Britain operates under a monopoly paradigm which emphasises the existence of hierarchical powers in relation to social control (Yang, 2017). Providing a form of social order helps to fulfil a cluster of human needs such as the needs for order, structure and stability, without this there would be no social control (Magee and Galinsky, 2008). A criticism of this perspective is the presence of more equalitarian societies such as some Nordic countries who still illustrate social control is present yet pool taxes together and make funds available for all, irrespective of income, occupation and social positioning (Graham, 2007) 
There are expectations set by society for people to behave a certain way, people will conform to this as there is a need to belong, to be respected informed by our emotions and identity (Ellemers, 2017). A form of communal social action people will adjust their behaviours according to the group they are in (Gane, 2005). Through the processes of socialisation, social interactions, peer pressure, and social sanctions like gossip and exclusion people experience a form informal control (Costello and Laub, 2020). As a result of this control there is a high degree of consensus within a specific group regarding the social positioning of others (Magee and Galinsky, 2008). The processes of stereotyping are constructed and reinforced as a result. 
The use of the media to shape public opinion is a hidden form of power (Pitman, 2025). The media is often referred to as the fourth state due to power it holds to shape public discourse (Zito, 2025). Public opinion, partly shaped by a media which uses biased reporting (Kamara, 2025). Cultivation theory highlights the effect of repeated media narratives on public opinion (Zito, 2025). The media portrays the homeless as dangerous, with stories linking homelessness not only to addiction but also to mental health which both carry stigma (Hennigan, 2019). Media coverage emphasises the shortcomings in behaviour and morals of homeless people which reinforce stigma and limits public support (Zito, 2025). This can also lead to an internalisation of negative stereotypes so that the homeless themselves begin to see their situation as an individual failing rather than a societal problem (Zito, 2025). Together with the other narrative of homeless people to be addicts and dangerous these individuals become excluded. Media coverage attempts to draw away from the structural causes of homelessness like poverty and focus on individual issues such as addiction and criminal offending history (Belcher and DeForge, 2012). Misrepresentation of homelessness fail to illustrate they are human beings who are social, intelligent and sensitive (Jolley, 2020).
Ideology is a concept that refers to the systems of belief people hold in relation to phenomena (Alcock, 2008). People construct their normative and moral ideals from social interactions and practical application (Hennigan, 2019). Everyone's perspective is different, both critical and prescriptive, partial and value laden (Alcock, 2008).  These systems support the hierarchy as a legitimate way of organising people, the belief that there is a fundamental need for it is natural. Ideological belief systems reinforce hierarchical arrangements as individuals accept the system and their place within it (Magee and Galinsky, 2008). Even among the disadvantaged, people support the notion that they live in a legitimate system and rationalise their position (Magee and Galinsky, 2008). This internalisation of inequality supresses feelings of entitlement and keeps people in their social position (Magee and Galinsky, 2008). To maintain and reproduce the capitalist system productive individuals are given privileged status in relation to non-productive individuals such as people without homes (Hennigan, 2019). The macro beliefs society in relation to people without homes is that their situation is a cause of maladaptive choices, that it is the individual's responsibility and effort, an example of a meritocratic belief system (Brott et al., 2019). People without homes are perceived as unable to sell their labour power, not of value to society any further (Hennigan, 2019). Barriers to inclusion for these individuals include their own mindset, determination, individual ability and powerful societal messages (Brott et al., 2019).
