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In this dissertation, we will explore the phenomenon of social reproduction of inequality through the concepts of Meritocracy and Social Mobility. We will approach the topic thematically by first defining Meritocracy. Then talking about social inequality will help us understand what social mobility is and to what extent it influences the reproduction of social inequality. The conclusion of this essay will summarize why is it difficult to solve this problem and what should be done to address the issue.
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The social concept of meritocracy, which appeared in the 1950s in Britain makes reference to a structure in which people are not chosen and promoted based on their skin color, gender, family income, physical abilities or social status but on their talent, achievement, abilities or merit. In this social ideal, - today driven by politicians and populists- it is believed that the world is equal for all and that everybody has the same opportunities to be successful in life, thanks to hard work and resilience. For Britain's industrial pioneers, overwhelmingly from the middle and upper classes, meritocracy represented the social mobility that allowed anyone to rise in society and therefore, was a factor in reducing nepotism and corruption (Crouzet, 1985). The image of the self-made man/woman as pedestal of the industrial revolution is for many a common and strong belief that still persists in the twenty-first century, since people who believe in it globally outnumber those who consider it a myth. 

Although the notion of merit has different understandings across the globe, mainly influenced by institutional setups, historical path dependencies and people’s attitudinal stances (Heuer, 2020), a total of 69% of Americans fully agree that “people are rewarded for intelligence and skill” (Isaacs, 2008). In a comprehensive systemic review based on a selection of recent and relevant peer-reviewed scholarly journal articles from the literature and using an empirical approach, it was demonstrated that the word meritocracy has shifted over the years from a negative connotation to a more positive and constructive term, even a desirable goal to achieve by many societies (Kim et al., 2017). It has turned into a political ideology whose mainstay is capitalism and which imposes itself in all spheres of society (education, business, etc.). People perceive aspirations to success through hard work but "the conception of merit within a society may vary to the context and culture" (Kim et al., 2017). Indeed, an analysis of a quantitative data set from the UK Household Longitudinal study has shown that there is a paradoxical positive correlation between high local income inequality and meritocracy beliefs among those with the lowest income (Morris et al., 2022). 

British sociologist Michael Young (1958), was the first to question the principle of meritocracy and to criticize it. For Young, meritocracy is a class-dividing tool that gives the best chances and opportunities to those who are intellectually and academically capable and the rest is left out (Young, 1958). In this unequal society, the meritocrats hold wealth and power while the lower classes are marginalized and excluded, thus deteriorating of the principle of equality (Young, 1958). It is important to mentioned that Young's explanation of meritocracy is essentially linked to principals of unbiased competition, disregarding non-meritocratic key elements such as family advantages, personal contacts, extra-curricular talents or socially valuable qualities (Reynolds et al., 2014).

Another important aspect playing against the concept of meritocracy through an America perspective, is the cognitive ability of each individual, characterized by a system that selects and eliminates through testing and ends up "encouraging early school dropout, especially among African-American and Hispanic youth, and that they will create new barriers to post-secondary education and training and to labor-market entry" (Hauser, 2002). 

In other words, meritocracy must be accompanied by other measures such as educational opportunities, affirmative action programs or policies directed at reducing inequalities to achieve a fair and equitable society. The non-academic benefits - hard to quantify - that some enjoy, better known as soft-skills are often what organizations seek and that the most privileged are seen to pass on to their offspring through their family education (Major et al., 2018). The criteria defining who can aspire to meritocracy and who will not be entitled to it are chosen and dictated by those who designed that concept and who master its code. Initially aimed at reducing social inequalities, paradoxically, meritocracy can be a factor in increasing inequality and may not always correctly reflect a person's worth or abilities (Warikoo et al., 2014).

