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PART THREE

STRATIFICATION:
STRUCTURED SOCIAL
INEQUALITY

We saw in Part @ that social inequality is a key part of the structure of society. In-
deed, Part 2 examined one form of structured social inequality, sexism. In Part 3,
consisting of Chapters 9, 10, and 11, we shall examine social inequality in greater
detail. Sociologists use the term stratification to refer to structured social inequal-
ity. More specifically, stratification can be defined as a systematic social pattern
whereby:scarce resources are distributed unequally among the peopie in a society.
Chapter 9 begins by describing some of the scarce resources that form the
- basis of stratification. One of the most important of these resources is wealth,
. and the major concern of Chapter 9 is with inequalities of wealth and income.
i *Chapter 10 concerns the political dimension of stratification. It examines
R how people get political power and asks who does and does not exercise
- power in the political system, and why. An important sociological debate ad-
~ dressed in this chapter concerns the relationship between economic wealth and
~ political power: Are they one and the same, or is it possible to have wealth
hout power or power without wealth?
‘Both weaith and power, as well as other scarce resources, are often distrib-
uted unequally bgtween racial and ethnic groups. As a result, many multiracial
~ and multiethnic societies are marked by discrimination and conflict. These issues
are addressed in C;‘hapter 11. Because racial and ethnic problems are not unique
to the United States, the chapter includes discussions of race and ethnic relations
in a number of societies throushout the world, with the objective of understand-
ing the underlymg causes of rac1a| tnequahty and conflict.




SOCIAL STRATIFICATION:

THE ECONOMIC AND
PRESTIGE DIMENSIONS

in 1991, Anthony O'Reilly, chief executive of H. J. Heinz, was paid
$205,753. That was not his annual pay, however. That is how much
he received per day. On an annual basis, Mr. O'Reilly received
$75,100,000 in salary, benefits, and long-term compensation (S¢.
Louis Post-Dispatch, 1992). Although Mr. O'Reilly was the highest-
paid corporate executive in the United States in 1991, he certainly
was not in a category by himself. Toys R Us chairman Charles Laza-
rus received $60 million in 1986; Lotus Development chairman Jim
Manzi, $26 million in 1987; and UAL chairman Stephen Wolf, $18
million in 1990—even though his company’s profits fell 71 percent.
The highest pay in recent years was the $78.2 million paid to Ste-
ven Ross of Time-Warner in 1990. Overall, the average chief execu-
tive officer (CEQ) of a major corporation was paid $1.4 million in
1990, and during the 1980s, CEO pay rose 212 percent—four times
as fast as the pay of ordinary workers (Thomas and Reibstein, 1991;
St. Louis Post-Dispatch, 1999).

Meanwhile, most Americans struggled to keep up with infla-
tion. Adjusted for inflation, the typical family’s income declined by
3.2 percent between 1990 and 1991, and the typical household’s
income fell more than 5 percent between 1989 and 1991 (U.S. Bu-
reau of the Census , 1992a). The number of people below the pov-
erty level rose to 35.7 million in 1991 (U.S. Bureau of the Census,
1992f). The immense contrast between the wealthiest CEOs and the
poorest Americans is hard to imagine. The combined annual income
of 14 families of four living at the federal poverty level would be
less than what Anthony O'Reilly received every day in 1991!
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Somewhere between Anthony O’Reilly and the family liv-
ing at the poverty level are the great mass of middle-income
Americans whose incomes have at best remained stable but
whose share of the nation’s total income has declined over
the past decade or two (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1990a,
p. 6). Between 1980 and 1990, the income of this middle
group rose by only about 7 percent after adjusting for infla-
tion, and between 1988 and 1990, it declined. In contrast,
the much higher incomes of those in the top 5 percent of the
population rose by about 26 percent between 1980 and
1990, and unlike that of the middle-income group, the
1990 income of the wealthiest group remained above its
1988 level (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1991f).

Clearly, these figures indicate the existence of great
and increasing inequality in American society. Although
inequality may be more extreme in the United States than in
other industrialized nations, the United States has no mo-
nopoly on social inequality. In this chapter, we shall exam-
ine the nature, causes, and consequences of social
stratification: structured inequality in the distribution of
scarce resources. A scarce resource can be anything people
want that is not abundant enough for all people to have as
much as they want. Money, power, and fame are all exam-
ples of scarce resources.

WHAT IS STRATIFICATION?

Some form of social stratification exists in all societies.
These patterns of stratification can be thought of as ranking
systems within societies. People can be ranked on the basis
of how much of the society’s scarce resources they own and
control. Those with a large share of scarce resources rank
high; those with a small share rank low.

Dimensions of Stratification

Different kinds of scarce resources are distributed un-
equally in a society. On the basis of his or her share of one
resource such as money, a person could hold a high rank,
while on the basis of his or her share of another resource,
such as status in the community, the same person might
rank low. Consider, for example, a poorly educated rural
family that by a stroke of luck comes into a great fortune —a
situation humorously portrayed in the television show Bev-
erly Hillbillies.

These different ranking systems, based on the distri-
bution of different scarce resources, have been referred to
by sociologists as dimensions of stratification. A major
contribution of the classic social theorist Max Weber (1968
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[orig. 1922]) was his recognition that most societies have
three major dimensions of stratification: an economic
dimension (wealth and income), a political dimension
(power), and a social prestige dimension (status). Let us con-
sider each.

The Economic Dimension

The economic dimension of stratification concerns money
and the things it can buy. It involves two key variables,
income and wealth, which are related but are not the same.

Income refers to the amount of money that a person
or family receives over some defined period of time, usually
a calendar year. Essentially, it is what you report on your
income-tax form in April. Data on income in the United
States are readily available because the Census Bureau asks
people about their incomes each year in its current popula-
tion survey. More detailed data on income also are collected
every 10 years, as part of the decennial Census.

Wealth refers to the total value of everything that a
person or family owns, minus any debts owed. It is similar
in meaning to “‘net worth.” Thus, wealth refers not to what
you receive over some time period, but to what you have at a
particular point in time.

The Political Dimension

As we saw in earlier chapters, power can be defined as the
ability to get people to behave as you want them to behave.
Power usually is exercised through the political system, at
least to some extent. Thus, voting, office holding, lobbying,
contributing to campaigns, boycotting, striking, and dem-
onstrating are all means by which people can exercise
power. Because power is an abstract concept and can be
exercised in many different ways, there is no simple way of
measuring it. Nonetheless, we shall see in Chapter 10 that
sociologists have developed some rather sophisticated ways
of examining the distribution of power. For now, however,
our main concerns are the economic and social prestige
dimensions of stratification.

The Social Prestige Dimension

The third dimension of stratification is social prestige,
sometimes referred to as status. This dimension has to do
with what people think of you. If people think highly of you
and you are well known, you have a high level of status or
prestige. If people think poorly of you, you have a low level
of prestige. By definition, prestige is a scarce resource.
Being “well regarded” is always a relative or comparative
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matter. It would be meaningless to be well regarded if ev-
eryone were equally well regarded. Then everyone would
be the same, and nobody would stand out.

There are numerous ways to gain prestige or status.
People can get status on the basis of their family name, if, for
example, they happen to be a Rockefeller or a Kennedy, or,
perhaps, a Fonda or a Jackson. They can get it on the basis
of their education or occupation—as we shall see later,
occupation is one of the most consistent determinants of
status. Accomplishments, titles, and public exposure can
be sources of status or prestige. Ultimately, however, pres-
tige is a matter of what people think. Thus, the best way to
measure it is to ask. Surveys of occupational prestige, most
admired person, most recognized name, and so forth are
important ways of measuring prestige.

THE DISTRIBUTION OF WEALTH
AND INCOME IN THE UNITED
STATES

The Distribution of Income

In 1991, the median family income in the United States was
$35,353 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1992). As you will
recall from Chapter 2, median family income is the income
level that is in the middle of the distribution: Half of all
families have incomes above the median; half have incomes
below the median. For individual adults not married or
living with their parents, the median income in 1991 was
$15,008. Income is distributed quite unequally in the
United States. In 1990, the top one-fifth of households
received 46.6 percent of all income, or about 12 times the
share that went to the bottom fifth (3.9 percent) (U.S. Bu-
reau of the Census, 1991f).

A limited number of families and individuals at the
very top get an especially large share of the nation’s income,
For example, the richest 5 percent of American families
receive about four times as big a share of the nation’s in-
come as is received by the poorest 20 percent of families. In
fact, this 5 percent actually receive a larger share of the
nation’s family income than the lowest 40 percent of fami-
lies do.

Among individuals, the difference is even more ex-
treme: The richest 5 percent receive five and one-half times
as much income as the poorest 20 percent (U.S. Bureau of
the Census, 1990, p. 29), and more than one and one-half
times as much as went to the bottom 40 percent. Thus, it is
clear that income differences within the United States are
very large.

The Trend: More or Less Equal? Do these figures repre-
sent more or less inequality than in the past? The answer is

CHAPTER 9 -

FIGURE 9.1 Time Trend in the Distribution of Family
Income, United States, 19581989

Top line: Share of family income going to top 5 percent of
all U.S. families. Bottom line: Share of family income going

to bottom 20 percent of all U.S. families.
SOURCES: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1990a, 1987a, 1985a, 1991f.

that, over the long run, there has not been a great deal of
change, but since the mid-1970s, as is illustrated in Figure
9.1, the distribution has clearly shifted in the direction of
inequality (Olsen, 1990; Burtless, 1990). Over the longer
term of American history, there has been some limited
change in the degree of inequality. There was some shift
toward greater equality between about 1929 and 1944
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(Fusfeld, 1976, p. 630) —a period roughly corresponding
to Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal and World War II. For the
next 30 years, there was little change. In the last 10 years,
there appears to be some shift back to the pre-Roosevelt
pattern, as the rich have gotten richer and the poor poorer.
This is a fairly significant change, given the relatively small
changes across the longer term of American history (Bart-
lett and Steele, 1992).

Income Inequality: A Comparative View How does
the United States compare to other countries in its distribu-
tion of income? First, it is important to point out that virtu-
ally all industrialized countries distribute income more
equally than most preindustrial, less economically devel-
oped countries (Fusfeld, 1976, p. 630). As countries indus-
trialize and modernize, their inequality tends to decrease
(Lenski, 1966). The appropriate standard of comparison
for the United States, then, is other countries that have
already industrialized.

The United States has greater income inequality than
most of these countries. Table 9.1 shows that income in-
equality in the United States is above average for industrial-
ized countries. The wealthiest 10 percent of Americans
received a larger share of total income than the average for
all of the countries, and there is not one country among the
15 shown in the table where the poorest 20 percent re-
ceived a smaller share of total income than in the United
States. Overall, the top 10 percent of Americans received
5.3 times as much income as the bottom 20 percent; this
compares to an average of 3.6 for the other countries. Thus,

“The poor are getting poorer, but with the rich getting
richer it all averages out in the long run”
Drawing by Joe Mirachi; © 1988 The New Yorker Magazine, Inc.

in the United States, the wealthy receive more income rela-
tive to the poor than in most industrialized countries.

In at least some cases, this has become a source of
tension in international economic relations. As is discussed

TABLE 9.1 Income Inequality in 15 Industrialized Countries

Percent of Income Percent of Income Ratio of

Received by Received by Top 10% to

Country and Year Lowest 20% of Households Highest 10% of Households Bottom 20%
Switzerland, 1982 5.2% 29.8% 5.7
Spain, 1980-81 6.9 245 3.6
ltaly, 1986 6.8 233 4.4
United Kingdom, 1979 5.8 233 4.0
Japan, 1979 8.7 22.4 2.6
Belgium, 1978-79 7.9 215 2.7
Finland, 1981 6.3 217 3.4
Netherlands, 1983 6.9 23.0 38
Canada, 1987 Dl 24.1 4.2
France, 1979 6.3 25.5 4.0
West Germany, 1984 6.8 23.4 3.4
Denmark, 1981 5.4 D 4.1
United States, 1985 4.7 25.0 5.3
Sweden, 1981 8.0 20.8 2.6
Norway, 1979 6.2 2152 3.4
Average, 15 countries 6.6 231 3.6

SOURCE: Reprinted by permission from The World Bank, World Development Report, 1992. New York: Oxford University Press. Copyright 1992 by the International Bank for

Reconstruction and Development/ The World Bank.
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The issue of the salaries of Ameri-
can CEOs came up during George
Bush’s 1992 trip to Japan with se-
nior automobile executives. The
Japanese blamed the high price of
American cars on exorbitant U.S.
executive salaries. Though execu-
tive salaries account for a relatively
small part of the cost of a car, it is
true the American executives are
generally paid more than their
counterparts in other countries.
According to Graef Crystal,
an executive pay expert and profes-
sor at the University of California at
Berkeley, the chief executives of
America’s biggest companies made
an average of $3.2 million in 1992,
while their Japanese counterparts
averaged $525,000. Chrysler's
CEQ, Lee lacocca, had a $4.6-mil-
lion pay package that year (small
potatoes compared to the late Time
Warner chief Steve Ross's $78.2
million take in 1990, or Reebok In-

SOURCES: Reuters, October 15, 1992; The
New York Times, April 11, 1992; Newsweek,
February 10, 1992; The Detroit News, Jan-
uary 10, 1992.

ternational CEO Paul Fireman’s
$14.8 million).

An American pay package
consists of a base salary (in 1992
Lee lacocca’s base salary was
$976,378, for instance), to which a
huge bonus is often added (de-
pending on sales and performance
of the company), and stock op-
tions, i.e., rights to buy shares of
company stock at reduced cost.
Some of these options are worth
millions of dollars. These profit-
sharing incentives are supposed to
focus an executive’s energies on
improving the company’s perform-
ance.

In their defense, American
CEOs contend that Japanese exec-
utives receive nontaxable perks
that boost their salaries, such as
company-supported luxury houses
or apartments in exclusive neigh-
borhoods, club memberships that
would otherwise cost hundreds of
thousands of dollars, and virtually
unlimited expense accounts.

