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This essay aims to examine the social reproduction of inequality for a chosen group, using theory, examples of policy and social practice to present an argument for how and why social inequality is reproduced. I will provide definitions of the relevant terminology and aim to use historical and contemporary examples of inequality, as well as presenting possible solutions to the problem of this social reproduction of inequality. 
Control, in a sociological sense is often defined as “a central concept both for relating sociology to social philosophy and for analysing total societies. In its classical sense, it referred to the capacity of a social group to regulate itself. The concept supplied a basis for integration of theory and research until the 1930s. While the traditional usage of social control has persisted, the term has been redefined to mean either socialization or social repression” (Segal, Janowitz and Burk, 1992) yet Meier (1982) points out that despite the term ‘social control’ being one of the most commonly used terms in the lexicon of sociology, there is no agreement about a firmly defining term, he states that there are “three contexts in the sociological literature: (a) as a description of a basic social process or condition; (b) as a mechanism to insure compliance with norms; and (c) as a method by which to study (or to interpret data about) social order” (Zarit, Pearlin and Schaie, 2003) 
The main types of control, in a sociological sense are Social Control, Medical Control and Legal control, and the sub sectors of these are internalisation of norms and values and external sanctions, both positive and negative. 
This essay will address the problem of the social reproduction of inequality for women, and will focus mainly on women within the UK, with some mention of factors affecting women around the world, the emphasis will be on contemporary issues and contemporary reproduction of inequality, but in order to provide a full analysis it will also be necessary to explore the historical context.
It is important to note, that while in the body of this essay I use the term ‘Women’ – many of the issues of control and inequality apply also to anyone presenting as female, the perception of femaleness is enough to skew behaviour and attitudes.
[bookmark: _Toc183683659]Women and social control
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The historical and cultural context
Broadly speaking, we live in a patriarchal society, this means that the society is comprised of “a system of social structures and practices in which men dominate, oppress, and exploit women” (Walby, 2012) and this has been the case since the beginning of ‘civilised’ western society, with sociologist Olga Soffer stating that there is no solid historical evidence of matriarchal society, anywhere in the world (Adovasio, Soffer and Page, 2007) although this is disputed by many other sociologists and historians, who present the argument that there is evidence of historical and contemporary matrilineal power structures and matriarchal societies, with a 2019 article by Surowiec, Snyder and Creanza (2019) presenting evidence for over 160 matrilineal societies worldwide, mainly within India, Africa and Indonesia. The evidence presented by Surowiec, Snyder and Creanza leads us to believe that patriarchal societies are a western construction, and Saini (2020) expands on this, discussing how the exploration and colonisation of the 19th century led to western explorers encountering other societies and cultures, and finding them wanting, with “European intellectuals imagin(ing) a transition from savagery to civilisation, from irrationality to rationality, from immorality to morality [in which male authority] was believed to be another marker of humanity’s progress” Nelson (2023) 
Within the UK, Women are subject to social, medical and legal control, at a level which exceeds their male counterparts, the history of women’s’ rights within the UK teaches us that while things have improved in the last 200 years, there is still room for change. 
Women in the UK were unable to own property before 1870, and unable to vote (with universal suffrage) until 1928, and rape in marriage was not recognised or made illegal until 1994, while these areas have been addressed by law, this essay with explore social, legal and medical areas in which women are still subject to power imbalance and inequality.
Sociologists describe two distinct facets to social control, these being formal control and informal control. Formal control is usually related to the state, including laws and regulations, with the aim of keeping order and reducing the likelihood of individuals committing crime, but can also cover medical control, an example of formal control that is also medical are the laws governing abortion.
Vine and Nye described Internal control as “a system of socialisation by which individuals are inculcated with a set of norms, values, beliefs and rules” (Vine and Nye, 1959) while Travis Hirschi, in his 1969 ‘social control theory’ proposed that the level to which an individual conforms or deviates to social norms and social control is based on the level of attachment they feel to parents, peers, and school; as well as their level of  occupational and educational commitment, academic involvement and their belief in social rules and convention (DeLisi, 1996) this could lead us to consider that deviant behaviour, and adherence to social normal and social control is a socially reproduced factor, influenced by parents and caregivers, as well as the wider society an individual lives in, a report by the institute for Fiscal Studies stated that “Family structure can, in principle, act as an amplifier or a mitigator of economic inequality” (Santos and Tertilt, 2023).
