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A Critical Reflection upon what Constitutes Inequality: Inequality in Essential Utility Services a UK Analysis. 
At the starting point of life, some philosophers agree that everyone is morally equal, everyone’s life and prospects matter equally (Graham, 2007). This paradigm has underpinned the formation of strategies such as the Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and the European Convention of Human Rights (1953). The principle requires that people are provided with equal basic freedoms (Graham, 2007). Basic freedoms include opportunity, liberty and wealth. The following aims to illustrate that modern developed societies such as the UK are far from providing equal basic freedoms to its citizens. 
We are living in an era where inequality in society is rising. There is an excessive gap between the wealthiest and the poorest in society which allows social, political and economic inequality to develop and spread (Chubka, Skoropad and Pututskyi, 2022). For those with lived experiences of inequality it is complex, contested and multidimensional in origin, structure and how it is perceived, produced and reinforced. It could be suggested that inequality in its simplest form is the ‘state of not being equal’ (UN, 2015). Other definitions include the unequal distribution of resources and opportunities to flourish and participate in society (Yang, 2017). 
The following aims to illustrate that due to the term being widely contested, this confusion has real consequences for the poorest and most vulnerable in society. To analyse the impact of inequality this paper will focus on individuals and families in the UK who are in poverty, paying detail to those experiencing fuel poverty. There will be an in-depth discussion on what constitutes inequality for this group and how the varying definitions affect them. Recent attempts by the UK government to introduce social policy such as Water Sure, and the Warm Home Discount will be discussed. While both the policies look good for elections and gaining voters are they helping the vulnerable or are these a way of justifying economic decisions made by government. 
Inequality in society became a focus of discussion during the time of the Industrial Revolution where dramatic changes were occurring. The industrialisation of Europe and North America primarily, led to the process of replacing agriculture with industry. Manufacturing then becoming the main source of employment (Graham, 2007). Academic thinking at the time of the Industrial Revolution with intellectuals such as Karl Marx in 1888, argued that with this shift in the structure of society came an emerging system of inequalities, which intensified the old divisions of the exploited and the exploiting (Hennigan, 2019). The new capitalist order involved the wealthy that owned the means of production and the working class who were the labour force behind the means of production, each in their own respective classes. It began to be felt that this relationship was unequal in the favour of the wealthy and elite (Alcock, 2008). The changes in society for the people experiencing hardship and deprivation created a source of conflict between themselves the ‘poor’ and the wealthy owners of production. This was developed into the conflict theory of inequality (Alcock, 2008).  
Karl Marx’s conflict theory of inequality dominated discourse until the 1980’s, during this period Britains economy and society was experiencing radical change again. Industry in Britain is no longer dominated by manufacturing and industries such as coal and steel, finance and service industries are now the dominant employers (Alcock, 2008). People are more valuable as consumers than as a labour force in modern day society. Some suggest society has moved on from the Marx perspective to a set of discourse that focuses on the distribution of wealth and consumerism rather than a focus on class struggle and production (Hennigan, 2019). Inequalities now reveal themselves in concepts such as status which has a direct impact on an individual’s ability to be respected and their willingness and capacity to participate in their society. Symbols of wealth like property ownership and other material assets such as cars are becoming more important (Hennigan, 2019). The language of social groupings has also evolved, the word ‘class’ used to describe the social status of an individual or group has developed into the term socio-economic. The socio-economic position is a social location where people place themselves and are placed there by others, it can be structurally imposed and socially reproduced through the processes of socialisation (Graham, 2007). Social inequalities are grounded in these social divisions that are based on income, degrees of power, level of education and occupation (Chubka, Skoropad and Putytskyi, 2022). The inequalities derived from socio-economic status are woven into our everyday lives through our families, work environments and everyday interactions and relationships.
The decline in manufacturing industry affected those in the working class or those with lower socio-economic status harder than those with wealth or belonging to the elite group (Graham, 2007). Those in the lowest income families and those at the lowest end of the social hierarchy are disproportionately affected by inequalities (Chubka, Skoropad and Putytskyi, 2022). Inequality within society has a serious impact on education and prospects and health and life expectancy with 40% of men from lower income families rated their health as ‘not good’ compared to 12% in higher income families (Graham, 2007). It is suggested that for those that are in the higher levels of the socio-economic hierarchy, they have an unacceptable level of control over the lives of those who have less and may be a source of conflict (Scanlon, 2017). 
