



Critically Explore the Social reproduction of inequality associated with Meritocracy and Social Mobility
Many factors influence the social reproduction of inequality, and many are linked to meritocracy, a belief, in merit. There are flaws however in this belief, one is that it does not work with the way society is currently structured, even if people think it is and should be (Castilla & Benard, 2010, p. 543). Another is that this as the prevailing belief in countries such as in the UK actively harm equality (Littler, 2017, pp. 15-17). As a popular belief it effects many areas. These have been broken down into factors, including, generational wealth, education, government policy, someone’s identity and background.  All of these  influence social mobility and this shows how, directly, or indirectly meritocracy influences social mobility.  
Social reproduction of inequality is the transfer of inequality from one generation to another (Marx, 1967, p. 16).  One way that this is reproduced is through meritocracy. 
Meritocracy is the belief that income and societal standing should be solely received based on merit (Arrow, et al., 2000, p. ix). That whatever your socio-economic background there should be enough opportunity that hard work will allow someone to improve their standing (Littler, 2017, p. 16).  It has become this idea that people must compete to achieve creating a society where entrepreneurial behaviour is normalised creating a society that cannot tackle barriers to equality  (Littler, 2017, p. 17).  Many politicians proclaim meritocracy to be important, (Payne, 2017, p. 1; Littler, 2017, p. 16). However, there are  criticisms of meritocracy, th
ese include the fact that rests on the idea of a level playing field but pays no attention to other barriers (Littler, 2017, p. 16). It functions as an ideological myth that obscures social inequalities and effort is overvalued. Which allow for the justification of structural injustice (Littler, 2017, pp. 22-23). There are more hard workers than there are opportunities to take advantage of (McNamee & Jr. Miller, 2013, p. 16).. Many people believe it is how society works and how it should work (Castilla & Benard, 2010, p. 543), whist these weaknesses are ignored. 
For many people the aspiration of moving ‘up in society’ is strong and often represented in the media as an aspiration, with the idea of meritocracy replacing the British class system (Noble, n.d.; Burgess, et al., 2022, p. 911). Social mobility is how easy it for a person to improve the socio-economic standing, in many cultures and countries it is viewed to be achievable through meritocracy. The UK has a strong sense of individualism, so people feel that they have control, but social mobility is part of the social system rather than something that happens to an individual (Noble, n.d.; Stone, 2017). 
There are two forms of social mobility. Intergenerational social mobility is the change in social standing that a person experience compared to the last generation. A person’s parent’s socio-economic position influences their position (Causa & Johansson, 2009, p. 2).  Intragenerational social mobility is the change in social standing a person experience over time, such as career progression (Noble, n.d., p. 2)


This concept of intergenerational social mobility is related to the economic transfer from generation to the next (Causa & Johansson, 2009, p. 3). The level of generational wealth in the UK and the US prevent meritocracy from being an effective belief or ideology as some receive a benefit that others do not. (Littler, 2017, p. 21) A head start is a contradiction to meritocracy, it relies heavily on the idea of equal opportunity, where who you are doesn’t matter, but what you do does (Arrow, et al., 2000). This difference in generational wealth influences many different parts of society, and whilst people think that how society works people work against meritocracy, not deliberately but just through their everyday actions, such as putting your own children first, through inheritance or spending on resources that others could not to get them ahead, to make their lives easier (Calder, 2016, p. 4), Meritocracy requires a level playing field, with people believing in meritocracy but ignoring or not being aware of it leads to people to blame the poor for their circumstances (Morrison, 2021, p. 384). Society has this idea reinforced by the media, controlled by the rich , therefore they can use it to push their agenda, which will benefit themselves. One example of this is that there exists a myth in UK culture of families in which no one has ever had a job. This popular myth has been mentioned in newspapers and by politicians (Open Government Licence, 2016). This influence from the media acts as a form of social control, with the media making it alright for society to have this attitude towards those living on benefits (Morrison, 2021, pp. 384-389). This type of online peer pressure moves people to consider striving for wealth as ‘normal’ and this also leads to judgement of those with and without financial resources, an example of this are influencers who make it appear that anyone can become rich,  but companies pay select individuals to give off this image (Barekat, 2022). Another one of these is ‘Hustle Culture’, a culture of using all hours to be productive (Burgess, et al., 2022). If people believe in meritocracy and the media reinforce the idea, then it allows meritocracy to justify this inequality as the poor can be blamed. 
Another one of these areas that is influenced by a person’s generational wealth is a person’s health. Those from a poorer economic background often have worse health (World Health Organization, 2022). Seen in the difference in life expectancy across the UK in London in 80.9, whilst the North East it is 78 (Office for National Statistics, 2020), London makes up 23% of the UKs GDP (Brown, 2019). This can start from a person’s childhood, with their families unable to afford healthy food, with grocery shopping making up 15% of low income households income compared to the high income households of 7% (Office for National Statistics, 2020) and often receive worse medical care. This can affect them for their whole life (World Health Organization, 2022), People’s health can greatly impact their opportunities, with poor health leading to poor income (Benzeval, et al., 2014). It acts as a trap, keeping people in a cycle of poor health (Campbell, 2020).  Growing up with low or no generational wealth acts as a barrier to social mobility, as it starts people with worse health and can carry throughout their whole life (World Health Organization, 2022), limiting their opportunities and the chance to improve their social standing.

