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Abstract
No society is without social divisions. Divisions in a society form based on race, sex, ethnicity,

nationality, religion, and similar other social identities that people share in common. As a human, one

is inevitably associated with a membership of certain social groups that have a significant part in

shaping their roles, values, norms, beliefs, and ideologies (Livesey, 2014). But does belonging to a

social group affect an individual’s economic opportunities, independence, and development? The

different strata of the population faces divisions in different ways and while curating them may be

subjective we limit the paper into secondary information and categorization relevant to economics

and economies of division To answer the question of division, all the stakeholders must be considered

and this papers makes no recommendation but instead presents a mirror to the face of South Asian (as

well as Nepalese context) in comparison with the rest of the world. This paper delves into various

social divisions in society and their relationship with the economy.
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Economic and Social Divisions
The millennials are 10 times poorer than the boomers despite being the largest generation workforce
in the USA. (Hoffower, 2020). The 2020 data from the Federal Reserve revealed that baby boomers
control over 53% of the country’s wealth as compared to the millennials who control only 4.6%.
Similarly, according to the International Labor Organization (2018), the global labor force
participation rate for women is almost 49% compared to men which stands at 75%. UN Women, 2020
suggests that men are more likely to participate in labor markets than women in almost every country
in the world. Furthermore, while people from Azerbaijan have the least income inequality, the ones
from South Africa have the highest (World Population Review, 2021). All these facts point out one
thing in common: belonging to a certain social group has the chance of affecting an individual’s
economic position.

Divisions experienced can be categorized in the following different subheadings and perspectives:

1.1. Sex and economy
There are differences in economic opportunities for males and females. In 2020, 21.7% of women
indulged in unpaid care on a full-time basis compared to 1.5% of men and moreover, women spend 4
hours and 22 minutes per day in unpaid labor compared to only 2 hours and 15 minutes for men
globally. (Catalyst Inc., 2021). However, during the 1990s, the UN Systems of National Accounts
asserted that “primary production and the consumption of their own produce by non-primary
producers is of little or no importance.” This excludes the work of non-primary producers:
housewives, mothers who are raising children, doing laundry, and other works that women do in an
unpaid capacity. Quite ironic how the origin of the word “economy” can be traced back to the Greek
word ‘Oikonomia,’ which literally translates to ‘household management!’ UN Women (2020)
estimates that if monetary value is assigned for women’s unpaid work, it would constitute between
10%-39% of GDP. But, the National Income Accounting of almost all the countries prioritizes
everything that goes through the marketplace and nothing that is an exception to it. Waring (1994) in
this regard claims that “It is obvious that people who are visible as contributors to the economy are
the people who will be visible when policies are made.” This curbs the opportunities for women to be
counted as significant contributors to the country’s economic development in the first place.

Similarly, many Marxists also claim that women are often treated as a ‘reserve army of labor.’ By
this, they mean that women are allowed in the workspace only when there is a shortage of men labor
and pushed back into getting confined to household chores when there is a surplus (Bruegel, 1979).
Consequently, the ‘reserve status’ allows the marketplace to maintain poor working conditions, sexual
discrimination, and low wages for women. Many feminists blame the patriarchal society for such
conditions, claiming that even though lots of women willingly perform a role as a housewife, the
patriarchal society imposes the connection of femininity with domestic labor, forcing them to get
confined into household chores. This could also be one of the contributing factors for the global
participation of women in the labor force to stand at only 38.8% (Catalyst Inc., 2021). ILO (2018)
also confirmed that upon asking women around the world if they prefer to care for families, to work
in paid jobs, or do both, 70% of them prefer to work in paid jobs regardless of their employment
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status. Moreover, according to Livesey (2014), “female family roles and responsibilities allow men to
exercise economic power through ‘free’ family services paid for by women’s domestic labor.”