Still, compensation experts
admit that U.S. executives are the

best paid in the world. According to
Honda North America spokesman
Aki Kato, Honda's president, No-
buhiko Kawamoto, earned about
$400,000 last year—less than
one-tenth of lacocca’s compen-
sation—and did not benefit from
any extra executive perks. Douglas
Ostrom, an economist at the Japan
Economic Institute in Washington,
estimates that U.S. CEOs are, on
average, paid 80 times as much as
their blue-collar employees earn. In
contrast, Japanese top managers
get about eight times the pay of
their rank-and-file workers. While
the high pay of CEOs may or may
not be a substantial factor in the
profit-loss situation of American
companies, they do act as a drain
on their resources and may hurt
worker morale by heightening a
sense of unfairness. At the very
least, they are hard to justify on any
basis of productivity, as some
American executives have received
large compensation increases even
as companies were losing tens or
hundreds of millions of dollars.

SOCIOLOGICAL INSIGHTS

EXECUTIVE SALARIES

in the box “Executive Salaries,” the high salaries of U.S.
CEOs have been criticized by officials from Japan, where
executive salaries are much lower.

The Distribution of Wealth

As unequal as the distribution of income is in the United
States, wealth is even more unequally distributed. A Census
Bureau survey concerning household wealth found that,
nationally, just 10 percent of the population owns half the
wealth, and the top 20 percent owns two-thirds (Oliver and
Shapiro, 1990). The study also showed that the average
white household was eleven times as wealthy as the average
black household, and that about one in 10 white house-
holds and one in three black households had zero or nega-

CHAPTER 9 -

tive net worth (National Research Council, 1989; Oliver
and Shapiro, 1990).

Another survey, conducted by the University of
Michigan’s Institute for Social Research (ISR), is considered
particularly useful because it included an oversampling of
the very wealthy, a group so small that usually it is largely
missed in surveys. This survey showed that just 0.5 percent
of the population owned 27 percent of the wealth—a
slightly larger share than 20 years earlier (Ericksen, 1988),
but almost twice as much as in 1976 (St. Louis Post-
Dispatch, 1986). Both surveys showed that, overall, about
one American household out of five has zero or negative net
worth. Thus, ownership of wealth is highly concentrated in
the United States. Moreover, recent research indicates that
it became even more concentrated between 1983 and 1989

(Wolff, 1992).
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Ownership of the types of wealth that produce in-
come, such as corporate stock, is even more concentrated
among the few (Blume, 1974; U.S. Bureau of the Census,
1986¢). One study found that, for all wealth other than
houses and cars, 90 percent is owned by just 20 percent of
the population, and more than half is owned by the wealth-
iest 5 percent of the population (Oliver and Shapiro, 1990).

SOCIOECONOMIC MOBILITY

Thus far, we have described the degree of economic in-
equality found in the United States. A separate, although
related, question about the degree of inequality concerns
socioeconomic mobility: the frequency with which people
move up or down in the society’s economic hierarchy. In a
society with very high socioeconomic mobility, it would not
be unusual for a person to be born very poor and end up
very wealthy as an adult— or the other way around. In
sociological terms, a society such as this would have an
open stratification system. In this type of system, achieved
statuses have substantial influence over the social status a
person attains in adulthood. In a society with very low
mobility, those born poor nearly always stay poor, and
those born wealthy nearly always stay wealthy. This type of
society is said to have a closed stratification system. In a
closed stratification system, ascribed statuses largely deter-
mine a person’s social position throughout life.

Among all societies, there is generally greater mobil-
ity in societies that have less inequality. The main reason for
this is that as preindustrial societies modernize and become
industrialized societies, inequality declines and mobility
increases over the long run. However, among societies at
any given level of industrialization, the relationship be-
tween the degree of inequality and the amount of mobility is
much weaker.

Sociologists have classified societies into three types,
based on their degree of mobility. The least mobility is
found in caste systems, with only modestly greater mobility
in estate or feudal systems. Both of these types of society are
typically found in preindustrial societies. Class systems, usu-
ally found in industrialized societies, have greater, but far
from unlimited, mobility.

Caste Systems

As noted above, the least mobility is found in a caste sys-
tem. A caste system has legally or formally defined group-
ings that are assigned by birth and are not subject to change.
In other words, a person is born into a particular group,
called a caste, and must remain in that caste throughout life.
In sociological terms, a person’s position throughout life is
entirely determined by the ascribed status of the caste into
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which he or she was born; achieved statuses have no influ-
ence over a person’s life situation in a caste system.

India: A Case Study Although caste has existed in some
form in many societies throughout history, the two best-
known examples of caste systems are those of India and
South Africa. In India, a caste system based on religion has
existed for thousands of years. Different roles have been
assigned to different castes for centuries, ranging from the
priestly religious functions of the highest, or Brahman, caste
to the common labor performed by the lowest caste. The
lowest castes are defined as *‘untouchable’” by people in the
higher castes, with contact of all types—even looking at
one another— being forbidden. Of course, the castes also
are required to live separately. As is generally true of caste
systems, the caste into which one is born has traditionally
determined one’s status throughout life, whom one can
marry, the jobs one can have, and the status of one’s chil-
dren and grandchildren throughout their lives. The caste

By 1993 many legal aspects of the caste system in South
Africa like those shown above have been eliminated, but
different groups still have very different rights and
standards of living.
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system in India was officially abolished in 1949, but it
continues to have considerable influence on social behav-
ior, particularly in rural areas. In urban areas, however, its
influence has waned, partly because of the legislation, but
also partly because cities house such a variety of people who
must do business and come into contact with one another
that regulating who may speak to whom is far more difficult.
Not only in India, but everywhere, formal and rigid closed
systems of stratification become harder and harder to
maintain as society urbanizes and modernizes. (See Chap-
ter 18 for further discussion of this point.)

South Africa and Apartheid About the same time that
India was legally abolishing its caste system, South Africa
was formally writing its caste system — called apartheid —
into law. From 1948 until 1991, South Africa was a prime
example of a racial caste system, in which the castes are
defined on the basis of race. During this period, South
Africa’s apartheid laws defined four racial castes: European
(white), African (black), coloured (mixed European and
African ancestry), and Asian. Political and educational
rights, types of jobs, and type and location of housing were
all legally defined on the basis of these groupings. Until the
late 1980s, people of different races were forbidden to
marry, have sexual contact, or even conspire to have sexual
contact. People had to carry passes identifying their race,
which determined where and when they could travel. By
1991, all of these laws had been repealed except for one
crucial one: Africans —the vast majority of the country’s
population —still cannot vote in national elections, al-
though negotiations on political rights were under way in
1993. Thus, legally speaking, many aspects of the racial
caste system have been eliminated. However, as a practical
matter, different groups have vastly different rights and
standards of living. Still, the violent protest against apart-
heid from the 1960s on and the eventual elimination of
formal, legally mandated segregation and race classification
again illustrate the great difficulty of maintaining a caste
system in a modernizing, urbanizing society.

The United States also has a racial caste system in its
history, dating back to the beginnings of slavery. The “Jim
Crow” laws that mandated segregation of blacks in the
South from two decades after the Civil War until the mid-
twentieth century continued a system in which race deter-
mined where one could go and what one could do, in many
ways paralleling the laws that mandated segregation in
South Africa. At one time, similar laws also existed in many
parts of the North, though they were eliminated there ear-
lier. Since the mid-1950s, federal court rulings and legisla-
tion also have eliminated segregation laws in the South, and
today deliberate racial discrimination is illegal. However, as
is discussed in greater derail in Chapter 11, vestiges of the
old caste system remain in the form of substantial socioeco-
nomic inequalities between African Americans and whites.

CHAPTER 9

Estate or Feudal Systems

The estate system, also called the feudal system, offers
slightly more mobility than the caste system. In an estate
system, status is determined on the basis of land ownership,
often accompanied by some type of formal title. In general,
the high-status groups are those who own land, and the rest
of the population generally works for them. Some variety of
the estate system has been found in most of the world at
some point in history, including the feudal systems of
medieval Europe and of China and Russia in the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, and the hacienda systems of
Latin America, some of which remain largely intact today.
The American South before the Civil War, where wealth
and power were concentrated in the hands of large-scale
plantation owners, is often regarded as a form of feudal or
estate system, although slavery also made it a type of racial
caste system.

In a feudal system, your position throughout life is
usually determined by the ascribed status of whether you
were born into the landowning class. Occasionally, how-
ever, titles that permit entry into this elite class may be
conferred. In the European feudal system, for example, a
peasant could occasionally be knighted or admitted to the
clergy, which gave him the privileges associated with these
landowning classes. However, this was the exception to the
rule. Because of their link to land ownership, estate systems
are found in agricultural, preindustrial societies. When so-
cieties begin to urbanize, the feudal system almost inevita-
bly breaks down.

Class Systems

The highest degree of mobility is found in class systems. In
a class system, both ascribed statuses and achieved statuses
have significant effects on people’s income, wealth, and
social position. In other words, people who are born into
affluent families generally enjoy a higher status as adults
than people who are born into poorer families, but what
people do— the amount of schooling they attain and the
success of their personal and economic decisions—also
influences their status as adults. Class systems are typically
found in modern industrial societies. The present-day
United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Israel, and
most countries in Europe are examples of class systems.

Achieved and Ascribed Statuses Many people have
the misunderstanding that only achieved statuses matter in
a class system. This is clearly not true. The difference be-
tween class systems and the other two systems (caste and
estate) is not that ascribed statuses don’t matter, but rather
that achieved statuses do. This can be seen by examining
studies of socioeconomic mobility in class societies. Most
such studies look at intergenerational mobility; that is,
they compare a person’s status with that of his or her par-
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ents. The majority of these studies have compared the status
of sons to that of their fathers, because in previous genera-
tions, mothers usually did not work outside the home and
derived their social and economic status from their hus-
bands. Recently, however, such studies have begun to in-
clude both women and men (e.g., DiPrete and Grusky,
1990). What all these studies show is that mobility is quite
limited in class systems. In other words, most people have
statuses quite close to those of their parents (Blau and Dun-
can, 1967; see also Featherman and Hauser, 1978). In most
cases, the status of the offspring is slightly higher than that
of the parent, but this mainly reflects what sociologists call
structural mobility — there has been growth in better-pay-
ing, more pleasant, higher-status, white-collar jobs, and a
decline in the number of blue-collar jobs (Featherman,
1979).

Exchange Mobility Although many people do move up
slightly in status and a good number of sons of blue-collar
workers (about one in three) have moved up to white-collar
employment, two facts show the continuing influence of
ascribed statuses. First, although many people move up a
little because there are more of the ““desirable” jobs today
than in the past, people usually do not change their relative
status a great deal (Rytina, 1989, 1992). A man who has a
white-collar job in contrast to his father’s blue-collar job
may still have a job status and an income below those of 70
percent of the population, just as his father did. Sociologists
refer to this situation as an absence of exchange mobility.
People’s absolute position may change, but their position
relative to others is less likely to.

The second point to remember is that, even though
people may move up or down slightly, they are not likely to
move a great deal. We can see this by examining the pro-
portion of sons of manual workers who attain professional
employment— the more desirable jobs that require spe-
cific technical or professional education. In the United
States, the most widely cited study of mobility found that
only one out of ten sons of manual laborers attains profes-
sional employment—in contrast to seven out of ten sons of
professional workers (Blau and Duncan, 1967). In other
words, if your father is a professional worker, you have seven
times as great a chance of getting that type of job as you have
if your father is a laborer. Your chances of getting such a
high-status job are even lower if you are born into a family
with an income below the poverty level. If this is the case,
you are a good deal more likely than the average person to
experience poverty as an adult. Thus poverty as well as
wealth is frequently passed from generation to generation.
Recently, research has indicated that exchange mobility
has increased, but as the economy has stagnated and good
jobs have disappeared, structural mobility has decreased in
the United States. The result is little overall change in occu-
pational mobility (Hout, 1988).
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Ascribed statuses such as race and sex also continue
to be important in class societies. Women and racial or
ethnic minorities receive lower pay and work at lower-sta-
tus jobs than white males do, even when their parents have
similar status. Among year-round, full-time workers in
1990, for example, black males received a median income
only 71 percent as high as that of white males. The median
income of white females was only 69 percent as high as that
of white males, and black females and Hispanic males and
females fared even worse (computed from U.S. Bureau of
the Census, 1991f, p. 106). Thus, race and sex biases com-
pound the influence of ascribed statuses in class societies. A
final important point is that ownership of major, income-
producing wealth is even more likely to be based on the luck
of birth. For all these reasons, then, the status into which
you are born makes a big difference, even in a class society.

International Comparisons of Mobility

How does the United States compare to other class societies
with regard to mobility? It is often argued that the greater
class inequality of the United States is offset by greater
mobility. The actual findings of research suggest that this
may be true, but only to a very limited extent. In general,
there is little difference in the degree of mobility in different
class societies (Lipset and Bendix, 1960; Tyree, Semyonov,
and Hodge, 1979; Ishida, Goldthorpe, and Erikson, 1991;
Grusky and Hauser, 1984; Lin and Bian, 1991). All have
some mobility, but in all of them, including the United
States, movement from very low statuses to very high sta-
tuses is much more the exception than the rule. Movement
within and out of the middle strata, in contrast, appears
more common (Grusky and Hauser, 1984). Within this
general observation, a case can be made that there is a little
more mobility in the United States than in other industrial-
ized countries (Krymkowski, 1991). For example, the
proportion of people who move from manual labor to pro-
fessional occupations—although a tiny minority
everywhere —is higher in the United States than in most
other countries, This may reflect high structural mobility
owing to white-collar job growth rather than high exchange
mobility (see Slomezynski and Krauze, 1987, p. 605; but
also Hauser and Grusky, 1988).

A precise answer to the question of whether the
United States has more mobility than other countries, how-
ever, depends on how you measure mobility and what
countries you use for comparison. The United States does
appear to have more mobility than Great Britain, for exam-
ple (Yamaguchi, 1988), but that may be more a reflection of
the unusually low level of mobility in Great Britain (Wong,
1990). Comparisons with Japan show conflicting results
depending on the measure of mobility used (Yamaguchi,
1988), but overall the difference between the United States
and Japan is not large (Wong, 1990). Wong'’s study found
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that Poland and Hungary also had levels of mobility similar
to the United States and Japan; however, all of these coun-
tries had more relative mobility than countries such as
Great Britain and Brazil. Slomczynski and Krauze (1987, p.
608) compared 22 countries on two measures of relative or
exchange mobility, and found that the United States had
above-average levels of mobility by one measure but aver-
age mobility according to the other. At the very least, then,
it would be inaccurate to say that the United States has
much greater mobility than most other industrialized coun-
tries. The similarities— particularly for exchange or rela-
tive mobility—are much greater than the differences
(Ishida, Goldthorpe, and Erikson, 1991), and different
measures do not give highly consistent results.