The concept of social inequality is at a core of social justice theories and refers to uneven distribution of opportunities, resources and privileges among diverse groups in a society. Inequalities of right, especially in terms of basic human rights, which has unrecognized possibilities but limitations (Merry, 2014) is a dimension less spoken in the literature but tightly linked to the polarized income and wealth distribution as well as the distribution of power; which impedes the entire compass of human right (Balakrishnan et al., 2016). Conversely, inequalities in living conditions (education, income, nutrition…) are the most visible and unfold in two notions: economic inequality and inequality of opportunities. Economic inequality – often confused with inequality of income (Sen, 1997) - results in inequality of outcomes blending circumstances beyond one’s control such as family background, gender, ethnicity… and circumstances one can control, such as talent and effort (Thorbecke et al., 2002). When it comes to inequality of opportunities however, people have little control over their conditions (place of birth, health care, social conditions, climatic conditions…) and this drastically affects potential outcome (Lefranc et al., 2008). Regarding income inequalities, it has been shown that distribution of income is less unequal than distribution of wealth. The idea of “patrimonial capitalist” (Picketty, 2014), has risen questions around the inevitable inequalities (Krussel et al., 2015) where the economy’s rate of growth is lower than the amount of return to wealth, which inevitably leads to stabilizing and eventually deeply increasing inequalities.  

Frances Stewart (2000) talks about horizontal inequalities and takes the perspective of social inequalities to another level transcending the individual aspect of this predicament by exploring the inequalities that have their source between people as a result of the group they associate with (based on age, gender, culture...) that could give rise to advantages, discrimination, prejudice or marginalization (Stewart, 2000).

These different levels of interpreting inequalities argue that social inequalities are not merely a matter of individual choice or personal accountability, but instead the consequence of compound systems of injustice and privilege that should be challenged and transformed to further a more fair and equitable society. This can be achieved by promoting diversity and inclusion measures and by responsabilizing individuals for their decisions and actions. But these initiatives can still remain challenging knowing that it has been revealed that “inequality acceptance develops in adolescence” (Almås et al., 2010). Moreover, for the vast majority of people living in unequal societies, the strong belief that meritocracy goes hand-in-hand with income inequalities is a way to legitimate inequality (Mijs, 2021). 

