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Social Stratification and Social Inequality

· Social stratification is the division of society into groups arranged in a social hierarchy. Social stratification is a characteristic of society (not individuals) and can persist over generations.  It can be based on gender, race, class, age or other characteristic.  Social inequality is the result of the unequal distribution of wealth, power, and prestige.
· Four principles – it’s a characteristic of society rather than a reflection of individual differences.  Men rank higher than women in Japanese culture, but it doesn’t mean that an individual woman can’t attain a higher status than a particular man. It can persist over generations (Great Britain inherits titles, but also regional accents). All societies do it but based on different reasons - in industrial nations, the criteria is wealth, while in hunter gatherer nations it is gender, and it is maintained through beliefs that are widely shared by members of society - people are poor because they have not pulled themselves up by their boot straps.
Systems of Stratification – As a way to understand social stratification, it is useful to understand different historical periods and to make global comparisons across cultures.

· Slavery is the most extreme system of social stratification and is based on the legal ownership of people.  Slaves have no rights and can be bought and sold like property.  You could be enslaved for three reasons – you couldn’t pay your debt, you were captured during war, for committing a crime, and some were captured and kidnapped.  It is illegal in every country of the world, but it still exists. Some believe there are more slaves today than at any other time period.
· A caste system is a form of social stratification in which status is determined by one’s family history and background and cannot be changed.  It is passed down from one family member to their children. You must marry within your caste. Members of higher ranking castes tend to be wealthier than lower castes.  The most common country associated with castes is India. Here it is a spiritual thing, not a political thing.
· Apartheid in South Africa is another example of the caste system.  There were four groups – whites, Indian, colored – mixed, and black. They were separated geographically as well as politically, educationally, and socioeconomically.  Blacks made up the largest percentage and were forcibly removed to “homelands” where they could not leave without permission.  Finally it was made illegal in 1991 as a result of constant warfare and public pressure.  Even though it is dismantled, the inequalities still exist.
· Social class refers to a system of stratification based on access to resources such as wealth, property, power, and prestige as normally seen in capitalistic societies. Sociologists often refer to the combination of these factors as one’s socioeconomic status (or SES). This tends to be inherited, but you can move up and down.
Social Classes in the United States

· Many Americans believe they are somewhere in the middle even though their experience and backgrounds would suggest otherwise.
· The upper class is a largely self-sustaining group of the wealthiest people in a class system; they comprise about one percent of the U.S. population and possess most of the wealth of the country. Some come from old money – like the Rockefellers and Carnegies. Others are new money like Bill Gates and Oprah Winfrey – they get this through their individual achievement.  They earn in excess of 250,000 and are often highly educated, cultured and influential. They are generally self sustaining, most members remain stable with few moving in or out.  The upper-middle class consists mostly of professionals and managers. It is roughly 14% of the population.  They make somewhere between 89,000 and 150,000.  They have some financial stability. The middle class consists primarily of "white collar" workers with a broad range of incomes. It makes up about 30% of the population.  The working (lower-middle) class is made up mainly of "blue-collar" or service industry workers. They also make up 30% of the population. They generally make between 23,000 and 54,000.  Only those that work for a union will make more. They tend to rent homes or a modest home they have saved a long time for.  The lower class or working poor consists of people who are poor and typically have lower levels of literacy than other classes; they comprise about twenty percent of the U.S. population.  There is also a group of underclass. They are extremely poor and tend to make less than 7500 a year. They are usually found in urban centers, living off of some type of assistance.  They are part of a group that is considered impoverished by federal government standards.
· Problematic Categories Since SES is based on so many different things, it is often hard to describe someone.  For example, you might be highly educated, but cash poor because you are working on a book.
· Status inconsistency refers to serious differences among the different elements of an individual’s socioeconomic status, such as someone who has little education but a very high income.  These are very normal in the United States since we have an open class system.
Theories of Social Class

· Karl Marx believed that there were two main social classes in capitalist societies: the capitalists (or bourgeoisie), who owned the means of production, and the workers (or proletariat), who sold their labor for wages. He believed that the classes would remain divided and social inequality would grow.  This is based on the feudal system that existed when he was living.  He argued that the economic relationship was the only social relationship that mattered.
· Max Weber argued that class status was the product of three components: wealth, power, and prestige (the social status people are given because of their membership in well-regarded social groups).  It was not just owning the means of production, but it could be achieved in other ways as well.  For example, Microsoft is a publicly owned company, but its president is one of the 20 richest men in the world and its founder Gates, is the richest.  Prestige can affect not only your wealth or power, but how they are perceived in social situations.
· Structural functionalists argue that stratification systems help ensure that the best qualified individuals occupy the most valued and important positions.
· More recently, Pierre Bourdieu has attempted to explain social reproduction, the tendency of social classes to remain relatively stable from one generation to the next. According to Bourdieu, this stability happens because each generation acquires what he called cultural capital, the tastes, habits, expectations, skills, knowledge, and other cultural dispositions that are required to become members of particular social classes.  This also shapes the perceptions that others have of you. So sometimes it is acquired to improve their cultural capital. There is evidence that more than half of all children end up with the same SES as their parents.
· Symbolic Interactionists examine the way we use status differences to categorize ourselves and others. They believe that all social structures are constructed from the building blocks of everyday interaction. For instance, we make split second decisions on who people are base d on their appearance.  We might also react differently depending on the context or situation that we meet the people in.  Class status is continually being negotiated in interactions.  As Erving Goffman pointed out, our clothing, speech, gestures, possessions, friends, and activities provide information about our socioeconomic status.  This class consciousness is important to understand but difficult to identify.  Fireplace activity – pbs.org
· Problematic categories This is another place where categories are hard to place.  You might not fit all into one.
· There are some overlap between structure and interaction. For instance our class maybe structured by preesixitng categories, yet are identities are performed every day in our interaction with others.  When it comes to social theory, structure and interaction are complimentary
Socioeconomic Status and Life Chances