Although the United States has little more mobility
than most other industrialized societies, the fact remains
that Americans believe we have considerable mobility. The
Horatio Alger myth that anyone, no matter how poor, can
succeed on a grand scale is alive and well. Seventy percent
of Americans agree, for example, that “America is the land
of opportunity where everyone who works hard can get
ahead” (Kluegel and Smith, 1986, p. 44). Although over 80
percent agree that “‘people who grew up in rich families”
have a better-than-average chance of getting ahead, two-
thirds also think that “‘people who grew up in poor fami-
lies” have an average or better-than-average chance of get-
ting ahead (Kluege! and Smith, 1986, p. 49). The majority
also believe the same about blacks and women, and over 90
percent feel that way about ““people who grew up in work-
ing-class families.”” The fact is that all of these groups have a
considerably poorer-than-average chance of getting ahead,
yet most Americans persist in believing otherwise. In shorrt,
the reality is that there is significantly less mobility in Amer-
ican society than most Americans believe. The result of
these beliefs is that many Americans oppose efforts to re-
duce poverty, because they incorrectly place most of the
blame for poverty on poor people themselves (Kluegel,
1990; Kluegel and Smith, 1986).

SOCIAL CLASS IN U.S. SOCIETY

Sociologists refer to a group of people who are similar in
terms of level of income or wealth as a social class. In-
equalities in income and wealth are called class stratifica-
tion, and your position within that system of inequality is
called your social class. A term similar in meaning to class is
sociceconomic status. Social class and socioeconomic
status are often taken to include not only your levels of
income and wealth, but also the prestige of your occupation
and the amount of education you have attained. Sociologists
do not agree on the relative importance of these various
factors in defining social class. Partly for this reason, they
cannot agree on any uniform system for defining or identi-
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fying social classes. We shall focus on three common for-
mulations of social class: the Marxian definition, the com-
posite approach, and subjective class, recognizing at the
start that none of these is accepted by all sociologists.

The Marxian Definition of Social Class

Karl Marx made the most important early contribution to
thinking about social class and made the study of social
class a key item on the agenda for sociology. Marx’s entire
analysis of society centers around social class. He believed
that all aspects of a society are an outgrowth of—but also
help to perpetuate — the society's class structure. To Marx,
there were only two classes in any type of society that really
mattered — the ruling class, who owned the means of pro-
duction, and the subordinate class, who did not.

[n a feudal agricultural society, the landowners are the
ruling class, and the subordinate class consists of peasants,
serfs, tenant farmers, sharecroppers, or slaves — those who
work land they do not own and turn over the products of
their labor to the landowning class. When urbanization and
industrialization arrive, such an economy is replaced by a
new system with a new class structure. In a capitalist
society —any industrial society where the means of pro-
duction are privately owned—the ruling class is the
bourgeoisie: the class that owns capital. By capital, we mean
productive capacity —factories, mineral resources, land, or
money that can be converted into these things.

Most of the population, however, belongs not to the
bourgeoisie but to the proletariat: those who do not own
capital but work for those who do. Much of the value of what
is produced by the proletariat goes not to the proletariat, but
to the bourgeoisie. The only thing that really matters in the
Marxian definition of class is ownership of the means of
production. No matter how much money salaried employ-
ees earn, they still do not belong to the ruling class because
they do not own the means of production and hence do not
gain the benefits of wealth and income produced by the
labor of others. At the time Marx wrote, most people who
worked for wages or salaries had very low incomes, so the
exclusion of this group from the ruling class was probably
more obvious than itis today. Nonetheless, modern Marxist
theorists argue that this definition continues to be appro-
priate for two reasons. First, even today most of those who
work for wages and salaries have relatively low incomes
compared with the owners of capital. Second, even those
with high salaries do not receive most of their income from
the work of others, unless they use their high salaries to
purchase capital on a large scale.

According to this definition of social class, even today
the ruling class is very small and the subordinate class is
very large. One problem with using Marx’s definition is
deciding how to classify what he called the petit bourgeoisie;
people, such as “‘ma and pa” convenience store owners,
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The highly paid assembly-line worker enjoys an advantage
in some areas of life, but may not be placed in as high a
social class as a lower paid college professor.

who own small businesses that produce only marginal in-
come. Most Marxist sociologists exclude this group from
the true ruling class because their wealth produces a limited
amount of income and, usually, little additional wealth.
Today, most wealth that generates income and additional
wealth is to be found in the corporations — large-scale or-
ganizations with multiple owners. Moreover, although
many people own some corporate stock, the great bulk of
corporate wealth is held by a tiny fraction of the population.
Recall, for example, studies cited earlier showing that a
small percentage of the population owns most of the na-
tion's wealth. The great majority of the U.S. population
work for those who do own capital, and even most of those
with a relatively high income have a standard of living far
below that of the tiny elite that owns most of the corporate
wealth. In this regard, the Marxian definition of social class
continues to make sense, despite the great diversity in in-
come and lifestyle among those who work for wages and
salaries.

The Composite Definition of Social
Class

One problem with the Marxian definition of social class is
that it places a salaried person receiving $125,000 a year in
the same social class with a person working for the mini-
mum wage (whose income would be less than $9,000 per
year). Clearly, these two people would have very different
life experiences as a result of their large difference in in-
come, although neither would live in the style of a Ford ora
Rockefeller. Moreover, income is not the only thing that
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defines social class. Should an assembly-line worker with a
high-school degree and an income of $40,000 per year be
placed in a higher social class than a college professor witha
doctorate who earns $35,000? Many would say no, because
the college professor has the advantage of a much greater
education and enjoys far more freedom, autonomy, and
opportunity for creativity on the job. In fact, this case illus-
trates the ambiguities of social class: The assembly-line
worker enjoys an advantage in some areas of life, and the
professor does in others.

Sociologists have attempted to deal with this problem
by developing a composite approach to defining social class
that considers wealth, income, prestige, education, job
status, and other factors. This approach is consistent with
Max Weber's view, discussed earlier in this chapter, that
there are different dimensions of stratification that vary
independently of one another. The composite approach
does not use hard-and-fast rules for placing people into
categories, and the boundaries berween categories are often
vague. What it does do is create groupings of people who,
on the basis of a variety of considerations, are relatively
similar. The first such effort, which has guided all subse-
quent efforts, was that of W. Lloyd Warner and colleagues
(1949), in a study of a community they nicknamed *‘Yankee
City.” Warner’s categories, defined on the basis of wealth,
income, prestige, possessions, lifestyle, and community
participation, defined six classes: upper-upper, lower-up-
per, upper-middle, lower-middle, upper-lower, and lower-
lower. The majority of the population fell into the two lower
groups, about 40 percent into the two middle groups, and
just 3 percent into the two upper groups. Since then, soci-
ologists have used a variety of classification systems, most of
which have involved five or six classes, labeled in different
ways, always with unclear boundaries. Some of these stud-
ies have indicated a shrinkage of the lower categories and a
growth of the middle ones, partly as a result of the decline in
blue-collar employment and the growth of white-collar
employment. The truly wealthy elite, however, has changed
little in size since the time of Warner’s study. Roughly
speaking, the use of this type of classification system today
would yield something like the six groupings shown in the
box entitled “*American Social Classes in the 1990s.”

The Subjective Definition of Social Class

A third way to approach social class is to let people define
their own social class. We refer to this self-defined social
class as subjective class. In the United States, people do not
like to think in terms of class distinctions and tend to place
themselves and nearly everyone else in or around the mid-
dle. Thus, most studies of subjective class, including a sur-
vey | have done in my own classes dozens of times, reveal
that around 50 to 60 percent of Americans consider them-
selves “‘middle class,” and about 30 to 40 percent “‘working

Social Stratification: The Economic and Prestige Dimensions



y u!

PR L T

Ll
o - UL LT
"

class” (National Opinion Research Center, 1983; Hodge
and Trieman, 1968). Very few — certainly well under 10
percent—ever admit to being “‘upper class” or ‘‘lower
class.” In my own classes, I have had people who reported
family incomes as high as $150,000 label themselves
“middle class,” even though such a figure at the time the
students were surveyed put them in the upper 2 or 3 per-
cent of all families. Because nearly all Americans call them-
selves “middle class” or “working class,” this method
obviously has the disadvantage of classifying people less
precisely than the composite method. However, it does tell
us a good deal about how Americans think about class.

What factors determine how people define them-
selves? The answer appears to be a combination of income,
education, and occupation. Those with high incomes, a
college education, and a white-collar occupation nearly
always answer “‘middle class,”” whereas those with a below-
average income, a high-school education or less, and a
blue-collar job generally answer “‘working class.” Men and
women define class in somewhat different ways. Men
nearly always define their social class on the basis of their
own characteristics, while married women define their so-
cial class partly according to their own characteristics and
partly according to those of their husbands (Simpson, Stark,
and Jackson, 1988). However, more women today define
their class on the basis of their own characteristics (Davis
and Robinson, 1988).

The least predictable answers come from those with
status inconsistencies— people who rank high in one area
but low in another. In my class survey, for example, people
from blue-collar families with incomes at or above the me-
dian family income are about as likely to call themselves
“middle class™ as “working class.” This is because while
their parents’ occupations are typical of the working class,
their family income is typical of the middle class.

Another group experiencing status inconsistencies is
the so-called new class, a rapidly growing group of young
professionals who are well educated, but, partly because of
a labor market flooded by baby boomers born in the 1950s
and early 1960s, have experienced relatively low pay and a

significant risk of unemployment or underemployment
(Harrington, 1979, pp. 135-137). This group tends to
have middle-class tastes and expectations and the educa-
tion to go with them. Moreover, many are people who deal
in the production of ideas, such as professors, journalists,
publishers, entertainers, planners, and policymakers.
Thus, they tend to be independent thinkers and distrustful
of conventional beliefs and traditions (Bruce-Briggs, 1979;
Kristol, 1978). At the same time, their incomes are too
small to live up to their high expectations, as illustrated by
studies showing falling real family incomes among young
workers (St. Louis Post-Dispatch, 1985). As a result, many of
them are finding that it takes two incomes to attain a stan-
dard of living that could once be obtained by one bread-
winner.

Some experts have predicted that this group may be-
come highly dissatisfied and a major source of dissent in
America and other modern societies (Gouldner, 1979;
Harrington, 1979). Recent research in the Netherlands has
confirmed that this group has to a large extent become the
source of leadership for social movements, particularly
ones dealing with cultural and environmental issues
(Kriesi, 1989). It may also have played an important role in
the election of President Bill Clinton in 1992,

Occupational Prestige Closely related to subjective
class is occupational prestige. In fact, we already saw that
occupation is one of the key factors that determines how
people see their own social class. Different occupations
clearly carry different levels of prestige, and the work peo-
ple do has a major effect on the entire prestige or status
dimension of stratification. Significantly, the relative pres-
tige of various jobs has remained similar over time and
across different places. Surveys done over half a century in
the United States have consistently shown that the jobs that
had high status in the 1920s and 1930s continue to have
high status today; indeed, the relative status of a wide range
of jobs has changed very little over the past 50 years (Na-
tional Opinion Research Center, 1983; Hodge, Siegel, and
Rossi, 1964). About the only source of change is in the

Example of high-, medium-, and low-prestige jobs. The prestige of an occupation

depends heavily on the level of pay and the educational requirements.
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SOCIOLOGICAL INSIGHTS

AMERICAN SOCIAL CLASSES IN THE 1990s

In the 1990s, Americans can be
roughly classified into six social
classes, each of which is described
briefly below.

CORPORATE ELITE

Making up about 1 percent of the
population, this is the group that
owns the bulk of the country’s
corporate wealth. Usually owning
assets in excess of $1 million,
people in this group enjoy a stan-
dard of living far beyond that of
the rest of the population. They
are largely the “old rich,” whose
names alone are a source of great
prestige, and who have been
wealthy for generations. Such
families include the Rockefellers,
Fords, Carnegies, Mellons, and
Danforths. A few in this elite are
“new rich,” having gained corpo-
rate wealth as a result of skillful
investment, foresight, and often,
an element of luck. Examples in-
clude the late Sam Walton
(founder of Wal-Mart), with a net

worth that stood at $7 billion after

he lost $1 billion in one day in
the 1987 stock market crash, and
Apple Computer founder Steven
Jobs. Though the new rich are as
wealthy as the old rich, the old
rich do not accept them as mem-

bers of the true elite, and their
prestige remains a notch below
that of the Fords and Rockefellers.

UPPER CLASS

Amounting to about 2 to 5 per-
cent of the population, people in
this group differ from the corpo-
rate elite in that they are less
wealthy and more likely to have
gained their wealth as a result of a
high salary or investment of
earned income than by ownership
of key corporate capital. The suc-
cessful rock singer and profes-
sional athlete would fall into this
diverse group, as would many cor-
porate executives and some
owners of smaller-scale busi-
nesses. Although this group in-
cludes a good number of
millionaires, it is made up mostly
of “‘new rich,” and to a signifi-
cantly lesser extent than the cor-
porate elite, its income comes
from its own labor rather than
from the labor of others.

UPPER-MIDDLE CLASS

Accounting for perhaps 15 to 20
percent of the U.S. population,
this group is made up of better-

paid management and profes-
sional employees: doctors,
lawyers, airline pilots, middle and
upper corporate management,
and owners of the more successtul
small businesses. Most people in
this group are college educated,
and many have graduate or pro-
fessional degrees. It is taken for
granted that their children will at-
tend college and, increasingly,
graduate or professional school.
This group is likely to live in big-
ger-than-average homes in the
more prestigious suburbs. In-
comes run above the median fam-
ily income of $35,000, but
generally not into the hundreds of
thousands of dollars typical of the
lower rungs of the upper class.