Along the same lines, Larsen (2016) exposes three modern narratives justifying economic inequality: the tunnel effect (perception of mobility), the procedural justice effect (recognition of impartiality in the process of moving forwards), and the middle-class effect (insights of society’s social structure). In his findings that include thirty-eight countries, Larsen (2016) shows that high acceptance of current income differences is linked to procedural justice, the existence of a middle-class and the belief in generational mobility (Larsen, 2016). The research body has clearly shown the empirical evidence proving a direct correlation between social inequalities and access to social mobility. However, that belief within populations is reversed as “the public attitude towards inequality depends little on the actual level of inequality […] but on whether the society provides enough opportunities for all to achieve more in socio- economic terms and move up the socio-economic ladder” (Gimpelson et al., 2014) and if  “this mobility is driven by instruments that are widely considered fair and legitimate” (Gimpelson et al., 2014).  
The individual ability to move up and down the socio-economic ladder, throughout their lifetime thanks to changes in education, income and occupation refers to social mobility. The sociological tradition led by theoretical schemes from Marx and Weber understand the structure of the society defined by occupational hierarchy, resulting in theories of social stratification which divide society horizontally in inequal high-level and low-level components (Saunders, 2006). According to Pierre Bourdieu (2018), each of these different units possess three different types of capital: economic capital (income and wealth), cultural capital (the potential to evolve in terms of education, family background, occupation), and the social capital (contacts and connections allowing people to expand their network and profit from it). Bourdieu stresses that in the social stratification, these three capitals are owned by each class but to very different degrees and intensities what will determine their ranking in the society. It is worth noting that the principal of meritocracy is a social stratification system which is therefore directly associated to social inequalities. 
The other perspective on social mobility is focused on income groups. A research project conducted in the United States in 2013 on social mobility and the role of education exposes the idea that the rise in inequalities decelerate social mobility for the less privileged (Greenstone et al., 2013). That same study came to the conclusion that over the past decades, family income of a third of American children have dropped, low social mobility can be observed in countries with high income inequality and in the United States, upward social mobility is limited as “ in fact, a child’s family income plays a dominant role in determining his or her future income, and those who start out poor are likely to remain poor” (Greenstone et al., 2013). 
The third outlook on social mobility is through a social structure lens “based upon the quality of participation in the labour market” (Nunn et al., 2007). This view promotes the idea that high inequality and mobility could be a good thing as long as enough resources and incentives are built into the social structure to enable access to high value jobs. This point of view may contribute to explain why regardless of the social inequalities, so many people still believe in social mobility hence, in meritocracy. The several factors influencing upward or downward, the complex concept of social mobility are presented by Nunn et al. (2017): social capital (decline of the traditional working-class’s social capital and increase of the middle-class upward mobility thanks to a larger social network), cultural capital (confers children from middle-class families increasing potential to move up the social ranking), early years influences (early exposure to positive experiences produce rooted habits developments rigid to change, even through education), education (the most important factor of social mobility but many families struggle to take advantage of its opportunities), employment and labour market experiences (unemployment and low-paid job target the most disadvantaged groups who face a higher chance for downward social mobility), health and well-being (social and environmental status influence this factor), area-based influences (socio-economic disadvantage paired with confined environmental issues - such as housing, access to new technologies, transport - often lean to negative social mobility). “We are a society of unequals: not just in terms of the money we earn, but the wealth we own, the attitude we have, and the political beliefs we hold” (Major et al., 2018). In spite of appearances, in many societies, social mobility seems to be bounded and rigidly stratified making it particularly challenging to aspire for upward socio-economic status and triggering both inter-generational and absolute mobility (Nunn et al., 2007).
The perpetuation and continuation of unequal economic and social conditions over generations is what can be referred to the reproduction of social inequalities. According to Bourdieu’s theory of social reproduction from the late 70s, the education system which is structured by the higher social classes, is a significant contributor to the reproduction of cultural and social inequalities and is therefore, an important player in “the perpetuation of social order” (Bourdieu, 2018), where transmission and inculcation of knowledge is “closer to the dominant culture” (Bourdieu, 2018), associating the notion of cultural inequalities to inequalities in social class. Tzanakis (2011) challenges Bourdieu’s qualitative theory of social reproduction with a critic review through a quantitative paradigm approach, where he profoundly questions the role of teachers as vectors of “the dominant cultural capital” (Tzanakis, 2011) arguing that cultural capital is defined not exclusively by social classes -in-group- but it is also formed through human interactions -out-groups- (Tzanakis, 2011). A recent quantitative study conducted in Québec, Canada in the year 2019 (although known for belonging to the few countries globally where social mobility is the most accessible, regardless the social class), strengthens Bourdieu’s position arguing that the social reproduction of inequalities is perpetuated in education (Kamanzi, 2019). The author supports this theory by demonstrating that significant disparities based on social origins hinders accessibility to education, the performance inequalities of students is correlated with the inter- and intra-institutional stratification and therefore “the education market serves as an instrument of segregation that allows middle and upper- class families to preserve their privileges” (Kamanzi, 2019). Although he shares Bourdieu's point of view, Kamanzi (2019) exposes the limitations of his research by turning to the logic of Tzanakis (2011) and inviting the research body to explore further “ the effect of interactions among students, between students and school staff (e.g., teachers or guidance counsellors)” (Kamanzi, 2019).  
It should be noted that the structure change of the family cannot be ignored in the understanding of inequality reproduction in the past decades, which participates in the surge of racial, income and gender - single motherhood- inequalities (McLanahan, 2008). 
It is necessary to recognize that the reproduction of social inequalities naturally invites itself into the workplace. An integrative review of the literature (Amis et al., 2020) found that the reproduction of inequality within the organizations feeds the myth of meritocracy and is driven by five factors which are : hiring process (evaluation based on cultural similarities, recruitment tools and instruments, informal network), role of allocation (organizational demands and tasks assignment), promotion (mentoring, sozialisation and informal network), compensation (remuneration structure and exploitation, discrimination practices), structuring (organization structure reinforcing particular ways of being, hierarchies and bureaucracies). The study shows that cultural ideas on efficiency, positive globalization and meritocracy are protected misbeliefs about how organizations should operate and therefore, contribute to the reproduction of social inequalities (Amis et al., 2020). 
It must be pointed out that there are also environment factors responsible for the perpetuation of social reproduction of inequalities. The connection between social and physical mobility is one of them and should be addressed in terms of infrastructure accessibility (Camarero et al, 2019), housing obtainability both geographically and for the decentness of their standard (Filandri et al., 2022), digital literacy and access to the information and communication technologies (Kvasny, 2016), health accessibility (“The mother's social status has a direct effect on the health of her offspring” (Jusot et al., 2010)), thanks to the change of structure conditions paired with the active involvement of individuals in the participation of the enhancement of their own state of health (Abel et al., 2012). 
In this regard, a 2022 study confirms these findings. A data analysis of a recent Demographic and Health Surveys (2010-2018) covering different region of the world (the African continent, Central Asia, Southern Asia, South America, Southern Europe and Oceania) tells us that "individual-level and neighborhood-level factors were associated with a high prevalence of under-5 deaths among poor households" (Fagbamigbe et al., 2022) and that "interventions in countries should focus on reducing the gap between the poor and the rich as well as improve the education and livelihood of disadvantaged people" (Fagbamigbe et al., 2022).