On the other hand, amongst the women working in the marketplace, the prevalence of “glass ceiling”
is also said to create an invisible barrier to prevent women from being promoted to higher managerial
and executive-level positions, perpetuated through accepted norms of male domination and implicit
biases in organizations rather than corporate policies itself exclusively. (Kagan, 2021) The glass
ceiling is often manifested by labeling women incompetent than their male counterparts especially in
terms of making strong business decisions (Kagan, 2021). Furthermore, Reiners (2021) claims that
“But it’s not just how women are treated, it’s also how they’re viewed by peers and leaders. At
companies where women make up 10 percent of leadership and men 90 percent, half of the men
perceive women as being well-represented.” The sanctions on women’s economic position could also
be one of the contributing factors to why only 29% of the women were in senior management roles
globally as of 2019 (Catalyst Inc, 2021). This creates a huge barrier for women to advance their
economic opportunities.

Figure 1: Women in the workplace, 2021
(LeanIn.Org and McKinsey, 2021)

However, a psychologist, Peterson (2018) attributes the comparatively small number of women in
managerial and other higher executive-level positions with the ‘agreeable’ personality trait of women,
suggesting that the situation is a result of more of a natural process rather than entirely a social
construction. He asserts that even though on average men and women aren’t much different in terms
of their levels of agreeableness, they are very different if extremes are taken into consideration i.e. all
of the most agreeable people are women and the most disagreeable ones are men. Jarrett (2016) also
reveals that upon asking 17,000 women from 55 cultures, they scored themselves higher on not only
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agreeableness but also on warmth and gregariousness aspects of ‘extraversion’ personality trait. In
this regard, as Peterson (2018) suggests, agreeableness being associated with empathy,
cooperativeness, and obedience, the downside of this for women in the workplace is that they become
somewhat non-confrontational to ask for pay-rise or promotions.

On the brighter side, some of the global efforts are being made to provide women with economic
opportunities. The Beijing Platform for Action (1995), the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) (1979), which directly advocates for creating safe
working spaces for women and advancing their participation in economic development are ratified by
189 countries. According to OECD (n.d.), as a result of adherence to such commitments, amongst the
Official Development Assistance (ODA) for developing countries in 2019 that reached USD 153
billion, USD 53 billion on an average was allotted for enhancing gender equality.

Figure 2: Aid towards gender equality in productive and economic sectors
(OECD, 2019)

In this line, according to the World Economic Forum’s Gender Gap Report, 2020, though no country
has fully reached gender parity, the gap is significantly declining. It reveals that based on the
population-weighted average, the Global Gender Gap score stands at 68.6%, meaning the remaining
gap now is only 31.4%. This depicts that though women around the world face significant challenges
to participate in the economy, their economic status, in general, is on the rise.
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1.2. Class and economy
Socio-economic class in the modern industrial society is generally divided into three categories: upper
class also known as the wealthy class that owns and controls the modes of production; a middle class
that has average social, economic, and cultural standing; and lower class who rely on low-paying jobs
and have the lowest economic rank mostly due to low income. This stratification based on
socio-economic position reflects the unequal access to power, rights, and most importantly, resources
in society. The root of the division of economic class lies in Marxism where Marx and Engels (1848)
in theorizing how society operates mentioned that capitalism economic structure consistently provides
the opportunity for ‘bourgeoisie’ or upper class to maintain their status quo, barely making them
economically deprived as opposed to the ‘proletariat’ or working class who are always economically
depended on the upper class for economic opportunists. Similarly, for Marx and Engels (1848), the
middle class are the “petite bourgeoisie” as though they do not fully own the modes of production,
they have the ownership of small businesses. According to Cole (2019), however, the contemporary
meaning of the middle class is more inclined towards the ‘upper end of the working class.’

To theorize how the status quo of various socio-economic strata is cemented in terms of getting
economic opportunities the Marxist, Althusser (1972) states that the ones up in the hierarchy have
more power and control over state apparatuses like media, government, education curriculum, and so
on which work in their favor. Frankenfield (2021) for instance reveals that Pharmaceuticals Research
and Manufacturers in the USA over the past 23 years have spent USD 4.95 billion in lobbying the
government to work in their favor; Pfizer alone spent USD 10.9 million in 2020 amid the global
pandemic for its own benefit. This loophole of capitalism caters to the profitable big businesses as
opposed to the average citizens. Similarly, Bourdieu (1986) suggests that the upper class have the
advantage of ‘social capital’ i.e. trust, mutual understandings, and shared values that creates a bond
and cooperation amongst wealthy families and ‘cultural capital’ i.e. the cultural background that
provides them advantages over others leading to economic advantages. Bourdieu (1986) himself takes
an example of education where wealthy parents heavily invest in their children’s education to give
them the head start and equip them with the required skills for an easy transition to the workplace.
This shows that when Willis (1977) said, “working-class kids get working-class jobs” to depict the
idea of class reproduction, his assessment was on the mark to a great extent.

