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Abstract. This article explores the social meaning of inequality in the context of
modern capitalist societies, especially since the crisis of the welfare state and the
rise of neoliberalism. It is argued that inequality cannot be understood solely on
the basis of material indicators such as income or wealth, but responds to forms
of symbolic domination that are perpetuated by binarized social narratives such
as inclusion/exclusion. From a theoretical and qualitative approach, three main
forms of inequality are analyzed: by position, by merit and multiple inequality.
The paper draws on critical and cultural sociology to demonstrate that these forms
of inequality not only erode collective solidarity, but also lead to a destructuring
of the social fabric. In particular, it examines how the neoliberal model
transforms collective responsibility into individual responsibility, generating new
forms of conflict and symbolic and material violence.

Keywords: School dropout, digital public policy, digital literacy, digital
emotions.

1 Introduction

Social inequality has been a central concern in the social sciences because of its
capacity to reflect the limits of social integration. It has traditionally been studied
through quantitative indicators such as income, access to services and social mobility.
However, these approaches do not fully explain the structural and symbolic dynamics
that perpetuate exclusion. The present research aims to examine how the meaning of
social inequality is reconfigured in the context of the weakening of the social state, with
emphasis on contemporary forms of fragmentation and collective violence. The
problem is articulated around the persistence of symbolic mechanisms that legitimize
inequality through values such as merit or individual effort, which favors certain social
groups. In this sense, authors such as Tilly and Dubet have pointed out that inequality
not only organizes material distribution, but also sustains symbolic naming systems,
consolidating privileges and justifying exclusions [1], [2].

One of the indicators most commonly used to address this problem is income, which
shapes purchasing power and, consequently, people's well-being or standard of living.
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This is affected by phenomena such as inflation or health crises. To measure its effects,
tools such as the Gini coefficient are used [3], [4]. However, as Cortés notes warns, the
debate on poverty in Mexico has been centered on its measurement, which has gener-
ated disparities between the results of different institutions and academics. Cortés iden-
tifies two predominant methods: the poverty line, based on the cost of a basic food
basket, and unsatisfied basic needs, which considers deprivations such as health, edu-
cation, housing and basic services [5].

From a binary perspective of privilege/privation, this inequality manifests itself in a
more complex way when considering the social conditions that influence individual
decisions. According to Mora and De Oliveira (2022), these decisions are determined
by factors such as gender, ethnicity, occupation, education, religious beliefs, family
heritage and life experiences. Thus, personal trajectories are structurally conditioned,
limiting or expanding access to opportunities. Inequality cannot be reduced solely to
the inclusion/exclusion dichotomy. There are multiple forms of social differentiation
linked to age, gender, race, religion or ethnicity, which cohere interests, hierarchize
social positions and legitimize forms of authority. However, these same processes can
provoke social fractures and conflicts, weakening the bonds of solidarity [6].

Solidarity, understood as a mechanism for integration, faces limitations when insti-
tutions lose legitimacy or become agents of exclusion. In such contexts, forms of struc-
tural and collective violence emerge as a result of the deterioration of the social fabric.
Wilkinson and Pickett (2019) point out that increasing inequality deteriorates commu-
nity life and interpersonal trust, increasing stress, isolation and substance use [7]. In
this framework, a fundamental question arises: is collective violence a consequence of
changes in the organization of social inequality, or does it respond to a transformation
of the values and beliefs that have historically guided collective action? This chapter
does not attempt to elaborate an exhaustive theory on the relationship between inequal-
ity and violence, but rather to reconstruct its social meaning, considering theoretical
interpretations of the ways in which inequality traverses and shapes collective action
[7].

In particular, we will analyze expressions of violence linked to community forms of
armed organization that, under a punitive approach, seek to exercise justice in the face
of the weakness of the State. These phenomena, observed in Mexico since the late twen-
tieth century, reflect an alternative social order that departs from traditional institutional
norms and questions the legitimacy of conventional social categories [5] [7]. In sum,
this analysis proposes to rethink social inequality beyond inclusion or exclusion, rec-
ognizing its capacity to articulate conflicts, erode solidarity and transform forms of col-
lective action. In doing so, it seeks to understand not only its material consequences,
but also its symbolic and cultural implications in the configuration of the contemporary
social order [6].