Generational wealth is a direct contradiction of meritocracy, as not everyone is given a fair chance, with people taking steps to improve their children’s lives, superior using resources (Nelson, 2017, pp. 7-11), playing into intergenerational mobility, as those with more are more mobile (Calder, 2016, pp. 1-5). It also allows people to be healthier, which has been linked to income and opportunities (World Health Organization, 2022)This difference is also exploited further by the wealthy as they use their resources to have their agenda pushed, with it influencing society so meritocracy is believed and therefore steps are not taken to remove barriers (Littler, 2017, pp. 10-22) Generational wealth also plays directly into another important area of society, education.


Education is often quoted as being a way of levelling out this unequal spread of privilege in society (McNamee & Jr. Miller, 2013, p. 101).. The education someone receives is one of the most important factors contributing towards meritocracy, ironically the state of someone education can be a significant barrier in someone’s social mobility (Munro, 2019, p. 3). Meritocracy ignores the fact that students from wealthier backgrounds have an advantage (Calder, 2016, p. 2). At school, students start off at a similar level of ability, despite the existing differences in wealth, by the time they reach late secondary school those from wealth are ahead. This skill gap only continues to grow as students reach higher education (Calder, 2016, pp. 3-7).  During the pandemic 55% teachers from less affluent schools reported a drop in quality of work compared to 30% in public schools (Blundell, et al., 2021, p. 7).	Comment by Sam Motl: Stats 
One way that wealthier students gain a lead is through extracurricular activities allowing them to excel in other areas (Nelson, 2017, p. 11). The wealthier students are praised for working hard and it is ignored that poorer students do not do these activities, not because they do not want to but because they cannot afford to, denying them the recognition , achievement and equal opportunities (Nelson, 2016, p. 10). Poorer students do not just miss this praise but also more substantially taking part in extracurricular activities is good for their education, their skill set, and the application to university, this therefore means that wealthier students find it easier to get university placements (Nelson, 2016, pp. xii-xvi). Extracurricular activities in this context can include international visits, extra skills/subject training, sports, and arts events; these feed into their ability to engage with academic subject areas and gives them an advantage in understanding the world (Nelson, 2016, pp. 12-13). Extracurricular activities also provide the opportunity for those who can participate the chance for scholarships to universities and colleges. With America’s top universities having three quarters of its students coming from the top quartile for socio economic households it highlights the advantage wealth has on a person’s education (Nelson, 2017, pp. 7-11).  If lower income students do fewer extracurricular activities because they cannot afford to, they are then at a disadvantage  competing for university admissions. (Haveman & Smeeding, 2005, p. 139)

This links back to meritocracy and its weaknesses; it requires a level playing field, but generational wealth prevents as children who come from a wealthier background have an advantage they did not earn themselves. It ignores the barriers that poorer students face, placing praise on wealthier students, playing into the weakness of valuing effort too much (Littler, 2017, pp. 22-23). The impact that this difference in education can cause also is a social injustice, if every child matters in society (Calder, 2016, p. 2) then the fact that wealthy students dominate university and receive a better education should be unacceptable, however meritocracy overrules this. This attitude towards students in their education allows for meritocracy to reproduce inequality and helps reduce social mobility by making it harder for people to improve their standing. Intragenerational and mobility come into play here, with poorer students receiving a worse education cannot compete for the best jobs and, worse progression. Government policy is another area where meritocracy take root in society, with many politicians praising the ideology of how to improve people's socio-economic position, government policy towards this however has not always again matched how society works, such as Theresa May and her attitude towards grammar schools. 