[bookmark: _Int_UlCuLYbN]The principle that all human beings have the same moral worth requires that all human beings be given equal basic freedoms. John Rawls (1999) developed the concept of ‘primary social goods’ or basic freedoms of a just society which included rights and liberties, opportunity and power, and income and wealth (Graham, 2007). These constituted the minimum rights and resources an individual would require to participate in the society to which they are part of (Graham, 2007). There is criticism to Rawl’s point of view as being too narrow for people can have access to the same primary goods but remain deeply unequal (UN, 2015). The differences found in people and their circumstances suggests they may need different quantities and combinations of goods to secure even their basic freedoms (UN, 2015). Research would suggest that depending on what socio-economic group an individual belongs to seriously impacts this basic human rights principal.  Every Human Rights Declaration states the rights of all people to have an adequate standard of living and the protection from poverty (Nandy and Main, 2015). Yet in the UK alone figures produced by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation found 3.8 million people were experiencing destitution in 2022 (Wincup, 2023). People defined as living in destitution are those that are unable to meet their basic needs, such as to keep warm, stay dry and able to find food (Wincup, 2023). According to Maslow’s hierarchy of human need access to food, shelter, warmth and water are basic human needs for survival (Gleitman, 1991).
Before privatisation in Britain in the 1980’s and 1990’s essential services like water and electricity were owned by the state. With the elections of Margaret Thatcher in the UK and President Ronald Regan in the USA a neoliberalism philosophy took control with emphasis on the ‘free’ market (Alcock, 2008, Thompson, 2017). Initial policies were introduced as a vehicle for bringing investment and efficiency through competition (Bayliss, Mattioli and Steinberger, 2021). Thus, competition and markets replaced all the state-run amenities (Wild, 2017). During the 2000’s there was a shift in ownership of the transmission and distribution networks. Traditional companies such as RWE and Vivendi were replaced with financial investors such as global conglomerates, investment funds and private companies (Bayliss, Mattioli and Steinberger, 2021). 
Energy in the UK is owned by six big companies known as the ‘Big Six’. All these companies are owned by non-UK investors, British Gas is owned by Centrica who is owned by asset management firms such as the Bank of New York and US investment bank (Hager, Baines and Brett, 2021). Data revealed that the ‘Big Six’ paid £23 billion in dividends to their shareholders, this figure being six times the amount they paid in tax (Hager, Baines and Brett, 2021). The income generated by the ‘Big Six’ effectively diverted from the public domain to the private one, thus reproducing inequality in society (Hager, Baines and Brett, 2021). The ‘Big Six’ over a ten-year period awarded their highest paid director almost fifty times the pay of the average worker, at the same time reducing employee numbers by using unfair techniques such as fire-rehire reproducing inequality within their own structures as well as the wider community (Hager, Baines and Brett, 2021). The market fundamentalism approach is failing what has developed instead of a free market where the consumer benefits from quality affordable goods and services is a highly concentrated energy market dominated by the ‘Big Six’ (Thompson, N. 2017, Hager, Baines and Brett, 2021). 
The prices the companies can charge for energy is regulated by government through an organisation known as Ofgem, yet a survey conducted by Citizens Advice found consumers were overpaying for energy distribution by £72bn a year (Wild, 2017).  This regulation is rather a negotiation between companies and investors and the regulator or government. This negotiation is harder for government than the companies as the companies have all the wealth and are easily able to lobby and pay for expensive consultants (Wild, 2017). Research suggests that billions of pounds in profit for the energy companies is entirely unjustified as in it is not reflective of performance and in excess (Wild, 2017). In 2013 Ofgem fined the Big Six energy companies for mis-selling, and in 2015 N-Power received the largest fine to date for failing to treat customers fairly (Bayliss, Mattioli and Steinberger, 2021). This was the eleventh fine in five years for similar violations, some would suggest this illustrates Ofgem's inability to effect change (Thomas, 2016). 
In competitive areas energy firms have been exploiting the least pro-active customers. An investigation by the Competition and Market Authority (CMA, 2016) found that higher prices were charged to 70% of consumers who had not moved to cheaper tariffs. There is an increasing emphasis on individual responsibility in policy narratives. Theses narratives suggest that individuals should be able to manage the affordability of basic services to enable them to meet their basic needs themselves. This way of policy making masks the structural causes of inequality and places all the responsibility on the individual (Bayliss, Mattioli and Steinberger 2021). In the energy sector consumers are required to seek out the best deal from a complex set of tariffs and information. Those that switch tariffs and suppliers are usually from higher socio-economic status’s, pay by direct debit and are homeowners or private renters (Bayliss, Mattioli and Steinberger, 2021). Those who are deemed highly disengaged are those who live in social housing, of non-white ethnicity and do not use English as a first language (Bayliss, Mattioli and Steinberger, 2021). These are examples of structural barriers some people encounter which have a direct impact on their chance to participate and acquire the basic services they require to survive. 