In the contemporary context too, the ‘Matthew effect’ of accumulated advantage, i.e. “the rich get
richer and the poor get poorer” is relevant. The Economic Policy Institute (2020) maintains that “the
top 1% of people in the U.S. — whose mean income was nearly $738,000 in 2018 — have enjoyed
160% income growth, while wages for the bottom 90% have stagnated, rising just 26% over the same
40-year period since 1980.” The following figure depicts the differences in wages over the years.
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Figure 3: Cumulative percent change in real annual wages by wage groups, 1979-2019.
(Economic Policy Institute, 2020).

This situation is pertinent in the Asian context too. The former president of the Asian Development
Bank, Kuroda (2013) claimed that the wealthiest 1% of households account for almost 10% and the
top 5% account for more than 20% of total consumption in Asian countries. The situation has not
changed much years later. Forbes (2018) for instance revealed a startling fact that the country’s richest
man in Vietnam earns more than the poorest person earns in a decade. In Nepal’s case, Oxfam (2019)
asserts that the “income of the richest 10% here is more than three times higher than that of the
poorest 40%.” The following figure shows the income inequality in Nepal’s context.
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Figure 4: Share of income in Nepal by quintile
(CBS, 1996, 2004, 2011)

Nonetheless, there is also some evidence of upward social mobility for people belonging to the
working and middle-class. Prince (2021) suggests that everyone is getting rich as the opportunities for
everyone are increasing. He asserts, “Over the last 30 years, more than a billion people have come out
of extreme poverty. This means no matter how much we clamor that the rich get richer, data also
shows that the poor get richer, too.” He further suggests that in America, though the wealthiest people
have gotten richer by more than 150%, poor ones also got 32% richer. Similarly, despite France being
ranked as the country with the 4th highest living standard in the 18th century, almost 3 million of its
population beg for full-time and half of the population depended upon charities for living; on the
contrary, not only such extreme poverty has been eradicated by many developed countries today, its
citizens of all background have the privilege of leisure time (Guadiana, 2016).

Furthermore, the trickle-down theory also suggests that though economic growth is most likely the
result of an investment of people with the resources and skills, all members of the society benefit
from it, which is why many governments in the process of economic development give tax breaks or
even subsidies for already wealthy entrepreneurs. The way it is assumed to work is, as a result of
wealthy ones spending more, demand for goods and services is created in the economy and to meet
the demand, the business growth leads to more job creation for all the classes in the society. Though
there is no denying that wealthy sections are benefited to a larger

extent, as a result of economic opportunities created by the trickle-down effect, the standard of living
of the middle and working-class increases to some certain extent too (Kenton, 2021).

1.3. Age group and economy
Firstly, the Child Labor Convention ratified by all member states of ILO identifies forced child labor
as a violation of fundamental human rights; the general minimum age for admission to light work is
13, for hazardous work is 18 and 16 under certain strict conditions (International Labour
Organization, 2021). Therefore, children all over the world are theoretically not expected to
physically work to contribute to economic development. Nonetheless, in reality, according to ILO
(2020), more than 150 million children are performing forced child labor among whom 73 million are
involved in hazardous tasks. UNESCO (2021) reveals that the number of child labor has raised at an
alarming rate by 8.4 million in the last 4 years. According to International Labour Organization
(2021), while working in the labor market might provide them with financial independence, child
labor is often associated with more economic loss than benefit because it leads to the creation of
less-skilled human capital in the long run as a result of educational deprivation and other social
services coming as opportunity costs of child labor.