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Delphy, in his 1981 paper, argued that the emphasis on males as ‘heads of the family’ in research and data collection represents an androcentric bias in stratification theories, and has led to an understatement of the economic disparity and household contribution by men and women (Foord and Gregson, 1986). Studies also show that women are more likely to carry out the majority of household domestic duties, and they are more likely to suffer home/work conflict, due to needing to prioritise childcare and other domestic duties, a study by Martínez-Pérez and Osca (2001) found that “gender ideology seems to determine the percentage of tasks considered traditionally feminine by members of the couple, such as washing, ironing, shopping, cooking, or cleaning”  
A study by the office for National statistics found that women carry out an average of 60% more ‘unpaid work’ in the home than men, this being presented as 16 hours per week of unpaid week for men, and 26 hours per week of unpaid work for women (average), the study also found that women from low income households carry out more unpaid work than women from more affluent households, and while a woman on maternity leave is likely to carry out 60 hours per week of unpaid work, this reduces to only an additional 3 hours and 37 minutes per day for women in paid work (Oecd, 2020)
Working from home, which has rapidly increased since the COVID 19 pandemic, has further exacerbated the problems of inequality around domestic duties and childcare, with a 2024 study by Understanding Society finding that “Women were mainly responsible for childcare in 35-54% of couples, while men took on main responsibility for this role in less than 5% of couples. The gender disparity in childcare was more pronounced when women used flexible working.
The presence of young children (aged 0-4) and women’s lower personal income relative to their partner significantly increased women’s burden in housework and childcare tasks” (Working from home equals more housework for women, but not for men - Understanding Society, 2024)
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The gender pay gap is an issue that is ‘current’, but also prevalent, and despite organisations such as UNISON with their ‘bridge the gap’ campaign and the Fawcet society making ‘equal pay day’ (20th November 2024 is the day from which women effectively work for free for the rest of year, due to the gender pay gap) the gender pay gap currently stands at a difference of 14%. Companies that have more than 250 employees are legally obliged to publish details of pay disparity, and despite campaigns the pay gaps in large companies continue to be an issue, with Lloyds Banking Group reporting a gap 34.8% in 2017, this having increased by 2022 and British Airways reporting 28.5% in 2017, also reported to have increased by 2022 (Bridge the Gap | Campaigns | UNISON National, 2024)
Progression within employment is more difficult for women, with disparity in promotion rates (23% of men receive promotions, compared to only 16% of men), social cloning, a phenomenon in which people in positions of power promote those who are similar to themselves may be partly responsible for this, as well as the fact that women are more likely to undertake part time or low paid work, due to childcare and other household responsibilities (Booth, 2024) , 
Maternity discrimination is also a factor in inequality and social control for women, with the Young womens Trust citing cited “a significant degree of misogyny out there, with the trust’s surveys of human resources decision-makers revealing some won’t hire women because of the “risk of their fertility” and some who believe women are “less suitable to senior management jobs”” (Reindorp, 2023)
Women statistically and traditionally do not work in male dominated industries such as construction, trades, utilities, mining, and transportation/ warehousing with just 8% of these roles filled by women across the UK and Europe. Of the women that work in these industries 47% reported sexual harassment at work, and additionally more than 50% reported higher than average levels of stress, anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and “imposter syndrome, as well as a culture that led to a lack of mentoring and opportunities for career development (Catalyst Inc., 2024).