LOWER-MIDDLE CLASS

This group, amounting to about
25 to 30 percent of the popula-
tion, holds the lower-status white-
collar jobs, which may or may not
require a college degree. Some of
the best-paid blue-collar workers,
such as skilled building crafts
workers and auto workers, could
also be included in this group,
largely because of their relatively
high incomes. In general, the in-
comes in this group are [airly

creation of new jobs or the elimination of old ones. In 1920,
for example, there was no such thing as a computer pro-
grammer or a television camera operator. Similarly, tech-
nology has largely eliminated other jobs, such as keypunch
and elevator operators.

Additionally, studies comparing job status across dif-
ferent societies have shown that the relative status of differ-
ent jobs is quite similar in a number of different industrial-
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ized societies (see Hodge, Trieman, and Rossi, 1966). Thus,
adoctor, a lawyer, or an airline pilot has high status not only
in the United States, but in Canada, Sweden, and Great
Britain as well. A janitor or taxi driver, in contrast, has low
status in all these societies. In addition, the relative status of
these jobs in all these societies is about the same today as it
was decades ago. Even in some less industrialized coun-
tries, the same patterns hold. Recent research by Nan and
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close to the median family income
of about $35,000. People in this
group tend to own their own
homes and live in ““good” sub-
urbs, but not in the most prestig-
ious areas. As in the upper-middle
class, it is common for both the
husband and wife to be employed
full-time, but here it is more likely
that the wife will be working out
of economic necessity and less
likely that she will be “‘moving
up” in her career. Though still di-
verse, this group tends to be a bit
more conservative than the
upper-middle class, particularly
when it comes to “‘social issues”
such as abortion, sexual freedom,
and freedom of expression. The
children of this group are often
expected to attend college, but it
is more likely to be a two-year
school or the local commuter uni-
versity, and fewer go on to gradu-
ate or professional school.

WORKING CLASS

This group, around 30 to 35 per-
cent of the population, works at
blue-collar or clerical jobs and has
incomes at or, more often, below
the average level. More often than
not, both the husband and wife
must work in order to support the

family. They typically have high-
school diplomas but no college
training. They often own homes
in older and less prestigious sub-
urbs, small towns, or the nonpoor
areas of the central city, although
many rent. They live an adequate,
though by no means extravagant,
lifestyle, but they must worry
more often than middle- and
upper-class people about how to
pay their bills. Although their atti-
tudes may be liberal on economic
issues, they tend to be conserva-
tive socially and are sometimes
fearful of losing economic ground
to other groups. Their children are
less likely to go to college. In
some families, however, where
education is seen as the hope for
upward mobility for the next gen-
eration, the children do attend
college, particularly two-year and
commuter schools in their local
area. For this group, a crisis such
as a divorce or the loss of a job
can mean falling into poverty, and
there is in general less feeling of
security about life than in the
middle class.

LOWER CLASS

Amounting to 15 to 20 percent of
the population, this group is

always struggling just to make it.
Depending on such factors as
being employed, marital status,
and wage level, people in this
group have incomes around the
poverty level or a little above it.
Finding adequate food, shelter,
clothing, and medical care ranges
from difficult to impossible for
them. Many people in this group
lack even a high-school education,
and although their children have
a better chance of completing
high school than they did, many
do not, and very few go on to col-
lege. Most rent rather than own
their own homes, and they more
frequently live in a central city,
rural area, or small town than in
the suburbs. Divorce and separa-
tion rates are high, as are the
number of single-parent families.
At the bottom of this group is the
chronically poor and unemployed
underclass, whose children rarely
know anyone who has a stable
job, a decent education, or the
opportunity for upward mobility.
Thus, they are psychologically
prepared to be the next genera-
tion of poor and near-poor.

Wen (1988) has revealed that the prestige of jobs in China
is very similar to the prestige of jobs in other countries.
What determines the prestige of a job? As is true of
subjective class, several factors are relevant. In general,
better-paid jobs have higher prestige. Prestige also depends
on the educational requirements of the job and the amount
of physical labor it entails. Thus, even though college pro-
fessors are often paid less than many assembly-line
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workers, they consistently rank near the top in occupa-
tional prestige. The very highest ranked jobs, such as physi-
cian and airline pilot, are professional occupations asso-
ciated with both high incomes and high levels of education.
Similarly, the jobs with lowest-prestige, such as garbage
collector, janitor, and shoe shiner, involve hard physical
work, require little or no education, and pay poorly. Alist of
some jobs and their occupational prestige ratings from sur-
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veysin the United States and other countries is presented in
Table 9.2.

Class Consciousness in the United
States

One important aspect of class in America is the extent to
which Americans are aware of, and identify with, the social
classes to which they belong. Such awareness and identifi-
carion is called class consciousness. Americans seem to be
less class-conscious than people in many other societies.
We have already noted that nearly all Americans think of
themselves as *‘middle class” or “‘working class.” This con-
trasts with some other societies where, for example, the
wealthy readily identify themselves as upper class. United
States society was founded as a result of a rebellion against
title and monarchy and was based on the principle that “all
men are created equal.”” Although, as we have seen, the
reality is that there is great social inequality in America,
most Americans prefer not to acknowledge that openly.
Rather, we prefer to believe that people have similar sta-
tuses and similar situations in life— that we are all pretty
much alike (DeMott, 1990). America’s entertainment
media abet this belief as they either gloss over social-class
differences, or present them as easily surmountable. The
Horatio Alger myth that anyone who tries can succeed, and
the assertion that love will easily overcome social-class dif-
ferences, is still popular, as we can see in such movies as
Pretty Woman, Dirty Dancing, and White Palace (DeMott,
1991).

Two other reasons have been suggested to explain
why Americans are less class-conscious than people in
other industrialized countries. First, education has been
more accessible in the United States than elsewhere. The
great majority of Americans graduate from high school, and
more go on to college than in other industrialized countries.
Although we do have sizable educational differences based
on class (discussed in Chapter 14), we have not formalized
these differences as other countries such as Great Britain
have done. This leads us to think of ourselves as being more
similar to one another.

The other reason is that, until the 1970s, the United
States experienced more economic expansion and there-
fore more structural mobility than other countries. As a
result, people’s standards of living improved, and people
saw class boundaries as less real and more permeable. An
end to this high structural mobility could mean a rise in
class consciousness in America. As higher paying jobs dis-
appeared in the 1980s and job growth occurred mainly in
lower-paying jobs, the opportunities associated with struc-
tural mobility began to disappear and the perception of
people trapped in the underclass grew.

There are already signs that this has led Americans to
become somewhat more class-conscious. Class-related
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TABLE 9.2 Occupational Prestige Ratings: United
States Compared to 60-Country Average

Average, United
Occupation 60 Countries States
University president or dean 86 82.4
Physician 78 81.5
University professor 78 78.3
Physicist 76 73.8
Member, board of directors > 71.8
Lawyer 73 o
Architect 72 ks
Dentist 70 755
Chemist 69 68.8
Sociologist 67 65.0
Airline pilot 66 70.1
High-school teacher 64 63.1
Clergy member 60 TAULS)
Personnel director 58 57.8
Artist 57 57.0
Classical musician 56 5510
Social worker 56 524
Journalist 55 51.6
Professional nurse 54 6115
Secretary 53 45.8
Actor or actress 52 55.0
Union official 50 41.2
Real-estate agent 49 44.0
Professional athlece 48 51.4
Farmer 47 ST
Motor-vehicle mechanic i 35.8
Policeman or policewoman 40 47.8
Railroad conductor 39 40.9
Telephone operator 38 40.4
Jazz musician 38 32
Carpenter 37 4235
Dancing teacher 36 32.3
Firefighter 35 382
Sales clerk 34 27.1
Truck driver 33 313
File clerk 31 30.3
Assembly-line worker 30 2Tl
Construction worker 28 26.2
Gas-station attendant 25 21.6
Waiter 23 20.3
Janitor 21 16.1
Farm worker 20 214
Garbage collector 13 12.6
Shoe shiner 12 9.3

NOTE: In a limited number of instances, there were slight differences in job titles
between Appendix A (worldwide average) and Appendix D (United States). In these
instances, the closest job title was used.

SOURCE: Reprinted by permission from Appendices A and D in Donald J. Trieman,
Occupational Prestige in Comparative Perspective. Copyright 1977, by Academic Press.
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issues played a more prominent role in the 1992 presiden-
tial election, as Democrats Bill Clinton and Al Gore hit hard
on the failure of the “trickle-down” notion that tax breaks
for the wealthy would create better jobs for the middle class
and the poor. Unlike other recent elections, the 1992 elec-
tion saw changes in the distribution of income become an
important issue, as Clinton and Gore repeatedly and suc-
cessfully sounded the theme that the wealthiest few were
getting even wealthier while everyone else was losing in-
come relative to inflation.

POVERTY IN THE UNITED
STATES

The extremes of social and economic stratification are the
easiest to see —and the most difficult to deny. We turn our
attention now to those at the bottom of the economic strati-
fication system: the poor. We shall begin our discussion of
poverty by examining some different ways of defining pov-
erty; then we shall see how poverty is officially defined and
measured in the United States.

How Poverty Is Defined

Generally, statistics on poverty are based on the federal
government’s poverty level. To make sense of these statis-
tics, we must understand (1) what is meant by the term
poverty and (2) how the federal poverty level is determined.

Relative versus Absolute Concepts of Poverty Pov-
erty can be defined as the condition of having a very low
income and standard of living. However, such a definition
immediately raises a question: What do we mean by low?
Low could mean “low compared with almost everyone
else,” or it could mean “‘below the level sufficient to buy
necessities.” For this reason, poverty can be defined in
either a relative (low compared with others) or an absolute
(lacking necessities) manner. In the case of relative poverty,
a person’s standard of living is low compared with that of
others who enjoy a higher standard of living. By this defini-
tion, every society with social inequality will have some
poverty. However, some societies have greater degrees of
poverty than others. In the United States, where the poorest
10 percent of the population has one-fifteenth the income
of the richest 10 percent, poverty in a relative sense is more
extreme than in Sweden, where the poorest 10 percent has
one-seventh the income of the richest 10 percent (Thurow,
1977).

Now, consider the absolute definition of poverty. By
this definition, poverty exists whenever people lack some
basic necessities of life. Thus, it is possible, at least in

CHAPTER 9 -

theory, for a country to have no poverty at all, even if it has
considerable social inequality. If everyone gets all the basic
necessities, there is no poverty.

The Official Definition of Poverty in the United
States The U.S. government’s official definition of pov-
erty is intended to delineate poverty in the absolute sense.
In other words, it is meant to represent a level of income
below which people are unlikely to be able to buy all of the
necessities of life. The official definition of poverty in the
United States originated in the 1950s, when the govern-
ment estimated the cost of the minimum diet necessary to
get a person or a family through a limited period of financial
difficulty in good health. As a result of a 1961 government
study showing that the average low-income family spent
one-third of its income on food, the poverty level was set at
roughly three times the cost of this minimum diet. (Because
of differences in their cost of living, this multiplication fac-
tor is a little more than three for individuals and smaller
families, and a little less than three for rural families.) Since
1961, the poverty level has been adjusted upward each year
to rake account of inflation. In 1991, the poverty level fora
family of four was $13,924. For one nonelderly individual
living alone, it was about $6,900. Questions have been
raised about the extent to which this standard correctly
measures poverty. Although some critics disagree, the
dominant opinion among economists, home economists,
and sociologists is that the official definition fails to include
many people who are poor in the absolute sense. (See
Rodgers, 1978; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1976.)

Poverty in America: The Current
Situation

In 1991, the most recent year for which data are available,
35.7 million Americans, or 14.2 percent of the population,
were living below the poverty level (U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 1992a). This amounts to almost one person out of
every seven living in the United States today. Just how large
a group is this? It is twice the population of New York State
and more than three times that of Illinois. Clearly, we are
talking about a very large number of people.

Is the number of poor people growing or getting
smaller? The answer to this question is found in Figure 9.2.
This figure indicates that both the number and the percent-
age of Americans living below the poverty level fell from
1960 until around 1970, reached a low point in 1973, and
fluctuated irregularly from then until 1978. Between 1978
and 1983, poverty rose sharply. By 1983, there were again
over 35 million poor people in the United States, the high-
est number since before 1964, when President Lyndon
Johnson proclaimed his “War on Poverty.” The poverty
rate had increased to over 15 percent. Between 1983 and
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1989, poverty again declined modestly, but it rose again
after 1989 as the economy slipped into recession, and by
1991 there were more poor people than the 1983 peak.

Inadirect sense, the rise in poverty after 1978 reflects
two things. First is a general increase in social inequality in
the United States (Jencks, 1991). As we have already seen
from the income and wealth data, the rich got richer and the
poor got poorer during this period. To a very large extent,
this trend resulted from policies of the Reagan administra-
tion: the deregulation of business, the decrease in tax rates
for the wealthy, and cutbacks in government antipoverty
programs (Bartlett and Steele, 1992).

Second, the growth in poverty between 1978 and
1983 was partly the result of a lack of real economic growth
and productivity growth in the American economy. Real
(that is, adjusted for inflation) family incomes fell between
1973 and 1984, even though more wives entered the work
force (St. Louis Post-Dispatch, 1985), and there was little or
no growth in productivity during this period. Since produc-
tivity rose again in the mid-1980s, and since there has still
been growth in real per-capita income, largely because of
women entering the labor force (Jencks, 1991; Olsen,
1990), we would expect a sizable drop in poverty to have
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taken place since about 1984. In fact, there was only a small
decline in poverty in the 1980s, and that was wiped out by
the 199092 recession. Thus, lack of economic growth is
only part of the cause of today’s high poverty rates; the rest
lies in rising economic inequality.

Because it has more economic inequality than other
industrialized countries, the United States has more pov-
erty, even by the standard of absolute poverty. Smeeding,
Torrey, and Rein (1988) compared the United States to
seven other industrialized countries, using the U.S. govern-
ment’'s methods for comparing poverty rates. In five of the
seven countries, the poverty rates averaged a full five per-
centage points lower than in the United States. Perhaps
most disturbing is the difference in poverty among chil-
dren: The United States had the highest child poverty rate of
any of the countries, and was about 10 percentage points
above the poverty rates of most of the other countries (Pe-
terson, 1991).