In general, working-age people (generally 15-64) are the driving forces of the economy. This means
people of working age have more financial freedom compared to other groups. Even among the
working group age, early earning ages tend to earn less as they are mostly enrolled in institutions of
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educational value, like universities or apprenticeships, or get involved roles in family businesses,
which means they tend to earn less during this transitional educational period. Afterward, working
adults tend to get promoted periodically to better-paying positions with accumulated experiences and
connections until their retirement (Livesey, 2014).

However, digging deeper, changing trends and disruptions at this status quo can be observed in an
alarming frequency. With the advancement in technology and tech-driven economy, payment scales
have tipped in favor of technically capable youth. Pew Research Center (2021) claims that this
worsens the economic inequality even among the same age group because “those who are highly
connected and the tech-savvy pull further ahead of those who have less access to digital tools and less
training or aptitude for exploiting them and as technological change eliminates some jobs.” Moreover,
the new markets and opportunities formed due to rapid technological advancement also leave the
older population behind. The following figure by Forbes (2017) also suggests that the ones involved
in the tech industries are highly paid than the others.

Figure 5: Top 10 highest paying industries in the USA (with median annual wages plus bonuses)

(Forbes, 2017)

But on the other hand, youth working in non-innovative fields have been forced to work on salaries
that have stagnated for decades and have a hard time making ends meet. Hoffower and Kiersz (2021)
assert that despite their job type, the working people 40-50 years ago could afford to purchase a house
on a few months to a year’s salary in general, but the average youth involved in corresponding jobs of
the current generation needs to pay the mortgage for decades for similar houses. Moreover, Johnson
(2021) believes that getting jobs has also been harder as the requirement of entry-level jobs has been
increased to college graduates by many industries putting strain on their economic opportunities and
financial independence.
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Just how children consume more than they produce, the same is true for the elderly population.
Regarding the old aged (generally 60+) population, numerous in both the developing and developed
countries rely on their savings, pensions, or government allowances. World Bank (2017) suggests that
the world’s older population who receive a pension stands at 68%. In this regard, International
Monetary Fund (2017) suggests that as the older population increase in a country, its GDP growth
slows down and the support cost rises, putting strain on the entire economic development of the
country. Nonetheless, despite some elderly continue to work to an advanced age, United Nations
(2018) mentions that “the capacity to work declines with age and the challenges brought about by
disability and ill-health are often compounded by discrimination against older persons in the labor
force.” This shows that while the elderly population does not have much exposure to economic
opportunities, most of them are financially supported through other welfare means like pensions and
in many countries around the world.

1.4. Ethnicity and economy
Culture and traditions that shape ethnological ideologies have huge implications when it comes to
economic performance and the type of approach they take towards various economic activities. To
take an example, Pew Research Center (2021) mentions that “As a whole, U.S. Jews are a relatively
high-income group, with roughly half saying their annual household income is at least $100,000 –
much higher than the percentage of all U.S. households at that level.” Muller (2010) attributes the
economic success of Jews with their culture that promotes universal adult literacy and secular forms
of education providing them more experience with commerce than most other groups. He further
suggests that “the tacit knowledge of buying, selling, and calculating advantage that was passed on in
families with ties to business helps explain why Jews tended to be better at it.” On the other hand,
according to Kids Count Data Center (2021), 39% of African-Americans and 33% of Latino aged
below 16 are living in poverty in the USA. In a similar manner, Pew Research Center (2016) claims
that “income inequality in the U.S. is highest among Asian Americans, as shown in the figure below.

13



Figure 6: Income inequality in the U.S. among different ethnicities

(Pew Research Center, 2016)

One of the reasons why belonging to an ethnic group may affect economic position is the stereotype
associated with the group itself. For example, in Nepal, Marwadi people, who hail from Rajasthan
India are considered business savvy. As a perceived stereotype, some people prefer doing business
with this group of people and some do not, without judging the merits on an individual scale,
believing even among this group of people, some merchants do good faith business while others may
conduct bad faith business practices. (Khemka, 2020) Similarly, there can also be some benefits to
ethnological belonging to certain groups, such as the case of Newars, who have historically been
merchant class in Nepalese society, to conduct their business have concentrated their settlements in
the market areas, which fetch large real estate value being located in the urban area today compared to
rural land, giving them the economic advantages to the significant extent.