2 Brief theoretical account of social inequality

In the construction of an interpretation of social inequality, it is pertinent to resort to
the notion of the ideal type, whose usefulness lies in allowing a typology that helps to
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understand its different manifestations. From a general perspective, inequality can be
classified into three main forms: inequality by dominant positions in the labor society;
inequality by merit, associated with the dominance of technical-administrative
knowledge; and, finally, multiplied and diverse inequality, influenced by cultural dy-
namics, values and beliefs that transcend the group level and can foster particular forms
of solidarity oriented towards principles such as equality or freedom.

It is necessary to clarify that the ideal type is a methodological resource that arises
from the human capacity to reconstruct reality through theoretical imagination. Its ob-
jective is to ask whether the facts could have followed different trajectories and, there-
fore, have produced different results. Thus, it allows to elaborate explanations through
probabilistic causal imputations that open a range of meanings and interpretations trans-
formed into meanings of social action, expressed or not by the subjects involved [6]
[7].

The reconstruction of social inequality based on labor positions is historically linked
to wage labor protected by the welfare state in developed capitalist societies. These
positions did not generate large wage gaps and were organized around social rights,
also known as social protections, guaranteed by the state. For its part, merit-based ine-
quality emerged after the crisis of the labor society model [3]. In a neoliberal context
marked by job insecurity and the reduction of social protections, advantages began to
be interpreted as the result of individual competencies, skills and personal knowledge.
This implied a progressive devaluation of the collective and weakened the links with
institutions such as unions, family or school, promoting a more individualized vision
of social responsibility [2].

In contrast, multiplied inequality responds to forms of social organization structured
around identity characteristics such as age, gender, religion, race, sexual preferences or
lifestyles. This approach argues that inequality does not refer to a universal condition,
but to individual or group particularisms. Collective action derived from these condi-
tions vindicates specific demands that fragment the social fabric, giving rise to a new
configuration explained by the diversity of social logics [8]. In many cases, these de-
mands lack projection beyond the limits imposed by the individual or group itself. An-
alyzing certain historical facts from these typologies of social inequality allows us to
understand social preferences within fragmented societies or societies structured as ar-
chipelagos. In these societies, legality is limited by a widespread economic informality,
which becomes a survival strategy for vulnerable or impoverished sectors [2] [9].

As a consequence, individualized experiences of social inequality have lacked effec-
tive political representation. This has hindered the institutional construction of an ideal
of equality, while favoring the expansion of negative visions of marginalized groups
such as the poor, migrants, homosexuals or Muslims [8]. Anger and indignation, trans-
formed into individual experiences as a product of multiplied social inequality, can
hardly be overcome in the absence of institutional and social controls. In particular, the
lack of regulation against the excesses of the elites and the concentration of wealth has
strengthened attitudes of disenchantment, favoring political expressions such as popu-
lism, demagogy or generalized social distrust [2] [8] [10].

Ultimately, to speak of the meaning of social inequality implies understanding it as
a phenomenon linked to agency, that is, to the capacity of subjects to act and transform
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their environment. Although for some theoretical approaches action cannot be ex-
plained without reference to structure, understood as organization or system, this also
requires social action for its reproduction or transformation. Inequality, therefore, is not
only perpetuated by the structure, but also by the collective practices that sustain it or,
at certain junctures, can drive it towards change [11].

3 Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative methodology focused on the theoretical reconstruction
of the meaning of social inequality based on documentary analysis. The hermeneutic
method allows us to interpret the social and political discourses that legitimize or criti-
cize inequality, identifying the meanings and values underlying these narratives. We-
ber's proposals on the “ideal type” are taken up again as a tool for constructing inter-
pretative models that help to understand complex social processes [12]. The article is
based on a selection of key works in contemporary sociology [13] [18] which have
analyzed the role of institutions, collective action, the welfare state and the neoliberal
model in shaping inequality. This methodology allows us to identify three main forms
of inequality: positional, merit-based and multiple, which will be discussed in the fol-
lowing section based on their empirical and theoretical relevance.

The construction of the analytical categories is based on an abductive strategy, where
the theory guides the empirical interpretation, but is also reworked from the analysis of
the selected texts. The corpus of analysis is composed of a selection of key theoretical
works of contemporary sociology, whose contribution has been fundamental to the
study of social inequality. The authors examined include Frangois Dubet [13], Robert
Castel [14], Pierre Bourdieu [15], Charles Tilly [2], Christian Laval [16] and Pierre
Dardot [16]. The criterion for inclusion was their contribution to the understanding of
issues such as social structure, collective action, the role of the state, welfare policies,
and the impact of neoliberalism on the current configuration of inequalities. Three main
categories of inequality were generated a) Inequality by positions, merits and multiple,
which are not mutually exclusive, but as ideal types that allow the identification of
patterns, tensions and continuities in the process of social structuring.