Who Is Poor?

A number of social characteristics increase the risk that
people will be poor. In general, the groups with dispropor-
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tionate amounts of poverty are blacks, Hispanics, and
American Indians; women; people living in female-headed
families; children; and people who live in central cities and
rural areas (as opposed to suburbs). To a large extent, this
reflects the lower status accorded to these groups by society
and their relative lack of power (discussed more fully in
Chapter 10). The number of poor people and the poverty
rates of people with various characteristics is shown in
detail in Figure 9.3 and Table 9.3. Note that although the
poverty rate of blacks is three times that of whites and the
Hispanic poverty rate is more than double that of non-
Hispanic whites, the majority of all poor people in the
United States are non-Hispanic whites. This is because the
large majority of the population is white and non-Hispanic.
The single biggest risk factor for poverty is living in a family
with a female householder and no husband present. Over

TABLE 9.3 Number of People below Poverty
Level, and Poverty Rates for Selected Groups in
the U.S. Population, 1991

40

I

o]0 I —

10

All Americans Whites  Blacks Hispanics

Q Percent Below Poverty Level

Number oF
People below

Population Poverty Level Poverty
Subgroup (in millions) Rate
Total U.S. population SEL 14.2%
White Americans 237 LI
Black Americans 10.2 i
Americans of other races! 1.7 17.6
Hispanic Americans? 6.3 28.7
Children under 18 14.3 21.8
White children under 18 8.8 16.8
Black children under 18 4.8 459
Hispanic children under 182 31 40.4
Married-couple families 2 6.0
Female-householder families 4.2 35.8
People in female- 13.8 39.7
householder families

White 6.8 Als

Black 6.6 54.8

Hispanic? 25 ST
Central-city residents It & 20.2
Suburban residents 1125 9.6
Nonmetropolitan residents 8.9 16.1
People 18 to 64 years of age 17.6 11.4
People 65 years of age and 37 12.4

over

People living in the Northeast 6.2 122
People living in the Midwest 8.0 13.2
People living in the South 13.8 16.0
People living in the West 7.8 14.3

! Does not include Hispanics. This group consists mainly of Asian Americans and
American [ndians.

2 Hispanics are regarded by the Census Bureau as an ethnic group, not a race, and thus
may be of any race.

SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1992f.
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FIGURE 9.3 Poverty Rates by Race and Hispanic
Origin, 1991.
SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census Press Release, Sept. 3, 1992.

one-third of all poor people live in such families, even
though fewer than one American out of seven lives in a
female householder family. It is also significant that chil-
dren have a relatively high risk of poverty (Duncan and
Rodgers, 1991). More than one in five were poor in 1991,
and more than one in three will experience poverty at some
time during their childhood (U.S. Bureau of the Census,
1990a, 1992a; Ellwood, 1987).

CAUSES OF POVERTY

Poor People Themselves? Work,
Family Structure, and Poverty

Itis widely believed that people often experience poverty as
a result of their own actions or inactions—unwillingness
to work, drunkenness, welfare dependency, and sexual
promiscuity leading to out-of-wedlock births (Feagin,
1972; see also Kluegel, 1990; Kluegel and Smith, 1986;
Schuman, 1975). A careful examination of the characteris-
tics of the poor, however, indicates that these factors are
relatively unimportant as causes of poverty.
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Work Experience of the Poor One relevant set of char-
acteristics can be seen in Figure 9.4, which shows the work
experience of poor people over age 15 in 1989. At first
glance, the data in the figure appear to support the “unwill-
ingness to work” explanation— over half of poor people
over 15 did not, in fact, work during 1989. However, if we
examine the reasons these people did not work, we get a
different picture. To begin with, nearly two-thirds of those
who did not work were ill, disabled, retired, or attending
school —all of which are generally regarded as legitimate
reasons for being out of the work force. In fact, these groups
combined account for about one-third of all poor people
over 15.

Another sizable group (5 percent) of the nonworking
poor had looked for work but were unable to find it. Almost
all of the rest of the nonworking poor— 19 percent of all
poor people—fell into the ‘“keeping house” category.
About half of these were female single parents with chil-
dren, and most of the rest were nonemployed wives with
children. In addition to the fact that a mother staying home
to take care of her children has always been acceptable in
American society (and until recently was the norm), we
must consider here the cost of day care and medical care. As
we shall see later, many poor people have no employment
available except minimum-wage jobs, most of which in-
clude no medical benefits. By the time a poor mother pays

By the time a poor mother pays for day care for her
children, she may already have used up all the income
from a minimum-wage job.

for day care for her children (which can cost well over $200
per month per child), she may already have used up all the
income from a minimum-wage job. And in most states, if
she remains employed, she must give up Medicaid, which

All other Worked qII Worked
Amed forces | YEar fulltime Sg}’ﬁﬁge

Retired

Unemployed more
than half of year but
not all year

FIGURE 9.4 Labor-Force Status of

Poor People 15 and Over, 1989
SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1990a, p.65.
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55%

with children

Qut of
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force all or all of
year year 44%
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Keeping half of year
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householders with
children; most of rest
are nonemployed wives
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out of labor force part

ll or of year

disabled
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means she must pay for medical care for herself and her
family as well, or let her family go without needed care. In
many cases, she literally can’t afford to take a job—the
costs of day care and medical care are simply too great.

We have now accounted for all but 2 percent out of
the 58 percent of poor people who did not work in 1989. In
other words, the number of poor people who did not work
in 1989 and did not have what would generally be regarded
as a good reason for not working was just 2 percent of the
U.S. population—hardly a great mass of people. These
statistics are consistent with research findings reported by
Tienda and Stier (1991). 1n a study of Chicago’s poorest
neighborhoods, they found that only 6 percent of the popu-
lation could be characterized as shiftless; that is, unwilling
to work. The rest were either employed, caring for children,
disabled, students, or looking for work.

Out-of-Wedlock Births Single-parent, female-headed
families are at a very high risk for poverty. As the percentage
of such families has risen, the poverty rate also has risen
(Eggebeen and Lichter, 1991). Many female-householder
families are the result of out-of-wedlack births, although
many others are the result of divorces and separations.
However, to say that out-of-wedlock childbearing (or, for
that matter, divorce) is one of the most important causes of
poverty is to ignore several key realities. First, the rate of
out-of-wedlock births is far higher among people who are
already poor or who grew up in poverty than among the
general public (see Hayes, 1987b). Thus, poverty appears
to be at least as much a cause of out-of-wedlock births as a
consequence. One reason for this is that poor people are less
likely to be familiar with, or have access to, birth control,
which increases their nonmarital birth rates. In addition,
because of high unemployment, urban minority poor
women — the ones most likely to give birth out of wedlock
— have a strikingly small pool of employed, marriageable
men (Wilson, 1987, pp. 95-100; see also Mare and Win-
ship, 1991, Lichter, LeClere, and McLaughlin, 1991). As a
result, a larger proportion of these women never marry, and
those who do marry later and wait longer to remarry after a
divorce. This means that more of them are at risk of a
nonmarital pregnancy. Like the great majority of non-
married women of all sociceconomic levels, they are usu-
ally sexually active—but they are unmarried for a longer
part of their lives, and they know less about contraception.

Research also shows that poverty affects self-image
and attitudes in ways that increase the likelihood of out-of-
wedlock pregnancy, especially among teenagers (Ander-
son, 1991). Poor people experience less control over their
lives and may feel less able to control whether they get
pregnant—so they are less likely to try. To an impover-
ished teenage girl, a baby can sometimes be a source of
self-esteem, a way of feeling grown-up. Among poor teen-
age boys, sexual conquest (which is valued to some extent
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What are the causes of poverty, and why has it increased
so much since the mid-1970s? Among the explanations are
unemployment and low wages.

among young males of all social classes) may be one of the
few ways of feeling a sense of accomplishment, when most
legitimate opportunities for achievement are blocked.
Thus, however much out-of-wedlock childbirth may per-
petuate poverty, it is probably more a consequence of pov-
erty than a cause. Moreover, as shown in the box entitled
“American Poverty and Teenage Pregnancy in Global Per-
spective,” there is much that we could do to prevent teen-
age pregnancy but have chosen not to do as a result of
misperceptions about the likely consequences, as well as
religious objections. Finally, as is discussed in Chapter 6,
the low wages of women are a major reason for the high
poverty rate among female-householder families.

These findings clearly indicate that poor people
themselves are not, by and large, the cause of their own
poverty. Most of them either are employed, are looking for
work, or have a good reason not to be working. Although
they do have high rates of divorce, separation, and nonmar-
ital childbearing—and thus a high incidence of female-
householder families— this appears to be much more a
consequence than a cause of poverty. Moreover, as we saw in
Chapter 6, the economic situation of female-householder
families would be far less difficult if women were simply
paid at the same rate for their work as men are, and if day
care and health care were publicly funded, as they are in
nearly all other industrialized countries.

What, then, are the causes of poverty, and why has
poverty increased so much since the mid-1970s? Among
the explanations are unemployment and low wages, both of
which have become more prevalent as socioeconomic in-
equality has increased in the United States since the 1970s.
In addition, certain public policies have contributed to the
spread of poverty or to worsening its impact.
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COMPARING CULTURES AND SOCIETIES

AMERICAN POVERTY

AND TEENAGE PREGNANCY
IN GLOBAL_EERSPECTIVE

Poverty is more widespread and se-
vere in the United States than in
other industrialized countries, and
children are more likely than other
Americans to be poor. One possible
reason: American teenagers are
more likely to get pregnant and
have a baby out-of-wedlock than
teenagers in other industrialized
countries. When this happens,
their children often experience
poverty. In fact, more than 90 per-
cent of American children who live
in a single-parent home through the
first 10 years of life will experience
poverty (Ellwood, 1987). About
two-thirds of these children will be
poor for the entire 10 years.

The fact that American teens
are more likely to become parents
than their counterparts in other in-
dustrialized countries was shown in
a study comparing the United
States, Canada, France, Great Brit-
ain, the Netherlands, and Sweden
(Jones et al., 1986). The United
States had by far the highest rates of
teenage pregnancies, births, and
abortions of any of these countries.
Although some of the difference
was the product of the higher pov-
erty rate in the United States and
the relatively high incidence of
teenage pregnancy among Ameri-

can minority groups, these factors
were not by any means the whole
answer. White U.S. teenagers, for
example, have pregnancy rates far
above those found in any of the
other countries. The differences
also could not be explained by dif-
ferences in sexual activity: U.S,
teenagers are no more likely than
teenagers in the other countries
(except possibly Canada) to be sex-
ually active.

Why, then, do American
teenagers get pregnant so much
more often than teenagers in other
countries? At least part of the an-
swer is that they are less likely to
use contraceptives (Jones et al.,
1986). Part of the reason for that, in
turn, is that it is harder for Ameri-
can teenagers to get contraceptives.
Many Americans believe that mak-
ing contraceptives available ro
teenagers will encourage them to
have sex, so we have avoided doing
50.

What would happen if con-
traceptives were more available to
U.S. teenagers? We don't have all
the answers, but we do have some.
Experiments in cities such as Balti-
more provided teenagers with con-
traceptives, along with information
concerning human sexuality and

advice that they did not have to be
sexually active if they didn’t want to
be (Hayes, 1987). In such a con-
text, the provision of contracep-

tives did not increase teenage
sexual activity; if anything, the total
effect of the program was the oppo-
site (Schorr, 1988, p. 53). More-
over, those teenagers who did have
sex were more likely to use contra-
ception, and the pregnancy rate
fell —meaning fewer teenage
births and fewer teenage abortions.

Thus, the common American
belief that making contraceptives
more available will lead more teen-
agers to have sex appears not to be
true, at least if school health pro-
grams are properly designed. The
Jones et al. study suggests another
reason for Americans’ opposition to
contraceptives  for  teenagers:
Americans, more than people in
other countries, may favor more
sexual restrictions because of re-
ligious beliefs. However, since
American teens are as sexually ac-
tive as teens in other industrialized
countries, the main effect of Ameri-
can restrictions on contraceptives
seems to be a higher teenage preg-
nancy rate relative to other coun-
tries.

because they would rather collect welfare than get a job.
They argue that, by discouraging people from working,
welfare causes them to become detached from the labor
force —in other words, to get in the habit of not working. As
a result, they argue, welfare actually causes an increase in
poverty, as people become less attached to the labor force
and chronically out of work. Such arguments have led social
scientists to ask a number of questions:

SOCIAL ISSUES FOR THE '90s

DOES WELFARE CAUSE POVERTY?

Some argue that the supposedly generous welfare benefits
of the past two or three decades have made it too easy for
people not to work, and that many people are poor simply
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Do most people who fall below the poverty level and/or receive
welfare become chronically poor and dependent on welfare?

When more people are on welfare or when welfare benefits are
increased, does long-term poverty increase?

Does welfare cause people to have children out of wedlock, to
avoid marriage, or to get divorced?

Intuitively, one might think that the answers to the
above questions would be *‘yes.” However, actual research
results suggest that the answers are not that simple. For one
thing, we have already seen that most non-working poor
people have good reasons not be working. In addition,
research relating to the questions posed above points to
additional flaws in the argument that welfare increases
poverty by discouraging work.

First, poverty is less often chronic and long-term than
is commonly believed; relatively few poor people remain
on welfare year after year. A long-term survey by Duncan et
al. (1984), for example, showed that of all the people who
were poor at some time between 1969 and 1978, about half
were poor for two years or less. Only one in ten was persist-
ently poor for eight or more of the 10 study years, which
amounts to less than 3 percent of the total population of the
United States. Only about 4 percent of the U.S. population
used welfare persistently over the decade, and of these,
fewer than half used it as their main source of income. Thus,
the number of people who consistently use welfare to avoid
work is small, probably not larger than 2 percent of the
entire population.

It is true, however, that a sizable share of the poor in
any given year are people who are experiencing long periods
of poverty (Bane and Ellwood, 1983a). Additionally, evi-
dence suggests that the proportion of persistently poor
people increased somewhat during the first half of the
1980s (Adams, Duncan, and Rogers, 1988; Duncan and
Rogers, 1989). But, there are other explanations that better
account for this poverty than the welfare incentive.