· Belonging to a certain social class has profound consequences for individuals in all areas of life, including education, employment, and medical care. To some degree you can make general predictions about the future if you know their SES
· Family you are more likely to marry someone from your social class and cultural background because you have more access to them.  The age of marriage is also impacted by your education. With just a high school degree women tend to get married at 25 while with a graduate degree its 30.  It also affects the amount of children you have.  With just a high school diploma, women are likely to have twice the amount of children then women with a degree and those without a diploma had their first child out of wedlock.
· Health Those at the bottom of the social class are less likely to have adequate nutrition, shelter, clothing, and health care and are more prone to illness.  Since they can’t prevent an illness, they tend to wait longer to seek help and then end up spending more because they are in dire need.  The role of education also has impacted people’s health. Those with a higher education report feeling healthy whereas less than 40% of those with less than a high school education can claim the same thing.  Exercise is another disparity. But it is believed that those with more education have learned the benefit of more exercise and so participate more regularly.
· Education Your SES also is affected by your education. Those with a higher degree earn more than those with just a bachelor’s who earn more than a high school who earn more than without one.  http://www.census.gov/hhes/socdemo/education/data/cps/historical/index.html is a good place to see current data.  The difference seems fair, but the goal of education is to treat all people equally so they can succeed in both school and life. The problem is that low income schools tend to have fewer resources – including funding, teachers, and support from parents. Those from a higher SES are expected to do better in school and go to college.  Although the amount of people with high school diplomas has increased, the problem is that there aren’t as many jobs for those who don’t have a college degree.
· Work and income there is a larger gap between incomes of those at the top, middle, and bottom.  Income is a result of work and people with different levels of income do different types of work. The lower class tends to be more unemployed and seek government assistance. Those in the working or lower middle tend to find a variety of blue collar jobs. But due to the economy they may find periods of unemployment – layoffs, etc.  Factory work used to be enough to take care of a family, but now, most middle class jobs are in technology, service, or information and generally require some type of college degree.  The upper middle class are generally executives or professionals. Some are “creative” such as architects, writers, scientists and live in “creative” cities such as San Francisco and Seattle.  The Upper class can be entered through exceptional success in any profession or art.  In the U.S. the upper class tends to be very influential in politics, business and culture due to their economic privileges.
· Criminal Justice Those with a lower SES tend to have more interaction with the criminal justice system, however, just SES is not enough. Statistics show that those with a greater sense of anomie and that live in more densely populated areas also contribute to higher crime rates.  Those in the lower classes tend to be caught more often, more visible, and less powerful. Those in the upper classes who commit White collar crime are treated differently.  They tend to be arrested, prosecuted, and convicted less than ordinary street criminals. One reason is because of the legal representation they have.  90% of those on death row did not have enough money to hire a lawyer when they were tried and the quality of representation rather than the actual facts presented a trial determines whether someone is sentence to death.  Generally their prison time is much less also.  However, the terms for people like Jeffrey Skilling head of Enron and Bernie Madoff are unprecedented high – maybe they will act as a deterrent.  Lower class people also tend to be the victims of violent crime more often as well. AT the same time those with a lower SES also claim to be harassed more by police. As income and education decreased a feeling of harassment increased.
· Most have thought that you could always “pull yourself up by your bootstraps” but research has shown that your background has a profound impact on your chances which leads you to different opportunities.
Social Mobility

· Social mobility is the movement of individuals or groups within the hierarchal system of social classes. A closed system is one with very little opportunity to move from one class to another like in India’s caste system. An open system is one with ample opportunities to move from one class to another think U.S. However, there are times even in an open system where this does not occur – African Americans and slavery.
· Movement between social classes happens in three ways.  Intergenerational mobility is the movement between social classes that occurs from one generation to the next. For example most baby boomers have moved up from the social class of their parents.  Some say this is harder to do then before as tax laws and social polices allow the wealthy to protect heir assets and make it more difficult for the middle and lower classes to increase theirs.  Intragenerational mobility is the movement between social classes that occurs over the course of an individual’s lifetime. It is the difference between one’s ascribed status and one’s achieved status. There are two ways to move intragenerationally. Horizontal social mobility is the occupational movement of individuals or groups within a social class. Vertical social mobility is the movement between social classes, which is referred to as upward or downward mobility. You tend to experience horizontal a lot more than vertical.  Structural mobility refers to changes in the social status of large numbers of people due to institutional or organizational changes in society. An example of this would be the Great Depression where a large group moved down or the dot com era where a large group moved up.
Defining Poverty can be defined in relative or absolute terms