Theresa May, whilst PM, sought to overturn the ban on new grammar schools (Heather & Walker, 2016). However, grammar schools have been criticised as they benefit mainly children from wealthier families. With pupils at England’s remaining grammar schools up to five times more likely to come from public schools than poorer households (Heather & Walker, 2016). There re-introduction was more about social divide than academic ability. With only 9% of students coming from poorest 20% of households (Burgess, et al., 2018, pp. 1382-1383).  The test that students must complete for a placement disadvantages poorer students. Another way that government policy can help reproduce inequality and reduce social mobility is housing. During David Cameron’s time in office, the government reduced the number of social houses, by extending the right to buy scheme and cutting back on constructing social housing (Watt & Mason, 2015). The removal of stock of social housing comes back to the idea that it is poor people’s fault, that if society removes aspects of the government support network, then they will have to try harder.  (The Guardian, 2002).. There was also a report of David Cameron and George Osborne joking that building more social housing just makes more labour voters (Stone, 2016). This shows that they have disdain for those who live in social housing. During David Cameron’s time in office in which the government reduced inheritance tax on homes (Stone, 2016). This directly effects generational wealth and shows the impact that policy can have on inequality. Allowing less tax for those who have more, for those who will inherit already (Watt, 2014). This is especially important now with housing being an issue across the UK (Wolf, 2021). House prices are a major barrier with many people kept in a rent trap, where rent is so high people cannot save for current house prices. 

Government policy comes from ideological belief, the prevailing belief in the UK is meritocracy, it does well with the electorate (Wilby, 2020).  The government policy discussed here does not make meritocracy or social mobility more accessible, It ignores the other barriers that people face in their lives to achieve social mobility (McNamee & Jr. Miller, 2013, p. 18). It shows how this attitude of meritocracy allows for social injustices to exist as those in charge make it harder to be socially mobile. This itself then becomes a barrier, reducing equal opportunity. Allowing meritocracy to reproduce inequality and reduce social mobility. Another area that government policy has failed to influence to improve social mobility is the gender pay gap. 

Another inequality that is reproduced could be linked to identity. Women face a gender pay gap and equal pay gap, where a woman is paid less for the same job as a man, in the  pay gap they are paid less for the same  experience and achievements (Trojanowski & Wilkinson, 2022, p. 554) The UK’s gap is currently 8.3% (Office for National Statistics, 2022).  This is not limited to some sectors but is systemic across many industries (Trojanowski & Wilkinson, 2022, p. 555). The reason for this pays gap is still being debated, one of these arguments is the Human Capital theory, with women taking on less respected jobs to fit around looking after children and other domestic chores (Trojanowski & Wilkinson, 2022, pp. 555-556).  Human capital theory is the idea that an individual’s productivity can be measured against certain metrics, such as their education (Tan, 2014, p. 411).  Government policy has failed to close the gap once the increase in women’s education has been looked at (Timmins, 2021). One study conducted an experiment, in which candidates applied for a job. They mixed the names on the applications, and it showed that male applicants were offered higher salary offers. Despite woman having the same skills and experience, this was also done with increases in pay, where women were rewarded less (Castilla & Benard, 2010, p. 544). Ethnic minorities were included in the experiment as well, and they had the same conclusion  (Castilla & Benard, 2010, p. 545). Another experiment has taken place with people from different ethnic backgrounds and their names. Job applications were sent to employers, where white names where preferred, receiving more replies than applications with ethnic names, this was the case even when the names of applicants were merely swapped. An application that at first received responses no longer did just because it no longer had a white person’s name. With a respond rate of 10 applications with white sounding names for one response compared to 15 with ethnic sounding names to get one response (Bertrand & Mullainathan, 2004, pp. 991-993).