People without homes live in a state of near constant attention deprivation except when they are subject to negative attention such as taunting and intrusive encounters with the police and authority (Anderson and Snow, 2001). People without homes and the ‘hidden homeless’ are missing from data and their plight missing from political discourse. The lack of recognition of homelessness symbolically reinforces the invisibility thereby reducing political action to develop appropriate responses and strategies (Macdonald and Gaulin, 2019). Policy narratives which place all the responsibility at the heart of the individual mask the structural causes of inequality (Bayliss, Mattioli and Steinberger, 2021). Homelessness encompasses feelings of alienation, social disaffiliation, exclusion and marginalisation (Macdonald and Gaulin, 2019). The circumstances induce chronic stress on an individual experiencing homelessness as they have increased feelings of hopelessness and low self-esteem (Mcrae, Westwater and Glover, 2024). Any attempt to obtain resources is met with a variety of providers and complex systems (Belcher and DeForge, 2012). People are never just homeless. Homeless as a label smoothers individuality, affects health and what people believe they can achieve (Jolley, 2020). The lower down the social hierarchy an individual finds themselves the higher the chance of experiencing symbolic assaults on their sense of self-worth (Anderson and Snow, 2001). Interactional expressions of inequality include staring, touching, interrupting, frowning and crowding (Anderson and Snow, 2001). Social stigma occurs in situations where there is unequal social, economic and political power this brings about the opportunity to label and separate (Belcher and DeForge, 2012).
People without homes are unable to integrate with their local community or society due to physical, economical, and psychological reasons (Kettle and Hawkin, 2002). People have evolved many ways to manage stigma people without homes will use covering techniques which involve something that diverts attention from the fact they are homeless such as a pet or the use of performance (Anderson and Snow, 2001).  People will behave in ways their status or group find appropriate as people want to ‘fit in’ and feel belonged. For people without homes who are also experiencing mental health concerns and addiction, this has a spiralling effect as they are often excluded from temporary housing and housing registers for anti-social behaviour due to these issues (Kettle and Hawkin, 2002). There are movements that by a form of collective power have the aim to challenge the stigma and stereotyping such as ‘Homeless not Helpless’ ‘Look out World the meek are getting ready’ movements (Anderson and Snow, 2001). Examples of politics of recognition referring to the imbalance of power struggle to have their identity recognised by society (Taylor, 1995). Movements like these challenges stereotypes, labelling and othering. Other examples include the Black Lives Matter movement and Me-Too movements.
[bookmark: _Int_k3KGRkkC]Ideologies have the power to shape the world (Alcock, 2008). This power should not be underestimated. People regard differences in income and forms of consumption as having a kind of importance (Scanlon, 2018), that a person's morale worth is being judged by the amount of wealth or possessions they have (Bronfenbrenner, 1973). Some suggest they do not, and by changing this thought this is a way of reducing the harms of status poverty and stigmatisation (Scanlon, 2018).  We need to approach the notion of power in terms of human (in)capacity to change ‘what is’ into that which humanity thinks ‘ought to be’ (Nandy and Main, 2015). All manifestations of power can be objects of change, through initiatives that involve collaboration and capacity building the powerless may become more powerful (Avelino, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Int_lXiLJS8q]Power cannot be delegated only attained and exercised from within, from this perspective it is impossible to empower others, people must choose to be empowered (Avelino, 2021). A critical theorist would suggest that empowerment reinforces current power relations and may develop a dependency which is dis-empowering (Avelino, 2021). Bestowing power on another reinforces the dualism of powerful and powerless maintaining the superior position of the powerful (Avelino, 2021). The effects of power are important mechanisms of hierarchical maintenance (Magee and Galinsky, 2008). How ever this can be challenged by reframing the issue, intentional involvement, recognition of a shared power environment and believing in the process (Mosley, 2021). Could it be possible that society does not want the problem of homelessness resolved some believe in the survival of the fittest model the economy is constructed to create winners and losers (Belcher, 2012). The fact that there is homelessness present today illustrates a failure within a capitalist society (Belcher, 2012). Society has forgotten the ‘homeless’ are people (Belcher, 2012). Anti-stigma education and initiatives could be a small step forward but would have to be implemented on various levels including interpersonal, organisational, and governmental (Heijnders and Maij, 2006). The emergence of new digital platforms can transform the discourse by challenging traditional media dominance (Zito, 2025). It can provide a voice for marginalised groups and individuals (Zito, 2025). The media could be a catalyst for change for it possesses the transformation power to change public opinion by choosing to report ethically (Zito, 2025). 
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