On the other hand, businesses need to consider the ethnological makeup of the populous and adapt
their business in order to cater to local needs. Beef products are not sold in Nepal and India while
pork is banned in places like Pakistan, Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia, UAE, and other Middle Eastern
nations. Some ethnic groups may prefer tea over coffee and vice versa. Alcohol of various kinds
originates in various ethnic groups such as French, Scottish, and so on. Therefore, the priorities of
multiple ethnicities are also often taken into consideration in the process of providing them economic
opportunities.
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1.5. Nationality and economy

Countries that are developed, developing, and underdeveloped have different levels and types of
opportunities for their citizens and social safety nets respectively, which determine their economic
positions. With the Gini coefficient [ ] of 63%, South Africa is labeled as the country with the least1

income inequality in the world; here while 60% poorest hold just 7% of the wealth, the richest 10%
have access to 71% of the wealth. On the other hand, with the Gini coefficient of 24.6%, Slovenia has
the least income inequality in the world (World Population Review, 2021).

The following table shows the top 10 countries with the highest and lowest Gini coefficients in the
world according to the World Population Review (2021):

Countries with the highest Gini coefficients in the
world in percentage.

Countries with the lowest Gini coefficients in the
world in percentage.

Countries Gini Coefficients Countries Gini Coefficients

South Africa 63.0 Slovenia 24.6

Namibia 59.1 Czech Republic 25.0 (tie)

Suriname 57.9 Slovakia 25.0 (tie)

Zambia 57.1 Belarus 25.3

Sao Tome and Principe 56.3 Moldova 25.7

Central African Republic 56.2 United Arab Emirates 26.0

Eswatini 54.6 Iceland 26.1 (tie)

1 “Developed by Italian statistician Corrado Gini in 1912, the Gini coefficient ranges from 0 to 1, but is often
written as a percentage. To offer two hypothetical examples, if a nation were to have absolute income equality,
with every person earning the same amount, its Gini score would be 0 (0%). On the other hand, if one person
earned all the income in a nation and the rest earned zero, the Gini coefficient would be 1 (100%)” (World
Population Review, 2021).
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Mozambique 54.0 Azerbaijan 26.6 (tie)

Brazil 53.4 Ukraine 26.6

Belize 53.3 Belgium 27.2

Figure 7: Countries with highest and lowest Gini coefficients

(World Population Review, 2021)

From the table above, it can also be analyzed that 7 out of the top 10 with the least income disparities
are the Nordic and Central Eastern European countries. Many European nations provide free
education and health benefits to their citizens, meaning citizens can spend their money to experiment
and innovate to grow the economy rather than save just in case of injury or as a college fund for their
offspring's education. According to Berentsen et.al. This mobility of money in the market also has
aided in the economic development of these countries.

On the other hand, different nations endorse different economic systems which determine their
citizens’ economic positions. Though there is no rigid answer to whether democracy and economic
growth are co-related, it is generally believed that despite the economic output, the nations with
democratic systems provide the ones willing to compete in the market ample opportunities than the
ones with autocratic systems. However, the economic rise of China in the absence of democracy has
somewhat dismantled the notion that the economy can blossom only under democracy (United
Nations, 2021).

The nationality associated with the migrant workers in different countries also affects its economy. In
some of the countries, cultural assimilations and exchanges of ideas have taken place garnering
innovative ideas and giving rise to newer market opportunities. Abramitzky and Boustan (2016)
found that over a million immigrant children who entered into adulthood during the 1940s in the USA
were less likely to be unemployed. On the other hand, the prevalence of xenophobia and insecurities
in many countries for refugees and legal migrants has curbed their economic opportunities. In
Bangladesh, Rohingya refugees are seen by many Bangladeshis as a threat to their economic
opportunities and earnings as the Rohingya are willing to do the same job for less payment. For
instance, Yilmaz and Talukder claim that “In order to survive, the Rohingya people have been taking
over the local wage market for cheap rate (charging only 300 takas instead of 550 takas which is local
standard) which creates dissatisfaction among the local wage earners.”