4 Results

The results of this analysis identify three major forms of inequality. Inequality by po-
sitions corresponds to the model of the labor society, in which differences were articu-
lated to productive tasks and were moderated by social rights and welfare state policies.
This form allowed for a certain institutional solidarity, albeit limited. Inequality based
on merit emerged with the neoliberal model, which promotes individual competition
and makes the individual responsible for his or her success or failure, dismantling col-
lective protection mechanisms. Finally, multiple inequality integrates factors of gender,
race, ethnicity, sexual orientation and others, which configure particular situations of
exclusion. Together, these forms have weakened the bonds of solidarity, promoted in-
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dividualistic narratives and generated conditions of structural violence [13] [17]. Insti-
tutionalism, once a guarantor of integration, is now presented as an instrument of sym-
bolic control, while collective action is reduced to fragmented expressions of resistance
or exclusion [18].

These approaches support the hermeneutic method, allowing the identification and
systematization of three main forms of social inequality, constructed as ideal types in
dialogue with the theoretical frameworks of authors such as Dubet, Castel, Bourdieu
[20][8], among others. The positional, merit-based and fragmented forms of inequality
are neither exclusive nor sequential, but coexist and intertwine in the contemporary
context. Together, they have contributed to the weakening of social solidarity, the pro-
motion of individualistic narratives and the emergence of forms of structural violence.
Likewise, a transformation of the institutional role can be observed: from a guarantor
of social integration to an instrument of symbolic control and exclusion, while collec-
tive action tends to be expressed in a fragmented manner, without structuring capacity.

5 Conclusions

Theoretical narratives, from a conceptual point of view, are useful at the moment of
creating arguments to interpret some social fact, which appears as a result of a process
of change in the organizational principles described through the so-called social inte-
gration, whose meaning refers to the relationships, fabric, links or ties, which not only
keep individuals together, but that make possible the birth of solidarity, which would
only find its meaning in values and beliefs, which transcend individual wills, however,
they exist as a collective conscience, reactivated in moments where behaviors leave the
individual to become a union, not as a sum of parts, but as a collective action. And one
may ask: Is this type of collective action becoming extinct? That is, have the values and
beliefs in equality and social justice been displaced from the common repertoire to be
replaced by personalized merits and sustained by the knowledge necessary in the new
model of capital accumulation? The answers are not simple nor is it convenient, there-
fore, to use the yes or no, however, what is attempted in this article is only to narrate
how a type of solidarity derived in the birth of a relationship established between wage
labor and social protections, known as social rights, guaranteed by the State, where the
idea of equality by the social positions occupied, was supported by the belief that the
contradiction between formal equality and economic inequality had lost relevance be-
cause the welfare state had been consolidated.

This was not entirely true because this unresolved contradiction in developed capi-
talist societies did not disappear despite the introduction of a new discursive narrative
that described only one type of social inequality, but that based on knowledge and com-
petencies, that is, on merit, where the description of equality was reduced to a situation
of competition, which depended more on each individual or person. Then, the idea of
social inclusion or integration, i.e. solidarity, was displaced by the individual's capacity
linked to commodification, in other words, to his contribution to the process of value
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creation in the capitalist production processes through his knowledge developed to ful-
fill his personal goals as responsibilities, measured as successes or failures, without
blaming economic dynamics or state regulation.

Social inequality as a problem was displaced from the state or governmental agenda
to move to individuals, who have narrated it as part of a meritocracy, and which has
legitimized the almost exclusive access to the main social advantages for privileged
groups.

The above is part of a new situation characterized, from a general point of view, by
the end of the beliefs or fictions that the legal norm and public policies functioned as
controls or barriers to protect lives and assets of vulnerable social groups, whose final
process has turned them into subjects at risk of suffering all kinds of violence that is
not necessarily the result of their marginalization or exclusion, in other words, they
were excluded to be the preferred targets of those who exercise punishment when they
have been classified as dangerous to the functioning of a hierarchical and exclusionary
system.
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