With the gender pay gap meritocracy helps reproduce inequality in two ways, it ignores the fact that woman statistically take on childcare and domestic duties, that leads them to take on jobs with less respect and therefore pay less. This gender in equality is exacerbated by meritocracy where this is not acknowledged (Trojanowski & Wilkinson, 2022, pp. 555-557). The other way is that it justifies inequality, and this means steps are not taken to relieve this barrier and leads to managers to reward woman less. It also helps reproduce inequality for ethnic minorities, with the same experiment leading to the same conclusion as it did for woman and another experiment showing someone’s name can limit opportunity, which contradicts meritocracy. 
Women are still caught in this trap, which reduces their social mobility compared to men. Women across generations for this reason remain poorer. (McNamee & Jr. Miller, 2013, p. 1; Castilla & Benard, 2010, pp. 3-16). All of these make it harder for woman and ethnic minorities to improve their socio-economic standing and therefore reduce the social mobility, reproducing inequality as these are barriers others do not have. Intersectionality is also an important factor, with these gaps made worse when someone is a woman and non-white, with Black African women having a gap of 26% (Khan, 2022) as they have two barriers here. Ethnic minorities also are often some of the poorest in society, again trapping them in a cycle of poverty or reduced social mobility across generations as they find no way to close the gap. This plays into both intragenerational and intergenerational mobility with women kept in lower paying jobs across generations and then face less recognition in their career (Castilla & Benard, 2010, p. 544), limiting their potential. Another area that affects someone’s job prospects and opportunities, is where they are born and where they live.
Where a person is born can greatly impact their social mobility, not just in the country they are born in, but where in the country someone is born (Social Mobility Comimission, 2021). This in the UK can even depend on someone’s postcode.  Depending on where you live and where you are born effects throughout your whole life (Social Mobility Comimission, 2021)It also effects the level of education that people receive. With UK schools often having a catchment area, leaving families stuck with one school for their children, this is more common in rural areas.  Families are not given the chance or opportunities to go elsewhere if it is a poorly performing school (Social Mobility Comimission, 2021, pp. 140-141; Agyeman & Neal, 2009). Geographical identity involves, an attachment to where a person lives (Oxford Reference, n.d.), one aspect of this is their education and their jobs. With people in rural feeling a stronger social bond with people in manual work (Bornschier, et al., 2021, pp. 2097-2015).  This is important to a person’s self-perception, this can be linked back to the form of social control where people blame themselves for their position, people in rural areas could therefore fall into this weakness of meritocracy (Morrison, 2021).
Transport is also a difficulty in rural areas. This makes it difficult for people in these areas to find work further away, a barrier as there are fewer opportunities in these areas (Social Mobility Comimission, 2021). The number of bus routes in recent years  has fallen  (Local Goverment Association, 2023). Cars are an alternative; however, cars are expensive, Some households spend up to a 20% of their pre-tax income on maintaining their vehicle (Walker, 2023). Only 35% of the poorest 10% in the UK owned a car or van in 2018 (Office for National Statistics, 2018).  Intragenerational and intergenerational mobility comes into effect here as well with people unable to move to improve their children’s lives and leaves them unable to travel for work that pays more, limiting their career progression, or move if they wanted to.
Meritocracy ignores other barriers in climbing the ladder, not everyone gets the same opportunity as others based on where they live in terms of education, and people cannot travel for jobs due to the expense of a car or the poor public transport (Social Mobility Comimission, 2021). If people are born here, they cannot move from there, reproducing inequality through reduced intergenerational socially mobility. They also could blame themselves for the position despite the barriers (Morrison, 2021; Social Mobility Comimission, 2021).


Overall meritocracy helps reproduce inequality. By ignoring other barriers people face in working hard and achieving the same opportunities (Littler, 2017). Societies that believe in it do not practice it or work against it by providing their children with opportunities that others do not, making it an uneven playing field, failing to provide equal opportunity (Calder, 2016, pp. 1-6).
It helps to justify social injustice by allowing blame to be pushed onto those who are poor, by making society think that these people could improve their lives if they tried and worked harder (Littler, 2017, pp. 16-22; Morrison, 2021, p. 384; McNamee & Jr. Miller, 2013, p. 30). this it means that steps aren’t taken to alleviate barriers to create a real meritocracy, in all these things it reduces social mobility and reproduces inequality, with people born into poor families unable to improve theirs standing.
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