Charles Murray (1984) made the argument in his
controversial book Losing Ground that the expansion of
welfare benefits has led to a growth in poverty by encourag-
ing people to accept welfare benefits rather than to work.
However, there are clear problems with this argument. One
of the most important is that, during the period from 1978
to 1983 when poverty grew most rapidly, real (inflation-
adjusted) welfare benefits were falling, not rising (see, for
example, Wilson, 1987). In fact, real welfare benefits fell
steadily and substantially from 1972 on, and by 1984, the
combined, inflation-adjusted value of welfare and food
stamps was 22 percent lower than it had been in 1972
(Wilson, 1987, p. 94). According to Murray’s argument,
there should have been fewer poor people and less unem-
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ployment in 1984 than in 1972; in fact, the opposite was
true. There had been an improvement in welfare benefits,
but it came earlier, when poverty was on the way down, not
up.

Research has been conducted on the extent to which
the incentive to collect welfare leads people to have chil-
dren, to avoid marriage, or to get divorced. Comparisons
between states with high and low levels of welfare show no
effect of welfare levels on birth rates among the poor, and
only very small effects on the divorce/separation rate (Ell-
wood and Bane, 1984; Rank, 1989; Wilson, 1987, pp.
77 -81). If there is any effect, it is that where welfare levels
are higher, young single mothers with children are more
likely to live independently and less likely to live with their
parents (Ellwood and Bane, 1984; Holden, 1987).

It may be that welfare requirements that no man be
present in the household of a mother receiving welfare do
contribute to family disruption, however. If a husband/
father is unable to find work, the family may well be better
off economically if he leaves, because it may then be eligible
for welfare. In some cases, this probably does disrupt fami-
lies and encourage welfare dependency. However, thisis an
issue unrelated to the presence or amount of welfare: itis a
product of a specific policy attached to some welfare pro-
grams that no able-bodied partner be present in the house-
hold, regardless of the availability of work.

The notion that poor people have more babies in
order to collect welfare simply isn’t supported by research
findings. This is not surprising, as the costs associated with
having and raising a child are far greater than additional
welfare benefits that child might bring. Finally, Jencks
(1991, pp. 56-62) suggests that availability and level of
welfare have little effect on the proportion of single mothers
who are employed. (For further discussion, see Ellwood,
1987.)

[t may be true, as William Julius Wilson has argued in
The Truly Disadvantaged, that detachment from the labor
force does perpetuate poverty. However, research does not
support the notion that welfare in and of itself causes either
detachment from the labor force or an increase in poverty.
Rather, Wilson and others point out, labor force detach-
ment is better explained by long-term losses of jobs—
particularly jobs that pay well—from inner city areas.
When jobs are chronically difficult or impossible to find,
and are only temporary and pay poorly on the rare occa-
sions when they are available, people eventually give up on
work. This condition has become increasingly common in
America’s central cities since the 1960s, but structural
changes leading to job loss, not welfare, appear to be the

main causes of persistent poverty.

Social Stratification: The Economic and Prestige Dimensions 237



PERSONAL JOURNEY INTO SOCIOLOGY

HOW SOCIETAL CHANGES HELP SHAPE MY VIEWS ON RACE
RELATIONS AND URBAN POVERTY / william Julius Wilson

Unlike many who enter a field of
specialization on the basis of
graduate training, 1 did not pursue
race and ethnic relations and
urban poverty as major fields of
study in graduate school at Wash-
ington State University. My gradu-
ate study focused mainly on
sociological theory and the philos-
ophy of the social sciences. How-
ever, my concentration on these
fields of study could not be sus-
tained in a period dominated by
events in the black protest move-
ment.

In my last two years as a
graduate student in the mid-1960s
I, like most blacks, was caught up
in the spirit of the civil rights rev-
olution and was encouraged by
the changes in social structure
that led to increasing opportuni-
ties for black Americans. 1 also
followed with intense interest the
ghetto riots in Watts, Newark,
and Detroit. And although at this
point I had not developed a seri-
ous academic interest in the field
of race and ethnic relations, my
intellectual curiosity for the sub-
ject, fed by the escalating racial
protest and my sense of the
changing social structure for
blacks in America, was rising so
rapidly that by the time I ac-
cepted my first full-time academic
job as an assistant professor of so-
ciology at the University of Massa-
chusetts, Amherst, in the fall of
1965, I had firmly decided to de-
velop a field of specialization in
that area.

My first major publication in
the field of race relations was

William Julius Wilson is the Lucy
Flower University Professor of Sociology
and Public Policy and Director of the
Center for the Study of Urban Inequal-
ity at the University of Chicago. A Mac-
Arthur Prize Fellow, he is past president
of the American Sociological Association
and has been elected to the National
Academy of Sciences, the American
Academy of Arts and Sciences, and the
American Philosophical Society.

Power, Racism and Privilege: Race
Relations in Theoretical and Socio-
historical Perspectives, published
by Macmillan in 1973 and by
Free Press in a paperback version
in 1976. This study presents a
comprehensive theoretical frame-
work that is applied to race rela-
tions in the United States and the
Republic of South Africa. How-
ever, by the time the book was in
press my thinking abour the field
of race relations in America had
already begun to change. [ regret-

ted not only that I had paid so lit-
tle attention to the role of class in
understanding issues of race, but
also that I tended to treat blacks
as a monolithic socioeconomic
group in most sections of the book.

It was not until after 1
moved to Chicago and joined the
sociology faculty at the University
of Chicago in 1972 that my views
on the intersection of class with
race in the United States suffi-
ciently crystallized. My thinking
about intraracial divisions in
America during the 1970s was in
no small measure shaped by my
perception of the changing social
environments in Chicago’s varie-
gated ethnic neighborhoods. At
one extreme were the upper-mid-
dle-class black professional neigh-
borhoods in parts of the South
Side; at the other extreme were
the communities of the ghetto
poor, plagued by long-term job-
lessness, in other parts of the
South Side and on the West Side.
The widening gap between the
haves and have-nots among Afri-
can Americans would have been
obvious to any student of urban
life who cared to take the time to
drive around the Chicago neigh-
borhoods at different points in
time, as I did in the early to mid-
1970s.

It is one thing to recognize
and describe these intragroup dif-
ferences; it is quite another thing
to account for their evolution and
relate them not only to the prob-
lems of intergroup relations, but,
more importantly, to the broader
problems of societal organization
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in America. The stimulating intel-
lectual environment of the Uni-
versity of Chicago helped me
develop a broader vision on race.
The university encourages inter-
disciplinary contact and thereby
afforded me the opportunity to
confront questions about racial in-
teraction from students of varied
disciplinary backgrounds. The net
result was the development of a
holistic approach to race relations
in America that directed the writ-
ing, particularly the theoretical
writing, of The Declining Signifi-
cance of Race.

The theoretical framework
of this book relates problems as-
sociated with race to the broader
issues of societal organization. To
study problems of race in terms
of societal organization entails an
investigation of not only the polit-
ical, economic, and other institu-
tional dimensions of societal
organization that affect intra- and
intergroup experiences, but the
technological dimensions as well.
The basic theoretical argument
presented in The Declining Signifi-
cance of Race is that different sys-
tems of production in
combination with different poli-
cies of the state impose different .
constraints on racial group rela-
tions by producing dissimilar con-
texts, not only for the
manifestation of racial antago-
nisms but also for racial-group ac-
cess to rewards and privileges.

I had hoped that my major
academic contribution would be
to explain racial change by apply-
ing this framework to historical

developments of race relations in
the United States. But there was
another contribution I had wished
to make —1 wanted to highlight
the worsening condition of the
black underclass, in both absolute
and relative terms, by relating it
to the improving position of the
black middle class.

The Declining Significance of
Race generated an even greater
controversy than I had originally
anticipated. At the time of its pub-
lication, heightened awareness of
racial issues had been created not
only because changing social
structures altered many traditional
patterns of race relations, but also
because the state was inextricably
involved in the emerging contro-
versy over affirmative action.

In the initial months follow-
ing the book’s publication, it
seemed that critics were so preoc-
cupied with what I had to say
about the improving conditions of
the black middle class that they
virtually ignored my more impor-
tant arguments about the deterio-
rating position of the black urban
poor. The view was often ex-
pressed that since all blacks from
all socioeconomic class back-
grounds are suffering there is no
need to single out the black poor.

During the controversy over
The Declining Significance of Race
I committed myself to doing two
things: (1) 1 would address the
problems of the ghetto poor in a
comprehensive analysis; and (2) I
would spell out, in considerable
detail, the policy implications of
my work. These two commit-

ments provided direction for the

writing of The Truly Disadvantaged:

The Inner City, The Underclass, and
Public Policy, published in 1987
by the University of Chicago Press.
The first commitment grew
out of my personal and academic
reaction to the early critics’ al-
most total preoccupation with my
arguments concerning the black
middle class. It was only after I
began writing The Truly Disadvan-
taged that serious scholars began
to focus on my previous analysis
of the underclass in The Declining
Significance of Race, particularly
those scholars who are working in
fields such as urban poverty, so-
cial welfare, and public policy.
The second commitment
stemmed from my reaction to
those critics who either labeled
me a neo-conservative or directly
or indirectly tried to associate The
Declining Significance of Race with
the neo-conservative movement.
Although I am a social democrat,
and probably to the left politically
of the overwhelming majority of
these critics, and although some
of the most positive reviews and
discussions of The Declining Signif-
icance of Race have come from
those of the democratic left, the
title of my book readily lends it-
self to an assumption that | am a
black conservative. Nonetheless,
because I did not spell out the
policy implications of The Declin-
ing Significance of Race in the first
edition, it was possible for people
to read selectively my arguments
and draw policy implications sig-
nificantly different from those that

CHAPTER 9 -

Social Stratification: The Economic and Prestige Dimensions

239



PERSONAL JOURNEY INTO SOCIOLOGY

HOW SOCIETAL CHANGES HELP SHAPE MY VIEWS ON RACE
RELATIONS AND URBAN POVERTY / william Julius Wilson (Cont.)

1 would personally espouse. In the
second edition of The Declining
Significance of Race, published in
1980, | wrote an epilogue in
which the policy implications of
my work were underlined in
sharp relief, but by then the views
of many readers of the first edi-
tion had already solidified.

If the idea for The Truly Dis-
advantaged grew out of the contro-
versy over The Declining
Significance of Race, the former
also generated controversy. The
Truly Disadvantaged challenges
liberal orthodoxy in analyzing
inner-city problems; discusses in

candid terms social dislocations
of the inner city; establishes a
case for moving beyond race-spe-
cific policies to ameliorate inner-
city social conditions to policies
that address the broader problems
of societal organization, including
economic organization; and ad-
vances a social democratic
public-policy agenda designed to
improve the life chances of truly
disadvantaged groups such as the
ghetto underclass by emphasizing
programs to which the more ad-
vantaged groups of all races can
positively relate.

The Truly Disadvantaged

enjoys the unique distinction of
generating a lot of attention both
within and outside academia. And
in contrast to The Declining Signif-
icance of Race, the scholarly atten-
tion it has attracted is not focused
mainly on controversy but on the
theoretical and substantive argu-
ments raised in the book. Indeed,
The Truly Disadvantaged has gen-
erated a new research paradigm
that has stimulated studies not
only in sociology, but in econom-
ics, psychology, anthropology, ed-
ucation, social work, history,
philosophy, and political science
as well.

Unemployment

Consider again Figure 9.4., which shows that only 6 per-
cent of poor people were unemployed all year. But now look
at the number who were unemployed for more than half of
the year (4 percent) and the number who were unemployed
for less than half of the year (9 percent). This adds up to one
poor adult out of five who experienced some unemploy-
ment over the course of the year, and nearly one out of two
of those who actually sought employment. In addition,
some of those who worked part-time did so because they
could not find a full-time job. Thus, unemployment plays an
important role as a cause of poverty.

Recent Unemployment Trends Unemployment has
been more prevalent since around 1980 than it was in
earlier decades. In the best years of the 1980s, it averaged 6
or 7 percent, and in the recession of the early 1980s, it
exceeded 10 percent. By the early 1990s, unemployment
was on the rise again. In addition, these official unemploy-
ment figures understate true unemployment, because they
do not include people who have given up looking for work.

One reason for rising unemployment can be tied to
rising numbers of people entering the labor force: baby
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boomers who reached working age in the 1970s and 1980s,
and women who entered the labor force in many cases
because their family income could not keep up with infla-
tion without two incomes. However, ather factors are more
important than the growth of the labor force.

Deindustrialization A cause of declining wages, as well
as rising unemployment, is deindustrialization (Harrison
and Bluestone, 1988; Wilson, 1987), a decline in the im-
portance of heavy industry as a source of employment.
Deindustrialization is a result of automation, international
competition, and relocation of jobs — sometimes out of the
United States. Because of more efficient operations and, in
some cases, lower wages, many countries can produce cars,
televisions, machine tools, and other products comparable
or superior to American producers at lower cost. American
companies also have contributed to deindustrialization in
the United States. In search of low wages, American com-
panies often have moved assembly operations to Third
World countries, depriving Americans of jobs in the proc-
ess (Harrington, 1984). Thousands of manufacturing jobs
have been shifted from the United States to northern Mex-
ico for this reason. Of the 1,400 manufacturing plants in
Mexico near the border in 1988, for example, 90 percent
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were American-owned (Rohan, 1989). By eliminating
higher-paying jobs, deindustrialization has resulted in
growing inequality and rising poverty since the late 1970s.

The effects of deindustrialization have been particu-
larly devastating for central cities, particularly manufactur-
ing cities in the Midwest and Northeast (Kasarda, 1990;
Wilson, 1987, 1991a, 1991b). The increasing African-
American and Hispanic populations in these cities, devas-
tated by the loss of jobs, also find it difficult to move into the
still segregated suburban areas, where jobs are often more
readily available (Farley, 1987b; Kasarda, 1980, 1985,
1989; Massey and Eggers, 1990). A recent experiment in
Chicago shows the impact of such exclusion: When poor
blacks were given the opportunity to move from the city to
the suburbs, their employment rose relative to others who
remained behind in the city (Rosenbaum and Popkin,
1991). As a result of job losses, the proportion of blacks and
Hispanics in older cities who live in neighborhoods of
highly concentrated poverty has risen. This phenomenon
may [urther perpetuate poverty by undermining neighbor-
hood institutions and depriving young people of successful
role models (Anderson, 1991; Crane, 1991a, 1991b; Wil-
son, 1987, 1991a).