In the UK, only one in ten companies have a female CEO, and while female CEOs are more likely to have female dominated boards, this is an echo of social cloning, and not a true representative of the social positioning of women. Part of the problem of lack of women in positions of power relates to the expectation of feminine traits, and that women are not ‘cutthroat’ enough to lead companies, and party relates to the social conditioning applied to women from birth, with girls being steered away from STEM and ‘boys’ activities, and directed towards more gentle feminine occupations (Beede, 2011)
[bookmark: _Toc183683664]The state: 
In the UK, women make up 32% of the Commons and lords, and while this is higher for members of devolved legislatures, it remains under 50%. The number of women in public sector roles in the UK has increased in the last 30 years, although the below chart, provided by the House of Commons library, shows that women are predominantly employed in sectors which are traditionally involved in ‘caring and nurturing’ 
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women are much less likely to have formal power and representation, and the reasons for this have been identified as an extension of the barriers and issues affecting women in the home. The continuing role in managing the bulk of household and caring responsibilities, especially among women with children or younger women means that women do not have the time to consider becoming involved in politics or the criminal justice system, and the increased likelihood of low paid and part time work can mean that the financial resources required to ‘put themselves forward’ are not in evidence. 
There will also be motivational factors, including a lack of role models, lack of childcare, lack of self-belief and self-confidence, ambition and time (or that which could be perceived as ‘dedication’) these are factors which are socio-cultural, and grow with the influx of gender bias information that women receive for all of their lives. 
Black and Ethnic Minority women are even less likely to be represented in positions of power, with only 10% of MPs being from minority ethnic backgrounds, with 37 of the 650 elected MPS being women from minority ethnic backgrounds (Uberoi and Tunnicliffe, 2019)

Violence:
A key factor in social control, the reproduction of control and inequality in society is violence against women, and the fear of violence. The fear and/or anticipation of violence has an undeniable effect on women’s behaviour. In her 1975 book ‘Against our Will, Men, Women and Rape’ Susan Brownmiller stated that rape, sexual violence and the fear of these are a tool of social control, describing this is “a conscious process of intimidation in which all men keep all women in a state of fear” (Brownmiller, 1975) 
While Brownmillers’ assertion caused much controversy, and led to counter arguments disputing her statement, the author emphasised that rape and sexual violence affect all women, even if indirectly, by making them adjust their behaviours to counteract the potential threat. Women are unable to have as much freedom of movement as men, and this “provides support for a social system based on make dominance” (Pryor, Hughes and Langdon, 2023) 
Violence against women and girls is an epidemic, with the NPCC estimating that two million women and girls are victim to violence every year (Dodd, 2024) and based on this knowledge, and the cultural osmosis that surrounds us, women are subject to social and internal control , they will have a set of norms, values, beliefs and rules around how to deal with this issue, and this can include staying indoors after dark, travelling in groups, carrying keys between fingers to use as a makeshift weapon, avoiding certain areas, and otherwise taking steps that an individual presenting as a male may not need to consider. While schools and campaigners have taken steps to increase awareness and make changes around how boys and young men treat women, perpetrators of sexual violence have become younger, influenced by social media actors such as Andrew Tate (Mir, 2018)
The fact that women and girls have to change and monitor their behaviour, and be ever assessing the level of risk is an example of how social control is perpetuating an inequality.
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Medical Control
Bartley (2004) quipped that ““men die quicker but women are sicker” referring of course to a lower life expectancy overall for men, however although our natural biology and overall ‘makeup’ influences health, biology alone does not determine health outcomes (Annandale, 2014) Annandale also stated that “Health inequalities between the sexes are the result of the interaction between biology and society in terms of how society structures and influences our lives” and argued that the culturally significant factor in medical treatment differences for men and women is similar to the ‘gender job confidence’ phenomenon, in which men have the confidence and self-belief to apply for something they are not qualified for, while less than 60% of women would take the same step. This can be interpreted as an issue of confidence and entitlement, the statistics show that men will seek treatment sooner, make more demands of medical professionals and ‘push’ for diagnosis more frequently than women, often resulting in medical issues being treated or resolved at a much earlier stage (Schopen, 2017) 
[bookmark: _Toc183683665]Pain management
A study using the details of hospital discharge paperwork of over 21,000 people found that women are likely to present later at medical centres or A&E, are less likely to have their pain treated, and are less likely to receive opioid painkillers in emergency departments than men, the researchers suggest that this may be due to preexisting unconscious bias relating to beliefs about the pain tolerance of men and women, as well as concerns that females are more emotional and likely to over report their pain levels (Guzikevits et al., 2024)
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In her book, ‘Invisible Women’ Criado Perez stated that “we have a huge historical data gap when it comes to female bodies. Women are dying, and the medical world is complicit. It needs to wake up.” (Williams, 2020) and this is based on the fact that the majority of medical trials and investigations are carried out on men, using a one size fits all approach, symptoms can present differently in men and women, and medications can react differently, but as the data bias is skewed towards men, this is an ongoing problem where inequality is deepened by social control, women are less likely to be given a diagnosis than men, and when the diagnosis is given (on average 4 years later than for a man), treatment guidelines are used that are designed for mens’ bodies (Graham, 2001). 