· Relative deprivation is a relative measure of poverty based on the standards of living in a particular society, whereby people are considered poor if their standard of living is less than that of other members of society. Wal mart worker compared to a doctor. Absolute deprivation is an objective measure of poverty that is defined by the inability to meet minimal standards for food, shelter, clothing, or health care. Malnutrition is an indicator of absolute deprivation.
· In the United States, the federal poverty line (an absolute measure-based income) indicates that, in 2010, about 48 million people (15 percent of the population) in the United States were considered poor.  http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/data/incpovhlth/2010/figure4.pdf  Most poor people are not unemployed, but are working poor.  They just don’t make enough. There are also regional differences that are not considered with this number for example those living in D.C. need more to meet the basic requirements than those living in Iowa.  Poverty rates also tend to go up for minorities, the elderly or disabled and for those who are foreign born and for women and children in single parent households.
· Social Welfare and Social Reform This is one of the most heated debates. Exactly how much should the government do to help the poor?  Many of these programs were created under the New Deal and were created to help the poor regardless of their circumstances and with no time limit. Things like Medicaid and Social security were aimed at helping the elderly out of poverty while programs like Head Start and Upward Bound were created to offer educational support for poor children.  In the 1980s these social welfare programs got a lot of criticisms saying they were creating a permanent underclass of people living off government checks.  Americans are split ambivalent toward welfare for a couple of reasons but mostly because they are not sure what causes poverty.
· Welfare Reform came during the 1990s under President Clinton. Some of the changes made under the Welfare Reform Act were a five year time limit on assistance; you had to find working within tow year of receiving assistance. It also allowed states to create their own programs.  Even though less people are on welfare, it does not mean that their income level has increased. One reason for this is increased costs of living such as child care and insurance and transportation.
· The culture of poverty theory holds that entrenched attitudes that can develop among poor communities lead the poor to accept their fate rather than attempt to improve their situation. This gets passed on from one generation to the next leaving the next generation ill-equipped to succeed.  One of the key criticisms of this theory is that it tends to blame the victims of poverty for their own misfortune while failing to take into account the structural factors that shape culture. (It suggests this is a problem of culture so you can’t eradicate it)
· Believing that the poor get what they deserve is called the just world hypothesis.  According to this, we have a strong need that the world is orderly, predictable and fair.  If we come across something that counteracts this, we act quickly to fix it.  For example and experiment was done in which people were rewarded for the same behavior. But those that were rewarded were seen as harder workers.  It also fails to have a sociological imagination. It does not take into consideration the structural factors that shape culture. So to examine poverty you also need to examine wealth.
· Invisibility of poverty. Residential segregation – geographical isolation of the poor from the rest of the city. It occurs both on racial and SES line.  This is normally achieved through the creation of public housing projects.  These HUD houses are generally not well kept can be dangerous with high crime rates. Another thing that causes this is “redlining” Banks and mortgage lenders identify high risk areas and either denies mortgages or offer loans at very high rates.  So the poor can not acquire the assets needed to rise out of poverty. Political disenfranchisement the poor are less likely to vote than other social classes.  It takes a lot to make ends meet; they don’t have any extra to make political change. They also feel that the political system has not benefited them so why should they participate which becomes a double edged sword. Since they are not voting, they have no clout, so no one pays any attention to them. Homelessness – they are often moved from the view of society by the police and law enforcement. One of the reasons they are invisible is because they are not counted. If they happen to live in a long term shelter they will get counted, but the ones on the street do not. It is estimated that roughly 1% of the population live this way.  Another reason is because of our sense of shame and guilt.  Most Americans do not see the homeless because they choose not to.  They tend to only be visible to those that work with them. Case workers, social service providers, government bureaucrats, clergy, and cops. Etc.
Inequality and the Ideology of the American Dream

· Though we aren’t always aware of it, the United States has a distinct ideology that explains and justifies our social system. The ideology of the American Dream (that anyone can achieve material success if they work hard enough) has been criticized for several reasons. For example, it legitimizes stratification by reinforcing the idea that everyone has the same opportunity to get ahead and that success or failure depends on the person.  We are all caught up in what Marx refers to as false consciousness – not being able to see the things that oppress you.
· The U.S. is a meritocracy – rewards are distributed based on merit, but sociologists find evidence to the contrary. No matter how hard you work you might still not be able to achieve.  Consumerism has been a way to achieve the good life, but in reality it has just made us less wealthy. Some believe we have lost focus on the meaning of the American Dream. That more is better is not true and it only results in less free time. There is a counter to this known as the simplicity movement. They reject rampant consumerism and seek to reverse its consequences. It is against the typical American dream and says we need to downshift – work less, spend less and put our lifestyles in sync with our values.