Additionally, some nations to attract foreign investors have been trading off the safe working
environment for a few of the citizens. The 2013 Rana Plaza disaster in Bangladesh where the collapse
of the building led to the death of around 1,000 workers employed on cheap wages and an unsafe
environment is one of the examples of such a race to the bottom. Similarly, BBC News (2020) quotes
the Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI) think tank to confirm that more than 80,000 Uighurs
in China were forcefully transferred to far western Xinjiang autonomous region to work in factories
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directly from detention camps, though China denies such allegations. This also shows the differential
treatment of citizens in a nation in the process of economic development.

1.6. Caste and economy
The prevailing caste system in India, Nepal, and Sri Lanka was initially solidified based on the2

professions the groups were indulged in, locking up the lower castes in low-paying occupations for
centuries. Especially in Nepal, the General Code (Muluki Ain) of 1910 A.D. legalized the caste-based
social hierarchy and allowed the ‘Dalits’ to be legally discriminated against based on
“untouchability.” Not only the Dalits were confined to a narrow range of works like gold/blacksmith,
street cleaners, shoemakers, and tailors, the system also obliged the Dalit women and children to
forcefully work in the households of their landowners without getting adequate wage with respect to
their labor. Likewise, the practice of Haliya Pratha (bonded labor) where 94% were Dalits and Khala
Pratha (forced labor) also where the majority belonged to the Dalit community intensified the
economic disparity among the social groups in Nepal (United Nations, 2011).

To address the historical disadvantages and marginalization of Dalits, the Constitution of Nepal has
not only prohibited any sort of caste-based discrimination but has also assured reservations for the
groups. Specifically, in the economic aspect, article 24 (2) of the constitution has guaranteed that “In
producing or distributing any goods, services or facilities, no person belonging to any particular caste
or tribe shall be prevented from purchasing or acquiring such goods, services, or facilities be sold,
distributed or provided only to the persons belonging to any particular caste or tribe.” Similarly,
section 4 of the same article mentions that “No discrimination in any form shall be allowed at a
workplace with or without making untouchability on the ground of caste.”

Though the constitution of Nepal has now prohibited caste-based discrimination, the plight of the
historically discriminated groups still echoes in their economic situation today. As of 2020, 46% of
the Dalit population faced extreme poverty in Nepal (The Borgen Project, 2020). This can be
attributed to the lack of financial resources, financial literacy (or literacy in general), and modern
technology skills that curtail their opportunities from getting employed in the new fast-paced
industries and trade in the market. In this regard, International Labor Organization (2005) asserts that
such reasons lead the Dalits to have the lowest annual per capita income, expenditure, savings, and
investment in Nepal. Similarly, the caste network has also hindered the lower castes towards upward
economic mobility. The International Labor Organization (2005) also asserts that most of the
development workers belong to upper-castes who are mostly unable to fully fathom the situation of
Dalits, and moreover, sometimes are even reluctant to hold a conversation in their proximity. Due to
this, their voices are not often heard while making development-related decisions which is also one of
the contributing factors for trapping them into the vicious poverty cycle.

2 “The caste system is basically a way of dividing people into different social classes, beginning with Brahmins
as the highest (Priests and teachers), Kshatriyas (warriors and rulers), Vaisyas (farmers, merchants, and
artisans), and Sudras (laborers) (Rao, 2010).
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Conclusion
Is there economic disparity based on social divisions? It is established from discussions above that it
seems as if an upper-class adult male residing in New York has fairly more chances of economic
opportunities and independence and have their voices heard in the process of economic development
compared to a 16 years old Muslim girl from Rautahat, Nepal belonging to a working-class family.
Therefore, there is no denying that social divisions directly affect economic opportunities. However,
what can be done to curb such disparities? Well, there is no rigid answer to it. Economic disparities
have multifarious causes and society hasn’t reached a consensus on what, if anything, should be done
about it.
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