Lastly, it has also been proven that social class stereotypes (Durante et al., 2017), cultural biases (Childress et al., 2019) and biased self-perception (Loughnan et al., 2011) can play a major role in the ongoing of social inequalities.  
The theory of intersectionality is particularly relevant while talking about social inequalities and the reproduction of these inequalities because, as a general rule, it is the accumulation and overlapping of various factors of inequality that contributes to perpetuating these social gaps. Recognizing the importance of intersectionality helps to better understand how these inequalities manifest themselves by going beyond the plainly socio-economic aspect and by enveloping the multiple layers constituting disadvantages and privileges, such as gender, race, ethnicity or migratory phenomena (Gkiouleka et al., 2018).
Research is unequivocal on this matter: intergenerational mobility is very limited and greatly depends on the social status of our parents, especially when it comes to their wealth, income and education (Fox et al., 2016). The idea of meritocracy is ubiquitously believed as a mean to attain upward social mobility, solely based on rewarded merit or abilities. In all but name, meritocracy and social mobility can as a matter of fact, emphasize and reproduce social inequalities instead of diminishing them. A plausible explanation of that paradox is that merit-based systems are more often than not determined by structural inequalities, such as discrimination and bias or by inexorable factors (of an environmental, cognitive, cultural, or parental background nature). For instance, marginalized individuals may encounter obstacles to accessing proper education, essential for exposing merit such as networking opportunities, extra-curricular activities or the right connection leading to an internship. In other words, having the potential to outdo may be made impossible because of systemic barriers. Admitting that people from disadvantaged groups are nevertheless able to show their merit, the latter are likely to encounter discrimination in the workplace or in other spheres of the society. One clear example from the literature is curriculum vitae with non-black-sounding names being more likely to receive callbacks from recruiters, albeit the credentials of the candidates are equal to those with black-sounding names (Shin et al., 2016). Furthermore, systems based on merit are frequently culturally bias: there is no universal meaning and recognition of merit as some societies will assess favorably community-building and collaboration traits over being individualist and having lofty ambitions, and vice versa. Therefore, those expressing their abilities in different manners may not blend into the ruling cultural representation of merit. To sum up, the root causes of social inequalities - which are numerous and relatively complex - must be addressed in order to enable more equal opportunities for all and eventually end the repeating pattern of social reproduction of inequality. 
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