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2105209
Critically explore the social reproduction of inequality associated with Meritocracy and Social Mobility.

In this assignment I will be critically exploring the faculties by which the concept of meritocracy reproduces inequality in the United Kingdom (UK). I will also look at the relationship between meritocracy and social mobility by first engaging with their definitions and what the people of the UK think of them, how they underpin politics and economics. I will explore their effectiveness in society by looking at the effects of meritocracy on women, children and those of a different class. By dissecting what is meant by social mobility and meritocracy, I will explore different possible outcomes should we theoretically arrive at truest forms of these concepts and whether it is possible for those in a lower class to climb the ranks of social and economic hierarchy. Does meritocracy and the promise of social mobility deliver on their promise of equality of outcome? What is the opinion of the British public of the merits of meritocracy?
The coining of the word meritocracy was conceived in Michael Young’s ‘The Rise of Meritocracy’ (1958), a concept explored ‘pejoratively’ (Sliwa & Johansson, 2014, p. 821; Lenon, 2020, p. 109) with an aim to warn ‘against the inequalities that a meritocratic system produces and perpetuates’ (Sliwa & Johansson, 2014, p. 821). Lenon (2020) posits that meritocracy has reformulated into ‘equality of opportunity’, a theoretical positioning ‘to which no one dare admit opposition’ (p. 109). Littler (2017) suggests that to ‘understand neoliberal meritocracy’ w=one must critically analysis the ‘terms of its specific relationship to the movements and struggles for liberation around gender, race and class’ (p. 215) which this essay will delve into later on.
Alon & Tienda postulate meritocracy as being ‘a social system where individual talent and effort, rather than ascriptive traits, determine individuals’ placements in social hierarchy’ (2007, p. 489); an addendum to this regarding the theoretical effect on employment could be Simister’s (2011) position of successful meritocracy as ‘a powerful and prestigious job is occupied by the person with the most appropriate talents’ (p. 113). These definitions of meritocracy surmises what the theoretical belief wishes to achieve, that each individual, regardless of where they come from, has equal opportunity to climb the ranks of the professions and positions in society they are most suited to.
This process of climbing through the ranks of society could be what is referred to as ‘social mobility’ which Lenon (2020) posits as ‘people moving up or down the social classes – being better off or worse off than their parents’ (p. 109). Littler (2017) suggests that ‘Meritocracy offers a ladder system of social mobility’ (p. 3) but Lenon’s (2020) research compiles mixed results for evidence of social mobility in the UK, with studies suggesting that overall ‘[t]here is plenty of evidence that many people do better than their parents’ but ‘few move from low to high income in the course of just one generation’ (Lenon, 2020, p. 111).
UK politics often uses rhetoric of meritocracy and expresses concern over social mobility especially when elections are recent. Whether it’s Tony Blaire’s proclamation:
"Our ideology is the development of the human mind to its fullest natural extent, building national strength and prosperity by tapping the potential of all the people" (as quoted by White, 2001)
to Theresa May’s ‘Great Meritocracy’ speech in which ‘great meritocracy’ is said nine times (Department for Education 2016). The most recent prime minister, Rishi Sunak, has been criticised for alluding to a modest background and his ‘immigrant grandparents’ although his parents managed to send him to a private school whose fees are nearly £50,000 per year (Malik 2022) and is the ‘richest person to enter No. 10 Downing Street’ (Hogg & Nolan 2022). Sunak’s wealth has been ranked the 222nd highest in the world (Hogg & Nolan 2022). Despite this disparity between the political elite and the country as a whole, Brits still believe in the principles of meritocracy (Brown 2021). Sliwa & Johansson (2014) suggest that
the term [meritocracy] has come to denote a positive ideal, a set of principles to which the broader society and organizations within it should aspire and which they should apply (p. 821).