In some cities, manufacturing employment losses
have been offset by growth of employment in the service
and administrative sectors (Kasarda, 1990). However, this
has been of limited benefit, for two reasons. First, these
industries were highly automated and computerized and
often did not employ as many people relative to their size as
manufacturing had. Second, many of the jobs they did offer
required a high level of education, so they were not avail-
able to displaced industrial workers or the inner-city poor
(Wilson, 1987, pp. 39-42). Moreover, the service jobs
that did not have high educational requirements paid much
lower wages than the industrial jobs that had been lost. As a
result of these changes, portions of our older cities have
increasingly become the home of a chronically poor and
often unemployed underclass (Wilson, 1987; Jencks and
Peterson, 1991). The underclass is discussed further in
Chapters 11 and 18, and the larger issue of deindustrializa-
tion is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 12.

Finally, we must recognize that today’s relatively high
unemployment is partly the result of government policy. In
the 1980s, the government chose to place a higher priority
on fighting inflation than on fighting unemployment. As a
resulr, the rate of inflation fell, the unemployment rate rose,
and more people slipped into poverty.

Low Wages

One striking feature of Figure 9.4 is the number of people
who worked but were poor anyway. In fact, about one poor
adult in 10 worked full-time all year. How is it possible for
these people to be poor? A little math will show you. Begin
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This Chrysler plant in Toluca, Mexico, is representative of
the many manufacturing plants that have been moved to
Third World countries by American companies in search
of low wages.

with the $4.25 minimum wage in effect in 1992. Assume
that someone works at the minimum wage 40 hours a week,
52 weeks a year. Such a person would earn $8,840. If this
person is the sole source of support for a family as small as
two people (including the wage-earner), his or her earnings
will not be enough to lift that family above the 1991 poverty
level. For a family of four, the annual pay based on the 1991
minimum wage falls more than $4,000 below the poverty
level.

Low-wage jobs were among the fastest-growing areas
of employment during the 1980s. In fact, most of the job
growth during this decade occurred either in dead-end,
low-wage jobs or in well-paid, high-tech jobs that required
a high level of education. There was little job growth in
between, which meant there were far fewer opportunities
for a person with a limited education to get a decent-paying,
stable industrial job.

Government Policy

Both low wages and rising unemployment during the 1980s
resulted partly from policies pursued by the federal govern-
ment. Specifically, the government during this period chose
to fight inflation rather than unemployment and refused for
years to adjust the minimum wage for inflation. Also con-
tributing to poverty during this period was a very substantial
cutback in government antipoverty programs. Beginning in
the late 1970s, and to a greater extent under the Reagan
administration in the 1980s, benefits in government pov-
erty programs were curtailed as part of an effort to reduce
both federal spending and the budget deficit. (Actually,
both government spending and the deficit increased be-

- Social Stratification: The Economic and Prestige Dimensions 241



cause of a massive increase in military spending in the early
1980s.) Benefits in many programs were not adjusted to
keep up with inflation, and standards of eligibility were
tightened. Significantly, subsequent research has shown
that those who were most severely hurt by these cutbacks
were the working poor and the near-poor (Institute for
Social Research, 1983). Many people were forced into pov-
erty, and for many others, the impact of poverty became
more severe as they were no longer able to supplement their
meager incomes with government benefits such as food
stamps.

Finally, it must be noted that the failure of the Ameri-
can public sector to provide certain necessities taken for
granted in most industrialized countries also increases the
extent and impact of poverty. Virtually all other industrial-
ized countries, for example, use tax revenues to fund health
care and day care for all who need them. As we shall see in
Chapter 16, one consequence is that other industrialized
countries do not have 12 to 16 percent of their population
totally lacking health insurance, as did the United States in
the early 1990s. And we have already addressed the role
day care expenses play in making it hard for impoverished
single parents to seek employment. Thus, not only does the
United States have more poverty than other modern indus-
trialized countries, but because of lack of governmental
support for health care and day care, the impact of poverty
in the United States is greater than in other industrialized
countries. This could, of course, change if proposals by the
Clinton administration to establish universal health cover-
age are enacted.

In summary, the relatively high level of inequality in
the United States compared with other countries results in a
high level of poverty. This situation worsened in the 1980s
and early 1990s, as deindustrialization, the growth of low-
wage employment, and government policies resulted in
greater inequality and more poverty. Finally, the impacts of
poverty are greater in the United States than in other indus-
trialized countries, because the United States provides far
less assistance than other countries in areas such as health
care, day care, and housing.

CONSEQUENCES OF POVERTY

If the causes of poverty are complex, its consequences are
clear. In virtually every way imaginable, life is more difficult
for poor people. They are ill more often, receive poorer and
more limited medical care, and live shorter lives. They also
have a higher rate of mental illness, particularly for the
more serious illnesses such as depression, schizophrenia,
and personality disorders (Dohrenwend, 1975; Warheit,
Holzer, and Schwab, 1973). They also report lower levels of
personal happiness than the nonpoor (Campbell, Con-
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verse, and Rogers, 1976). The children of the poor are at
greater risk of dying in infancy, and if they survive, they
have a greater risk than nonpoor children of getting in
trouble with the law or becoming pregnant as teenagers.
They will receive a much poorer education than nonpoor
children, and they are far less likely to complete high
school. One study showed that in Chicago’s public schools,
where a large proportion of the students are from poverty-
stricken families, fewer than half of all 1980 ninth-graders
graduated on time in 1984 —and of those who did gradu-
ate, only one out of three could read at a twelfth-grade level
(Wilson, 1987, p. 57).

Poor people will spend more of their income on food
and housing than the nonpoor, but they still will be less
adequately fed and housed. A study of housing in southern
lllinois by Quinn (1984) revealed that poor people were
several times as likely as the general public to live in over-
crowded housing, yet 80 to 90 percent of these poor people
were paying more than the government standard of 25
percent of their incomes for rent.

Poor people are more likely both to commit street
crimes and to be the victims of such crimes (Barlow, 1993).
Crime rates are highest in poor neighborhoods, for crimi-
nals tend to victimize those who are close by and available.
As a result, a highly disproportionate number of robbery,
assault, and homicide victims are poor. So high is the inci-
dence of crime in some poor neighborhoods that poor peo-
ple are afraid to venture outside their homes (Rainwater,
1966). Summer after summer in several major cities, el-
derly poor people have died from heat-related illnesses
because they could not afford air conditioning and were
afraid to open their windows because of crime.

In the winter, the risks become cold and fire. Dozens
of poor people die every winter as a result of fires started by
makeshift heating arrangements, some of which were at-
tempted after their gas or electricity had been turned off
because they could not pay the bill.

Homelessness Probably those most severely affected by
poverty are America’s hundreds of thousands of homeless.
We cannot count the exact number of homeless, partly
because it is hard to define exactly who is homeless (Rossi et
al., 1987). Most would agree that a person who has a place
to stay for only one or two nights before having to return to
the streets or seek another place is homeless, but what
about a person who has a place to stay for several weeks?
Experts do not agree on exactly who is homeless, and hence
they do not agree on how many homeless people there are.
The 1990 Census, the first to attempt a systematic count of
homeless people, found about 230,000 homeless people
(Haub, 1991). This is clearly the low end of the possible
range (see Haupt, 1990); an estimate by the Urban Institute
in 1989 placed the number of homeless at 600,000. Other
estimates have ranged as high as 3 million.
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One of the consequences of poverty is substandard housing.
This little girl, living in a slum in Washington, D.C., is
brain damaged from eating lead paint from the walls in
her family’s apartment.

We do know that the number of homeless people rose
during the 1980s (U.S. Conference of Mayors, quoted in St.
Louis Post-Dispatch, 1987), and that in much of the county,
this trend continued into the early 1990s (Hart, 1991; The
Washington Post, 1992). While most homeless people are
adult males (Rossi et al., 1987), the number of homeless
families and homeless women and children is increasing. A
Temple University study found that 15 percent of the
homeless were under the age of 5 (King, 1989), and a 1990
study of 30 cities estimated that 40 percent of the homeless
were families with children (Toth, 1991). People become
homeless in a wide variety of ways: Eviction, job loss, fires
and other disasters, mental illness, chemical dependency,
and divorce are among the more common (Henslin, 1990;
Rossi, 1987). Tragically, some are “‘throwaway’ children
who have been forced out of their homes or otherwise
abandoned by their parents, and some are runaways, many
of whom are seeking to escape from physical or sexual
abuse. According to Rossi et al. (1987), the median annual
income of Chicago’s homeless was just $1,200, and most of
them had been unemployed for years — typically for up to
two years before becoming homeless. Moves during the
1980s to “‘deinstitutionalize” the mentally ill also resulted
in many of these people becoming homeless (Rossi et al.,
1987) because they were too sick to take care of themselves,
lacked someone to help them, or both.

Whatever its causes, the physical and psychological
consequences of homelessness are devastating. Children
grow up with inadequate or no schooling, the homeless are
at constant risk of being victimized, and homelessness be-
comes a source of stigma that is highly destructive to self-
esteem. And, of course, the homeless must always face the
variable weather. In the bitter January of 1988, for example,
homeless people died of exposure to the cold in a number of
cities. Yer, so great was their fear of crime in the homeless
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shelters that some of the homeless nonetheless chose to
remain on the streets.

While the problem of homelessness is more severe in
the United States than in most industrialized countries, it
exists to some extent nearly everywhere. There are both
similarities and differences between countries in the causes
of homelessness, as is illustrated in the box, “‘Japan’s
Homeless.”

FUNCTIONALIST AND
CONFLICT PERSPECTIVES ON
STRATIFICATION

In this final section, we turn to the larger sociological issue
of why economic inequality and poverty exist in society. As
with other questions of this nature, the two macrosociologi-
cal perspectives, functionalist and conlflict theories, offer
starkly different answers. Let us first consider the function-
alist answer.

The Functionalist View:
Davis and Moore

In one of the most widely cited and debated pieces ever to
appear in a sociology journal, Kingsley Davis and Wilbert
Moore presented a functionalist theory of socioeconomic
inequality in their 1945 article **Some Principles of Stratifi-
cation.” Davis and Moore argued that economic stratifica-
tion exists because it meets society’s needs for productivity
by motivating people. Davis and Moore started with the
notions that some jobs are more critical to society’s needs
than others, and that some jobs —often the most critical
ones—require longer and more difficult training than
others. Such jobs also carry greater responsibility, are fre-
quently very stressful, and often require people to work
longer hours than other jobs. If the highly capable people
needed to fill such jobs are to get the extra training and work
the extra hours required, Davis and Moore argued, they
must be motivated by the prospect of higher pay. Other-
wise, why would people want these jobs, with all the train-
ing, stress, and extra hours they entail? More specifically,
would people sacrifice current income in order to get the
years of training some of these jobs require? Suppose a
person could get the same money as a doctor by working
seven or eight hours a day sweeping streets—with no
after-hours responsibility and no long, expensive period of
training, including four years of college, four years of medi-
cal school, and four years of internship/residency. Would it
not be harder to get people to become doctors if they could
earn just as much money doing something much easier —
and earn it now, rather than 12 years from now?
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COMPARING CULTURES AND SOCIETIES

JAPAN’S HOMELESS

Despite its rapid economic
growth, high productivity, and rel-
atively limited degree of socioeco-
nomic inequality, Japan still has
its homeless, Their numbers are
fewer; there are, for example, only
a few hundred homeless in Yoko-
hama, a city of 3 million. Still, the
thousands of homeless people in
Japan live a life much like that of
homeless people everywhere.
They sleep on cardboard in alleys,
seek warmth in tunnels and train
stations, and are widely ignored
by the rest of Japanese society. In
fact, they are probably ignored
even more than their counterparts
in the United States. The Japanese

—

1983, three homeless men were

killed by a group of rock-throwing

high-school students, in an event
hauntingly similar to attacks in
the United States.

Some of the causes of home-

lessness are the same in Japan as
in the United States: Many home-
less have only part-time work,
and are plagued by unemploy-
ment and low wages. The home-
less generally live in the part of
town where large numbers of la-
borers line up for part-time, low-
paying construction jobs, often at
shape-ups run by organized
crime. Racial and ethnic minori-
ties are overrepresented among

streets as has the United States.
Undoubtedly, this accounts in
part for the lower incidence of
homelessness in Japan than in the
United States. Also unlike the
United States, there are very few
homeless families in Japan. Fi-
nally, it is uncommon in Japan for
anyone with ongoing, full-time
employment to be homeless —
a phenomenon that is on the rise
in the United States because of
fires, evictions, divorces, and
other personal catastrophes.
Characteristic of Japan’s
culture stressing self-help and re-
sponsibility, homeless people in
Japan are extremely reluctant to

census bureau and the National
Police Agency do not publicly re-
veal their estimates of how many
homeless live in Japan. As in the
United States, Japan’s homeless
are sometimes even worse off
when they are not ignored: In

SOURCE: The material in this box is based
largely on Steven B. Weisman, ‘“‘Japan’s
Homeless: Seen Yet Ignored,”” The New
York Times, January 19, 1991, p. 4.

the homeless, as are the physi-
cally disabled. Many homeless
Japanese also are debilitated by
alcohol abuse, though abuse of
other drugs is less common than
in the United States.

There are, however, some
important differences. Although
mental illness contributes to
homelessness in Japan as else-
where, Japan has not emptied its
mental institutions onto the

accept assistance. One homeless
man told a social worker that he
would not go to a shelter because
“I just don’t like to beg for help.”
The same night, a homeless cou-
ple in a park turned down an offer
of a blanket. According to volun-
teers who work with Japan’s
homeless, many homeless people
are reluctant to have anyone know
their names and, for that reason,
the volunteers often do not ask.

m

The Conflict View

Although conflict theorists generally acknowledge that so-
cioeconomic inequality occurs in nearly all societies, they
do not think it exists because it meets a social need for
productivity. They note, for example, that more economi-
cally developed and productive societies generally have less
inequality than others, not more (see Lenski, 1966). In
general, conflict theorists see socioeconomic inequality as
existing because the wealthy and powerful —usually a
small group in any society—benefit from it and have
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enough power to make the social system work to protect
their interests.