When a consumer runs into financial hardship the energy supplier can obtain a warrant to force installation of a prepay meter (Bayliss, Mattioli and Steinberger, 2021). This is a statutory right of the energy company in the instance of collecting debt (Scurlock, 2024). Changing this statutory right would require a change in parliament legislation (Scurlock, 2024). To add injury the consumer is often required to pay for the process. 94,000 prepay meters were forcibly installed under warrant in 2022, that is 7,500 meters a month (Solloway, 2023). The proportion of households on prepay meters doubled from 7% in 1996 to 16% in 2015 (CMA, 2016). 70% of this total were installed by just three of the ‘Big Six’. British Gas, Scottish Power and Ovo were shamed by the then Energy Security Secretary Grant Shapps who called on the companies to stop the practice. British Gas were even found to break into people's homes, often vulnerable individuals and families (Solloway, 2023). The practice was frozen in 2023 with Ofgem introducing a mandatory ‘code of practice’ in November (Scurlock, 2024). As of January 2024 Scottish Power, EDF and Octopus have met all the recommendations and are commencing with the installation of prepay meters again. The intervention from government illustrated the failure of private competition in meeting basic need. Presently those on prepay meters are still excluded from cheaper tariffs. Consumers will use strategies such as self-disconnection or indebtment to deal with rising costs, having negative consequences to well-being and inclusion (Rocha et al. 2019). 
Ultimately It is the responsibility of the state to ensure that the essential needs of the population are met, yet narratives of private provision combined with cuts to welfare and insecure employment has left major gaps (Bayliss, Mattioli and Steinberger, 2021). There is social policy that enforces companies to include ‘social tariffs’ such as the Water Sure policy in England. This policy caps bills for low-income families with more than three children. In energy there is the Warm Homes Discount and Priority Services Register. Tariffs must be ‘cost neutral’ the cost of the tariff must be balanced elsewhere. Since the tariff will be funded by other bill payers, they are often asked their opinion as to what would be acceptable. This process enables judgements on deserving and underserving poor and has ideologies based in charity rather than progressive redistribution (Bayliss, Mattioli and Steinberger, 2021). Although the above policies illustrate a level of inclusion and equity only 2% of water consumers are on the initiative. Under the Energy Support Scheme there are over two million vouchers yet to be claimed (Solloway, 2023). 
Government statistics revealed that 3.17 million people in England were experiencing fuel poverty in 2023, charities have criticized this figure as a gross underestimate with the National Energy Action group calculating this figure to be over six million (Sandiford and Mcrae, 2024). National Energy Action state that to meet the government's targets of energy efficient homes and lifting millions out of fuel poverty by 2030 will take 300 years at the UK’s current rate (Sandiford and Mcrae, 2024). The way fuel poverty is defined and measured leads to misunderstanding and consequences. The Government in England defines households as being in fuel poverty if the cost to keep their home warm brings their income below the poverty threshold, being 60% of the median household income. The second part of the definition is based on the energy efficiency band of the property. People are considered living in fuel poverty if the energy efficiency rating of the house is band D or below, a person living in a band C property cannot be defined as living in fuel poverty regardless of their income or energy prices (Sandiford and Mcrae, 2024). Charities criticise this definition as being too narrow the National Energy Action group define fuel poverty as those low-income households who spend more than 10% of their income on energy (Sandiford and Mcrae, 2024). This definition increases the number of households experiencing fuel poverty. Fuel poverty impacts some groups more than others. People on low-income or financially vulnerable households, carers, and people with physical or mental difference are all at a higher risk of experiencing fuel poverty. Others who live in rural areas that have no access to mains gas are also at a higher risk (Sandiford and Mcrae, 2024). 
Inequality whether it being economic and differences in income, access to resources, opportunity and health, has been traditionally approached from a macro level with an emphasis on economic and political factors (Anderson and Snow, 2001). By focusing on the macro level of inequality the micro level that is understanding the implications of inequality for the individuals or social actors has often been overlooked (Anderson and Snow, 2001). A symbolic interactionist would attempt to understand inequality at this micro level. For those who are experiencing poverty and are unable to meet their basic human needs endure symbolic assaults on their sense of worth (Anderson and Snow, 2001). Charles Derber (1979) noted that the way people give and receive attention is significantly shaped by their social roles and status (Anderson and Snow, 2001). 