Though meritocracy has ‘become more closely associated’ with ‘social mobility’ ‘many people in the UK believe that the idea underpins modern society’ (Brown 2021) even if evidence of this is weak at best (Sliwa & Johansson 2014; Lenon 2020). Sliwa & Johansson (2014) suggest that there is certain ‘taken-for-grantedness’ about ‘meritocratic rules’ in the UK which have ‘had a strong effect on the logic governing organizations’ (p. 821). This ‘positive assessment’, they say, of policies ‘addressing staff recruitment and progression’ based around the premises of meritocracy are ‘rarely challenged [] despite the fact that the spread of meritocratic principles has not brought about greater equality of opportunities and/or outcomes’ (Sliwa & Johansson, 2014, p. 821-822).
To measure social mobility, economists look to using ‘income as a metric’ which is called ‘intergenerational income mobility’ (Major & Machin, 2018, p. 2), tracking the social position of the younger generation in comparison with the older generation. Major & Machin (2018) postulate that ‘low levels of mobility’ in the UK are due to a ‘stickiness’ or ‘immobility’ ‘at the bottom and at the top of the income spectrum’ (p. 3). The separation of the different class tiers in society in and of itself could perpetuate circumstances where poor people find it hard to navigate up the social hierarchy. Massey (1995) points to sociologists from the 1960s who posited that ‘poor people’ adapt to ‘their structural circumstances by adopting behaviors, attitudes, and social arrangements that, while useful in their immediate environment, were disadvantageous in the wider society’ (p. 748). This adapted behaviour would purport to separate them from wider society and ‘under certain circumstances, the behavior of poor people might contribute to the perpetuation of their poverty’ but this view was called ‘heresy’ and the researchers were ‘excoriated by liberals throughout the social science establishment’ (Massey, 1995, p. 748).
Contrary to this belief that private schools perpetuate lack of social mobility, Lenon (2020) postulates that the ‘Most social segregation within the school system happens within the state sector, where there is selection by house price’ (p. 128). However, research for the Social Mobility Index (2016) has highlighted that for a deprived child, living in a wealthier area does not mitigate equal opportunity and social mobility for children with the findings showing: ‘Many of the richest places in England are doing worse for their disadvantaged children than places that are much poorer’ (Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission, p. 6); many other studies grapple with widening inequality and disparity between different areas (Duffy et al. 2021).
This building research poses a problem, Lenon (2020) suggests, as ‘[s]ocial mobility matters’ (p. 109), to a successful and coherent society. Lenon (2020) elaborates: ‘if able children from poor backgrounds cannot do well we waste human potential. It is bad for the individuals concerned and it is bad for the country’ (p. 109) which suggests that social mobility is not just good for generational prosperity and opportunity but is valuable to society as it too misses out on benefiting from an ‘individual’s talents and traits’ (Alon & Tienda, 2007, p. 489). This matters at a societal level because social immobility will, it is suggested, result ‘in social tension and potential unrest’ (Lenon, 2020, p. 109) as ‘if the public think that inequalities are large’ and fundamentally ‘unfair’, ‘this can undermine faith in political and economic systems as a whole’ (emphasis in original, Duffy et al., 2021 p. 10). Littler’s (2017) summation that ‘ideological discourse of neoliberal meritocracy has been used over the past few decades as the key legitimating narrative for contemporary capitalism’ (p. 214) provides a questions of whether the public’s faith in meritocracy is to the benefit of themselves or greater benefiting capitalist sources.
The crux of attaining ‘commonplace’ social mobility, Saunders (2006) purports, ‘failure is likely to be that much more difficult to bear’ (p. 90). He goes on to use an example from a military setting to illustrate this:
In his celebrated analysis of promotion prospects in the American military, Robert Merton showed that career satisfaction was higher in the units with low promotion rates than in those with high rates, for soldiers in the former compared their progress with others who had been passed over, while in the latter the comparison was with those who had been elevated. If there is one thing worse than being blocked, it is seeing others succeed where you have failed. (Saunders, 2006, p. 90)
Social mobility is further complicated by a meritocratic process as those with a higher IQ will begin to rise to the top, therefore leaving ‘no hiding place for those who end up at the bottom’ who would be ‘of lower intelligence’ (Saunders, 2006, p. 184; Herrnstein & Murray 1994; Young 1958). This scenario is described by Saunders (2006) as Michael Young’s ‘nightmare’ outcome for a ‘meritocratic Britain’ who feared ‘a growing social division between a high-IQ leadership stratum and a low-IQ stratum’ (p. 184; Young 1958). This distinction and hierarchy of the ‘cognitive elite’ and ‘cognitive underclass’ (Herrnstein & Murray 1994) would hypothesis that those in the lower social stratum ‘seem ‘rightfully’ to belong there’ with ‘no excuses or rationalisations with which they might salvage a sense of dignity and self-worth’ (Saunders, 2006, p. 184; Young 1958).
