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Abstract

Inequality is a central theme in sociology, shaping opportunities, life chances, and social relations across
societies. This article examines the structural dimensions of inequality through the intersecting lenses of
class, race, gender, and power. Drawing on classical and contemporary sociological theories, it highlights
how economic stratification, racial hierarchies, and gendered norms perpetuate disparities in wealth,
education, health, and political representation. The article further explores how power structures
legitimize inequality and how social movements challenge these hierarchies. It concludes by emphasizing
the importance of intersectional approaches to understanding inequality and addressing its root causes
in pursuit of social justice.

Introduction

Inequality is not merely an economic condition but a deeply embedded social reality. From Karl Marx’s
critique of capitalist exploitation to contemporary analyses of structural racism and gender inequality,
sociologists have sought to explain how and why disparities persist. In the 21st century, widening global
inequality has intensified debates about fairness, mobility, and justice. Class, race, and gender remain
fundamental axes of inequality, shaping how power is distributed and exercised.

Class and Economic Inequality
Class remains one of the most significant determinants of life chances.
« Marxist Perspectives: Marx (1867/1976) argued that inequality arises from capitalist exploitation,
where the bourgeoisie control the means of production and the proletariat sell their labor.
o Weberian Approaches: Weber (1922/1978) added that class is not only about economic
resources but also about status and power.
o Contemporary Patterns: Globalization and neoliberalism have widened gaps between the
wealthy elite and the working poor (Piketty, 2014). Access to education, healthcare, and housing
increasingly reflects class privilege, limiting mobility for marginalized groups.

Race and Racial Inequality
Race is a socially constructed category with real consequences for inequality.
o Systemic Racism: Structural barriers embedded in law, housing, policing, and employment
reproduce racial disparities (Bonilla-Silva, 2018).
« Historical Legacies: Slavery, colonialism, and segregation created enduring inequalities that
persist across generations.
o Contemporary Dynamics: Racial minorities often face disproportionate incarceration rates,
employment discrimination, and health disparities. Global migration patterns also complicate
racial hierarchies, blending local and international dimensions of inequality.

Gender and Gendered Inequality
Gender shapes opportunities and constraints across social institutions.

 Patriarchy: Historically, patriarchal systems privileged men in political, economic, and domestic
spheres (Walby, 1990).

o Feminist Perspectives: Feminist scholars argue that inequality is sustained by cultural norms,
workplace discrimination, and unpaid reproductive labor (Fraser, 2013).

o Contemporary Struggles: While women’s participation in education and the workforce has
expanded, wage gaps, underrepresentation in leadership, and gender-based violence persist.
Emerging debates on non-binary and transgender identities further challenge traditional gender
norms.
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Power and the Legitimation of Inequality
Inequality is sustained not only by material disparities but also by the ways in which power structures
legitimize and normalize hierarchies.
o Hegemony: Gramsci (1971) emphasized that ruling classes maintain dominance through cultural
and ideological means.
 Disciplinary Power: Foucault (1977) showed how institutions regulate behavior and reproduce
inequality through surveillance and normalization.
 Intersectionality: Crenshaw (1989) highlighted how class, race, and gender intersect, creating
unique forms of disadvantage for marginalized groups.

Resistance and Social Movements

Despite entrenched inequalities, social movements have historically challenged power structures. Civil
rights movements, feminist campaigns, labor unions, and contemporary struggles like Black Lives Matter
and #MeToo demonstrate the capacity of collective action to disrupt hierarchies and demand justice.
These movements often combine intersectional perspectives, recognizing that inequality cannot be
addressed in isolation.

Conclusion

The sociology of inequality reveals how class, race, gender, and power intersect to shape social
hierarchies. These dimensions are not separate but mutually reinforcing, producing complex patterns of
privilege and disadvantage. Addressing inequality requires systemic change that tackles both material
disparities and cultural legitimations. Intersectional approaches are essential to understanding these
dynamics and to developing strategies that advance equity and justice in a rapidly changing world.
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