Ethnographic studies have revealed that the lower down the socio-economic scale an individual is the longer they wait for basic resources, a person without a home will wait for hours for food and shelter. A study into the effects of the UK welfare system on long-term or dependent users revealed experiences where people felt categorised, being constantly monitored left people feeling demoralised and found the entire process energy sapping (Graham, 2007). New Universal Credit (UC) claimants must wait five weeks before their first payment (Department for Work and Pensions, 2025). This policy pushing people into indebtment as they will turn to credit to fund their basic requirements. Financial deepening is a term allocated to the level of an individual or households' ability to access to credit resources. The criterion for borrowing is often based on the ability to repay which excludes many of the poorer people in society (Chubka, Skoropad and Putytskyi, 2022). Due to this many will turn to loan sharks or payday loans to cover the five weeks wait for UC.  These practices reinforce and reproduce status inequality, reducing status agency for these individuals (Belcher, 2012). The practice of financial deepening legitimises the principal of enriching the rich as it contributes more to the growth of the top income and socio-economic groups than those on lower incomes or in the lower socio-economic setting (Chubka, Skoropad and Putytskyi, 2022). Policies such as the introduction of UC, introduced and regulated by government have a direct impact on the lives of those with lower socio-economic status more so than members of the elite or those with wealth.
Status poverty depends on attitudes and is a direct result of economic inequalities (Scanlon, 2017). As economic inequalities grow status anxiety increases across society, the bigger the income difference the more competition evolves and social relations decline (Ellemers, 2017). Inequalities generate social tensions and compromise the stability of that society (Morady, 2025). The World Health Organisation (1978) stated that health inequality was politically, socially, and economically unacceptable. It could be suggested that inequality has a moral and ethical dimension (Graham, 2007). That is to say that such unequal differences between people can be viewed as unfair or unjust. Key drivers of inequality lie in the social institutions of the country such as the legal system, education, and welfare systems. These institutions influence people's capabilities (Graham, 2007) and legitimise economic decisions made by those with power such as the government and global investors. Educational institutions play a key role in maintaining inequality across generations as socio-economic status influences individual's trajectories and trajectories influence socio-economic status (Graham, 2007). This is where the social background of a person influences their social prospects indirectly, educational trajectories identified as a major route for privilege to be passed down through generations (Graham, 2007). Inequality can manifest itself in many ways UNESCO suggested several manifestations of inequality including environmental and differences in the quality of the environment with people’s access and opportunity to benefit from natural resources like open spaces. Among others included in UNESCOs manifestations is also knowledge inequalities connected to people's ability to access and understand information and the ability to make informed choices (Chubka, Skoropad and Putytskyi, 2022). It could be suggested that the complex energy tariffs system is denying some access to be able to make the informed choice of changing their energy suppliers or choosing cheaper tariffs.  
Inequality is integrated into how we feel, how we act, how we live our lives, we reinforce and re-produce it in all our everyday relationships and interactions in this way everyone is implicated in the process and so it is therefore the responsibility of all people to work together to eliminate unjust inequality (Graham, 2007). There are perspectives such as functionalism that perceive inequality as ‘just’. From this point of view inequality has a function as it provides motivation and serves in role allocation. In this perspective equality would disrupt the social stability of a given society. Some have suggested that demands for equality are simply expressions of envy, that the ‘have nots’ feel towards the ‘haves’ (Scanlon, 2017). 
In the example of inequalities in the provision and cost of energy allowing the ‘Big Six’ to continue paying such excessive dividends, effectively turning British consumers into ‘revenue streams’ for global finance through their consumption of energy would seem unjust and would require intervention from government (Bayliss, Mattioli and Steinberger, 2021). If the companies were to pay more in taxes this could benefit UK society and redirect the resource back into the country rather than the revenue going to American Investors such as Black Rock. Policy can be a key lever for change but only if the policy reaches the intended, as this research has found the uptake of assistance is minimal so more could be done in reaching vulnerable people and informing them of what assistance may be available, the responsibility of the government and the companies involved. If the cost of energy and water keeps rising this will affect those in the lower socio-economic groups disproportionately and more will turn to drastic measures such as self-disconnection or indebtment to survive. Individual’s thoughts and actions are critical in determining the effects of poverty, inequalities and the stigma associated with these concepts. Saying that there is a cost involved in the form of psychic and social energy (Anderson and Snow, 2001). Individuals must allocate time and energy to improve their situation and be able to socially move up the socio-economic scale, many find this difficult to achieve with structural barriers and the cost of living ever increasing. 
A modern-day interpretation of inequality encompasses social, political and ethnocultural alongside the traditional economic (Chubka, Skoropad and Putytskyi, 2022). A more equitable society would involve an integrated approach to inequality and consider the micro level and what such inequality means for those that it effects worse.  It has been suggested that without ensuring that all citizens have access to all the basic freedoms equality will never be achieved (Graham, 2007). It is believed that to achieve justice this requires all people to have equal access to opportunities, wealth, and liberty. A fairer, more equitable society would seek to ensure that all its citizens would have an equal start in life, an equal chance of living and equal basic freedoms, a society where people can do and achieve (Graham, 2007, UN, 2015). 
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