At first glance, some research looks promising in positive trends for social mobility in the UK but longitudinal studies which continue to monitor intergenerational movement through social hierarchies indicate that this can be for a brief stint rather than a permanent change of class. Furthering this point, Lenon (2020) claims in the UK ‘of those born in 1970’ showed that ‘63 per cent of those with parents in the poorest 25 per cent escaped low income as adults’ and ‘only one in seven reached the top 25 per cent as adults’ (p. 111). He highlights that ‘This contrasts with those with parents in the richest 25 per cent, almost 45 per cent of whom remained there as adults’ (Lenon, 2020, p. 111) showing a significant difference between the two factions of society.
In the bid of equalising the playing field, those at a disadvantage must be first realised as disadvantaged. This poses a problem in and of itself as in research done by the Social Mobility Commission, overseen by the UK Government, postulates that there are ‘around 1.7 million ‘lost children’ living in relative poverty who are currently invisible in [their] education statistics’ adding that ‘[t]hese children aren’t eligible for free school meals, and there is no other currently available identifier of disadvantage’ (2022, Ch. 1). This being the only ‘identifier of disadvantage’ means that there is a potential 1.7 million children who have lost the opportunity to improve their life prospects.
Gilbert (2008) posits that measuring the intergenerational social mobility of women presents problems due to the likely ‘limited labor force participation’ of the female ancestry (p. 126). Marina Strinkovsky encapsulates this point and contextualises it in the present day situation for women:
A right to an economic existence independent of male control, where its even nominally recognised, which is again far from everywhere, is heavily burdened by the fact that we are practically and economically saddled with almost all of the responsibility for making new humans and keeping them alive until they learn to use a washing machine. (Forth Valley Feminists, 2023, 00:14:45-00:15:04).
The point of the burden of rearing children being predominantly the responsibility of the woman instead of the man is mirrored in the statistics of ‘adverse labour market consequences for women’ from the fallout of the pandemic for which women suffered significantly more ‘rates of job loss’ and ‘more time spent on childcare and home-schooling’ than men (Duffy et al., 2021, p. 49). On the flip-side to this, Saunders (2006) provides a theory that women may willingly choose to sacrifice their independent economic statuses:
the possibility that more women than men may choose to spend time with their children at the expense of pursuing their careers is discounted in favour of exclusionary theories based on the idea that a `glass ceiling' is blocking women from gaining the promotions they seek. (p. 186)
An intersection of class in the female population can show a different picture in the economic and educational fields for women. Lenon (2020) suggests that overall social mobility ‘has improved for women due to the general rise of women in work’ such as ‘middle-class women returning to work following childbirth’ and more women at university unlocking ‘senior jobs’ however the majority of the extra places ‘have been taken by middle-class girls (p. 117).
The barriers to equality to not stop at the difficulties faced by a woman entering the labour market itself and are not limited to factors of class. Factors like perceived attractiveness can affect women’s social mobility within the workplace, and women can be consciously and unconsciously aware of this (Fredrickson & Roberts 1997). Fredrickson & Roberts (1997) posit ‘most women and girls’ are affected by the sexual objectification of their female body and are coaxed ‘to adopt a particular view’ of the self (p. 177). They say ‘[e]mpirical research demonstrates that how a woman’s body appears to others can determine her life experiences’ unlike that of a man’s (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997, p. 178). An example of this could be that studies have demonstrated that being overweight and obese ‘negatively affects’ the social mobility of women but not men with ‘obese women showing lower educational and economic attainments than their parents’ (Fredrickson & Roberts 1997, p. 178).
