The Social Construction of Inequality

In your last topic, you learned about two different theoretical perspectives through which sociologist examine social life. Of course there are more than just two angles on how to understand what is going on in society. In this chapter, we will examine yet another perspective – the “social constructionist” perspective. It is very important that you fully grasp the idea, because, as you have probably noticed from the tile of your reader, most of the articles you will be reading for the rest of the semester will be based in this perspective. 

For those of you who have taken an introductory sociology class this may sound familiar, but if it doesn't don't worry. I will try to break it down so that everybody fully understands. The social constructionist perspective is basically an understanding that everything we know (all our opinions, values, beliefs, and of course the actions we take based on those beliefs and opinions) have very little to do with the way things actually are (objective reality), but has a lot more to do with way our culture (cultures vary and so do beliefs and values) says that that is the way it is. 

Remember, we already discussed beliefs in your introduction to the sociological perspective, and we realized that rarely do we question those beliefs. For us, that is the way things are – we treat what our culture tells us things are as objective reality, or as the way things “naturally” are. But you already know that there is very little about what human beings do that is “natural” - in the sense of us being hardwired into it. If you look around the world in other cultures, not only do they do things very differently than we do, believe in different things, and have different opinions, but they too believe that that is the way things “naturally” are, and of course they set up their society accordingly. For example, in rural India, a woman is culturally understood as not being a human being in her own right, but always only as existing in relation (part of) to a man, whether it be her father or a husband. Based on this cultural perspective, women enjoy no independence; they are understood as incapable of existing on their own. (By the way this isn't all that different from the way European, and North American women were treated up until the early 20th century).  So of course if women are “naturally” not complete human beings, the idea of women’s equality or independence is inconceivable, which is why Indian women enjoy the status of a second-class citizen.  In contrast, women in this society have been granted an independent status (not that long ago), they are treated as human beings (not as incomplete humans, or child like dependents), and therefore the idea that women can have careers, raise children on their own, and have their opinions respected becomes common sense – the way things “naturally” are. 

So with these two contrasting “natural” attributes of women, which is the real “nature” of women, and which is the fake? This is precisely the wrong question to ask, because the answer is: neither or both. What neither one of the examples represents is the “nature of things”, because obviously we see great variability in opinion across cultures. But of course both are treated as “natural” by each society. The point here is that all values (right/wrong, valuable/worthless, good/evil, etc.) are not a reflection of how things really (naturally) are, rather they are all mere constructs different societies, and different cultures came up with at some point in time. The fact that these values change over time is another testimony to the fact that they are just something people came up with. For example, cocaine use is considered a bad thing, in fact it's illegal. That has not always been the case, however.  Cocaine figured quite prominently in many country remedies in the past, and country doctors prescribes their cocaine laden potions liberally for all sorts of ailments (it obviously worked, if only temporarily). So we can safely say that there is nothing inherently bad/evil/illegal about cocaine, it only depends on the perspective the culture/society takes on it whether it will be the worst thing ever, or a panacea for all maladies. Whether something is good, or bad, therefore is just a matter of a perspective. In other words, all values are cultural constructs. 

We should see everything in society as socially constructed, because it is. Nothing we perceive around us comes to us in its natural state (objective reality) it is always colored by the value our culture has attributed to it. In other words, we don't see the color red, for example, as signifying danger, caution, stop, anger, passion, because these are the natural properties of the color red, but only because our culture has attached those properties to the color. If those attributes were somehow natural to the color red, all cultures of the world would have to see it as such. But that is not the case. In India, for example, red is the color of the wedding dress... hardly something we would consider appropriate. Green for us means fertility, nature, envy or money. What about cultures where they don't use the Dollar, but different colorful bills. They will certainly not see green as money. In some parts of Africa, green is the color of disease, which may be a bit difficult for us to see. Again, the values of colors and all other things we perceive around us are attributed to by our society. Everything we see, we see through our social eyes, never objectively – the way it really exists, which is without value! 

Having understood all this, we are finally getting to the point your book is making, and that is that human beings also like to attribute value to people, different groups of people are perceived differently through our cultural eyes. That in itself wouldn't be so bad if all the groups had positive attributes, we would then see no reason to treat some groups unequally. But as you know, that is just not the case. We group people all the time. We have groups like: tall and short people, urban and suburban, those who drive Japanese cars, and those who drive American. But we also have people who society deems as White, Black, Hispanic or Asian, poor and rich, smart and dumb. I'm sure you can detect the difference in these two groupings. The first one is not important, in has no significance on how we treat people – who cares if you are tall or short. The second though is different. These other groups carry a lot of weight in terms of how we are treated as members of these groups, because people have organized these as a hierarchy. As the book points out, there is a system of social stratification (or hierarchy) among many of the categories people put people into. 

This fact, as you will see later this semester has enormous consequences for inequality. Which is why we, as sociologists, will need to adopt a critical perspective (you already know what that is from your introduction) on inequality. We must always question these hierarchies; never take for granted as “natural” because, again, they are just a reflection of values society has attributed to different groups of people. Therefore, we will never assume that gender inequality is the way it is, because women are “naturally” submissive, not good leaders, nurturing ... and there is nothing you can do about it. In fact there are societies in the world where our “natural “gender roles are completely reversed – the men are nurturing, submissive even coquettish, while the women are in charge. We will always question race inequality, as something definitely not natural, but something that serves the purposes of some groups. Therefore “Mexicans aren't lazy”, they are only portrayed as lazy so that people do not feel bad about mistreating immigrant workers who are getting paid sub-minimum wages under horrendous working conditions. The point is, we must always question inequality as something that is not inherent or inevitable, but something that is constructed by society and maintained by its cultural beliefs. 