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Women make up around 70% of healthcare workers worldwide, and provide the bulk of caring responsibilities, especially in low and medium income households (Ahuja, 2024) and data from the World Health Organisation shows that women are more likely to be exposed to antibiotic resistant superbugs, this can be contributed to a number of factors including being 23% more likely to be prescribed antibiotics (Wong, 2024) increased risk of exposure during childbirth and gynaecological procedures, as well as 
In additional, black women more likely to die of treatable illness, and more likey to have multiple long term health conditions, a study found that black women were almost 50% more likely to have multiple long term health conditions, compared to 33% of white women (King’s College London, 2023) this can be related to intermediate and proximal risk factors, which are most likely to be behavioural and could potentially be modified by the patient, for example smoking or poor diet, but these in turn are affected by distal risk factors, for example people from minority ethnic backgrounds are more likely to live in overcrowded homes, and suffer child poverty (Hickman, Delucchi and Prochaska, 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc183683668]Access to Contraception/Abortion 
A report by BPAS found that 49% of women face barriers to contraception, including “long wait times, difficulty securing appointments, and financial hurdles when trying to access their preferred method of contraception” (BPAS, 2023) Inequality and social control is inextricably entwined with contraceptive use, the political, religious and personal degree to which women are able to make choices around sexual activity, through access to reliable contraception can have long term consequences, forcing changes for the individual in potential social mobility, quality of life and child poverty. Any problems of abuse and power imbalance in personal relationships can also be affected by access to, or lack of contraception (Casastpete, 2024)
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Legal control 
In 2021, only 21% of individuals dealt with under the criminal justice system were women, and women make up on 4% of prisoners in long term custody in the UK (Smith, 2022) however, Women are statistically likely to be punished more harshly for lesser offences; criminalised more quickly and be victim to longer term and harsher consequences in terms of “housing, family support, economic impact, access to and relationships with children, social networks and employment after prison”.
A report by the Ministry of Justice found that In 2019 “74% of those convicted for TV licence evasion were female. This offence accounted for 30% of all female convictions, compared to 4% of male convictions” (Revolving, 2023b) this despite the fact that women are more likely to have caring responsibilities, and risk more in losing children or a home while incarcerated.
Women have a distinct profile of ‘legal need’, which differs to the needs required by men, statistics show that predominantly, women require the assistance of the legal system for welfare law, Employment, housing, social security, family, and immigration and asylum (De La Roche, 2024) yet these are the areas most affected by cuts to public funding. The restrictions of access to legal aid mean thousands of women are unable to access support (A decade of cuts: Legal aid in tatters, 2023).
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The social control that ensures women suffer ongoing inequality, both in the UK and abroad, in the home, workplace and society in general is an ongoing problem, which despite reforms in policy, and the leaps made in the last century in womens’ rights mean that women are still at a disadvantage. The unconscious ethnocentrism, that leads to social cloning and the continuing gender paygap as well as other systemic barriers that face women can only be challenged and changed by changing the message in the media and schools, and fostering attitudes of equity, rather than just equality. 
Internalised attitudes and behaviours can not be changed easily, and there must be a multi-generational approach to changing attitudes, as well as improving the legal system, to protect women in all areas, and ensuring that campaigners and lobby groups are funded and provided with a platform. 
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