Women can benefit from their attractiveness in relationships and economic situations with some arguing that beauty translates to power for women and is a ‘prime currency’ of the ‘social and economic success’ of some women (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997, p. 178; Unger 1979). This ‘currency’ access to this prerequisite for social mobility may differ amongst other ‘subgroups of women’ Fredrickson & Roberts (1997, p. 178) claim:
[] to be traded for social and economic power, a woman’s body must appeal to the dominant (White male) culture. Given this standard, preoccupation with appearance may be most evident among White woman and others seeking upward social mobility. (Fredickson & Roberts, 1997, p. 178)
Though white attractive women have the potential to be rewarded for their beauty, other groups of women deemed unattractive by the male dominant economic realms are effectively punished in comparison. The intersections of BIPOC, poor and lesbian women face the ‘additional negatively valenced oppressions of racism, classism, and homophobia’ as well as the added nature of sexualisation of their female bodies of which ‘these subgroups of women may combine with other oppression to produce different effects’ (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997, p. 178) thus vastly disparaging them from the prospective outcomes of being an attractive white female.
This correlates with Littler’s (2017) insertion that the pairing of meritocracy as a ladder to social mobility promotes ‘a socially corrosive ethic of competitive self-interest’ (p. 3) and panders to what is called self-objectification under Objectification theory (OT) (Fredrickson & Roberts 1997): OT ‘posits that the cultural milieu of objectification functions to socialize girls and women to, at some level, treat themselves as object to be look at and evaluated’ (p. 177) therefore meritocracy and its promise of social mobility is trumped by the objectification of the female body. Fredrickson & Roberts (1997) claim that as there is evidence of a woman’s ‘social and economic prospects’ being ‘determined by their physical appearance, it therefore ‘behooves women to anticipate repercussions of their appearance’ which is often ‘interpreted as narcissism’ (p. 179). They argue that this is merely a social strategy and ‘need not be conscious’ or ‘deliberately chosen’ (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997, p. 179) and the self-objectification as-strategy ‘many women’ adopt ‘to help determine how other people will treat them’ can have detrimental ‘implications for their quality of life’ (p. 180).
Despite the pitfalls of the meritocratic system, the theoretical underpinnings ‘resonates powerfully with deeply held ethical values about fairness’ of which are ‘broadly shared throughout the [British] population’ (emphasis in original, Saunders, 2006, p. 191). Michael Young’s (1958) egalitarian antidote to the ills of meritocracy ‘in which individual talent is regarded as a pooled resource and where everyone is accorded equal standing’, Saunders (2006) posits, is not just ‘simply unrealistic’ but ‘also deeply unappealing to the great majority of the population’ (Saunders, 2006, p. 193). Saunder’s (2006) proposes that Young (1958) was wrong in his analysis of meritocracy, for the grip of meritocratic excellence resonates so strong ‘in modern Britain’ which has ‘a widespread and deeply held commitment to the ideal of an open society in which people compete to make their talents marketable, and in which they are well rewarded when they succeed’ (p. 194).
In this essay, I have presented the reader with snippets of the potential merits and criticisms drawn from the meritocratic model for the British labour market. I have also outlined the limits to social mobility, with factors such as class, catchment area and female objectification stifling the theory of social mobility through an individual’s perceived talents and merit. I have touched upon the flawed nature of social mobility through meritocracy, as it has the potential to create a new underclass of society, and how it perpetuates feelings of failure in those deemed unworthy of rising through the ranks off their own merit whilst others around them do so.
Despite harsh criticisms, the idea of meritocracy has its grip on the UK public’s psyche, featuring heavily in political spaces, policy, economic organisations and particularly in an individual’s sense of fairness. Saunders (2006, p. 194) finishes his piece on meritocracy claiming that the British public believe in meritocracy and that they believe that if they work hard enough they will achieve the things they set out to do, and, in most cases they are correct. For the research that has been looked at and merely touched upon, one could hypothesise that meritocracy is built into the Western character- and Britain is no exception. For all the studies and criticism afforded to the notion of social mobility through meritocracy, it is a belief that has not yet shifted from the public imagination. 
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