As a result of this greart inequality, conflict theorists
—in the tradition of Karl Marx —see a tendency in most
societies for class conflict: conflict between the wealthy and
those who lack wealth. It is in the interest of the wealthy to
keep things as they are, whereas those without wealth have
an interest in social change. Marx predicted that this con-
flict of interest would eventually lead to the overthrow of
most capitalist societies, as the subordinate class realized its
own interest and seized the wealth from the ruling class.
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In fact, this has not happened, for many reasons. One
of the most important is that the expansion of economies
under capitalism, at least until recently, raised the standard
of living of the working classes substantially, despite con-
tinued inequality. Another is that democratic reforms cur-
tailed the more blatant excesses of the owners of wealth and
afforded some protection to the rights of even those with
little wealth and power. Marxists would argue that a third
reason is that the wealthy use their influence over govern-
ment, the media, and other key institutions to promote
beliefs and ideologies that inhibit class consciousness. (The
role of class conflict as a source of social change is explored
in Chapter 20.) According to the conflict perspective, then,
the interests of the wealthy — not the needs of the society as
a whole —are served by inequality.

Is Stratification Really Functional?

In an article that is among the most widely cited in sociol-
ogy, conflict theorist Melvin Tumin pointed out what he
saw as several shortcomings in the logic used by Davis and
Moore (Tumin, 1953; see also Tumin, 1970). First, he
questioned whether some of the better-paying and more
prestigious jobs are really more critical to society than
others. For example, is the physician really more essential
to the health of the public than the garbage collector? With-
out garbage collectors, the hazard of contagious disease
would be tremendous. Significantly, historical demogra-
phers agree that public sanitation systems were able to
increase people’s life expectancies at an earlier point in

Is stratification really functional? Is the physician really
more essential to the health of the public than the garbage
collector?

history than were medical doctors. The treatment of illness
was 100 unscientific to accomplish much before about
1900. Only then, for example, was the practice of washing
one’s hands before performing surgery becoming wide-
spread. The establishment of garbage-collection systems
and sanitary sewers, however, had replaced the common
practice of throwing garbage and human waste in the near-
est street or river by around 1850 in many areas, and it was
certainly a key factor in the steady fall in American and
European mortality rates between 1800 and 1900. (For
more discussion of the effects of medicine and public sani-
tation on mortality, see Thomlinson, 1976, pp. 98—-107.)
In a similar vein, Tumin points out that if factories had all
managers and engineers and no line workers, they could
produce nothing. Thus, low-status, poorly paid workers can
be as essential as those whose jobs carry status, power, and
big paychecks.

Second, wealth is distributed more unequally than
income, and a large share of wealth is inherited rather than
earned (Barlow, Brazer, and Morgan, 1966; Lundberg,
1968). It is hard to see how inherited wealth could motivate
people to do anything except be born into rich families,
something that we have yet to figure out a way to control!
About half of America’s 400 wealthiest people in 1989
became wealthy through either inheritance or investment
of inherited wealth (Queensman, 1989). To the extent that
wealth is concentrated through inheritance, it is very diffi-
cult to see how it could serve to motivate people to enter
critical jobs. A related point is that parental income has a
substantial effect on a person’s ability to obtain the educa-
tion necessary to do the most demanding jobs. If stratifica-
tion were really to work the way Davis and Moore argued it
did, ability and motivation would have to be the main fac-
tors determining the amount of education obrtained. In fact,
family income plays a large role, making it easy for the
wealthy to educate their children for the best jobs and hard
for the poor to do so.

Third, the training required for getting better-paying
jobs often is far from unpleasant; many people, for exam-
ple, find college a highly rewarding time of their lives. In
addition, attending college —and even more so, attending
law, medical, or graduate school— gives a person a certain
prestige. At the least, there is a good side as well as a bad
side to the training that people must go through to get the
better jobs, and that in itself can serve to motivate them.

Finally, Tumin peints out that although the highest
paying jobs often require great training and long hours, they
also carry considerable nonmaterial rewards, including au-
tonomy, sense of accomplishment, prestige, and—in
many cases— the ability to set your own hours. This has
been confirmed by recent research by Jeucles, Perman, and
Rainwater (1988), who found that there are many rewards
to a good job besides high pay. We do, moreover, have no
shortage of people in certain occupations that require great
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training but pay relatively poorly —for example, social
workers and college professors. There are a number of jobs
people with a high-school degree can get that pay as well as
that of a college professor, which requires four years of
college and, typically, four to six years after that to obtain a
Ph.D. Even so, the supply of recent Ph.D.s has continued to
outstrip the number of new college faculty positions avail-
able. Clearly, a major reason for this is that the job carries
considerable nonmonetary rewards.

Synthesis

To conclude our discussion of the debate between func-
tionalist and conflict sociologists about the causes of eco-
nomic stratification, it may be useful to examine the rela-
tionship between social inequality and productivity among
industrialized societies. This information is provided in
Table 9.4. As a measure of inequality, the table shows the
ratio of income going to the top 10 percent of the popula-
tion to the share going to the bottom 20 percent. The larger
this ratio, the greater the inequality of a society. As a meas-
ure of productivity, the table shows gross national product
(GNP) per capita for 1990. The table indicates there is little
relationship between the inequality measure and the pro-
ductivity measure. The two countries with the highest de-
gree of inequality, Switzerland and the United States, were
among the countries with the highest productivity — but so
were the two countries with the least inequality, Japan and
Sweden. Overall, analysis of the data for these countries by
the author showed that variation in inequality accounted for
less than 10 percent of the variation in GNP per capita, and
inequality was negatively correlated with productivity
growth. Thus, the conclusion is unavoidable that, among
these industrialized countries, the degree of economic in-
equality has little to do with the level of productivity.

The Dysfunctions of Inequality From a functionalist
viewpoint, we also must consider the possible dysfunctions
of a condition such as social inequality along with its possi-
ble functions. Functionalists see a need for order and coop-
eration in society —yet economic inequality is one of the
most important causes of conflict and disorder in society
(Tumin, 1953). Beyond this, those who are at the bottom
often become hopeless and alienated and thus “drop out”
of any economically productive role. Thus, whatever bene-
fits inequality may have, it also clearly has its costs, to the
larger society as well as to those at the bottom of the stratifi-
cation system.

Does all this mean that the functionalist explanation
of inequality is simply wrong? Probably not. For one thing,
all of the countries in Table 9.4 do have a significant amount
of inequality, although the levels vary widely. In Japan, with
the least inequality, the wealthiest 10 percent still receive
two-and-a-half times as much income as the poorest 20
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TABLE 9.4 Economic Inequality and Economic
Productivity, Selected Industrialized Countries,
1990

Average
Inequality, Productivity,  Annual
Country 1990 1990 Growth
Ratio of
Income of
Top 10% to
that of
Bottom 20%, Growth in
Most Recent Per Capita Gross Per Capita
Data Available National GNP,
in 1990 Product, 1990 1965-90
Ireland 3.49 $9,950 3.0%
Spain 5651 11,020 24
ltaly 4.36 16,830 5.0
United Kingdom 4.02 16,100 2.0
Japan 2:57 25,430 el
Belgiuim 272 15,420 2.6
Finland 3.44 26,040 si
Netherlands 333 17370 1.8
Canada 4.23 20,470 LT
France 4.05 19,490 2.4
Germany* 344 22,320 2
Denmark 4.13 18,450 1.8
United States 5.32 21,790 1.7
Sweden 2.60 23,660 1.9
Norway 3.42 23,120 3.4
Switzerland 5.73 32,680 1.4

SOURCE: The World Bank, 1992, World Development Report 1992. New York: Oxford
University Press.
* Darta refer to West Germany before unification.

percent. The fact that economic inequality exists in all
modern countries — even socialist ones — is certainly con-
sistent with the functionalist viewpoint. What the data do
suggest, though, is that although inequality may be func-
tional up to a point, most countries have far more of it than
they need. This is especially true of the United States, which
had over twice as much economic inequality (by the meas-
ure in Table 9.4) as either Japan or Sweden, and also more
than Norway, yet did no better in terms of productivity in
1990. As Lenski (1966) put it, the functionalist theory
probably explains a certain amount of stratification, but it
cannot account for anywhere near all of it. Undoubtedly,
much of the rest exists for the reasons outlined by conflict
theorists — the disproportionate power of the wealthy, and
their use of that power to keep their economic advantage.

The wealthy are not the only people among the non-
poor who benefit from poverty, and therefore have a stake
in the confirmation of poverty. To see how others benefit
—as well as to get some enlightening insights about func-
tionalist and conflict theories—see the box, ‘‘Herbert
Gans and the Functions of Poverty.”
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SOCIOLOGICAL INSIGHTS

HERBERT GANS AND THE FUNCTIONS OF POVERTY

A discussion of functionalist and
conflict analyses of stratification
could not be complete without a
review of the writings of Herbert
Gans (1971, 1972) concerning
the functions of poverty. Gans's
insights are useful not only for un-
derstanding poverty but also for
seeing the similarities between
functionalist and conflict theories.
In an article titled “The Positive
Functions of Poverty,” Gans listed
a number of ways in which pov-
erty is “functional,”” some of
which are given here:

It provides people to do un-
pleasant “dirty work” that
others don’t want to do.

It provides a source of em-
ployment for police and
penologists, Pentecostal
ministers, pawnshop
owners, social workers,
heroin pushers, and other
legal and illegal occupations
that depend upon the poor.

It provides people to buy
spoiled and damaged

goods at a reduced price
that otherwise would have
to be thrown out.

It provides a convenient group
of people to punish in order
to uphold society’s rules.

reassures the nonpoor of
their status and worth.

enhances educational op-
portunities for the middle
class by ensuring that a siz-
able part of the population
will not compete with
them.

is a source of popular cul-
ture that others enjoy and
make money on. Jazz,
blues, rock, gospel, and
country music all had their
origins among the poor.
provides people to absorb
the costs of social change
in the form of unemploy-
ment, cheap labor, and
residential displacement
—so others won'’t have to.
Although some people have
interpreted this article as making
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a functionalist argument—and
Gans certainly wrote it to sound
that way — it has more commonly
been seen as a spoof of function-
alist theory written by someone
who really identifies with the con-
flict perspective. An earlier and
similar article by Gans, “The Uses
of Poverty: The Poor Pay All”
(1971), supports this interpreta-
tion. However, whether Gans
identifies with functionalist theory
or conflict theory, his articles
make a key point: A good many
Americans— nonpoor and often
wealthy — benefit from the contin-
ued existence of widespread poverty.
Thus, the fact that influential spe-
cial-interest groups benefit from
poverty may be one reason that
poverty persists. In essence, this
is what conflict theorists have
always argued: Inequality exists
because some group benefits from
it. It would appear that this is true
to some extent, not only of overall
socioeconomic inequality, but also
of the widespread poverty existing
amid affluence in the United States.

SUMMARY

Sociologists use the term stratification to refer to the un-
equal distribution in society of scarce resources. Stratifica-
tion has an economic dimension (the distribution of
income and wealth), a political dimension (the distribution
of power), and a social prestige dimension, sometimes
called status. In the United States, income (what a person
receives annually) is distributed more unequally than in
most other industrialized countries, and the distribution of
wealth (the total value of everything a person owns) is even
more unequal. Although the distributions of income and
wealth in the United States have not changed dramatically
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over time, there has recently been a shift toward greater
inequality.

Another area in which strartification systems vary is
mobility. Open stratification systems have relatively high
mobility — people can move “up” or “down”—whereas
closed systems have low mobility. The most closed type of
stratification system is the caste system; the estate or feudal
system has slightly greater mobility. The highest level of
mobility is found in class systems, but even there, ascribed
statuses — those into which we are born — play an impor-
tant role. The mobility that does exist is frequently
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structural — that is, a result of an increase in the number of
better-paying jobs rather than of some people moving up
while others move down. Although it is widely believed that
the United States has high mobility compared with other
class systems, the fact is that industrialized countries do not
vary widely in their degree of mobility. The degree of mo-
bility found in the United States is similar to that of most
other industrialized societies.

Social class can be defined in a number of ways. To
Karl Marx, there were only two classes: those who owned
the means of production and those who did not. Many
modern sociologists prefer a composite approach, which
considers such factors as income, wealth, education, and
occupational status. Another approach—subjective class
—is to allow people to classify themselves. In the United
States, most people call themselves “‘middle class” or
“working class,” because Americans don’t like to divide
themselves into classes, and thus tend to identify with the
middle.

Poverty can be defined in either a relative sense
(being poor compared with others in the same society) or
an absolute sense (lacking necessities). By either definition,
there are a large number of poor people in the United States,
despite its relative affluence, and this number has increased
since the late 1970s. Most poor people are non-Hispanic
whites, but blacks and Hispanics have disproportionately
high poverty rates, as do female-headed families and people
who live in either central cities or rural areas. Among the

GLOSSARY

key causes of poverty are unemployment, low wages, and
the inability of single mothers to earn sufficient wages to
pay the costs of day care and medical care and support their
families. It appears that relatively few people are poor be-
cause they prefer welfare to work. Although welfare depen-
dency does occur, it is less widespread than is commonly
believed, and most of the nonworking poor have good rea-
sons to be out of the labor force. During the late 1970s and
particularly the 1980s, government policies both raised the
poverty rate (by allowing unemployment to increase in
order to fight inflation) and made the impact of poverty
more severe ( by cutting back aid to the poor). The effects of
poverty are devastating in nearly every aspect of life, rang-
ing from educational opportunities to life expectancy to the
likelihood of being a victim of crime.

Functionalist and conflict theorists disagree about the
causes of social stratification. In the view of functionalists,
stratification exists because it is useful for society. It moti-
vates people to get the training and work the long hours
required for certain critical and difficult jobs. Conflict theo-
rists, however, argue that stratification exists mainly be-
cause those with wealth and power benefit from it. At the
least, it does appear that there is greater inequality in most
societies than can be explained purely on the basis of the
need for motivation. In the United States, with its particu-
larly high degree of economic inequality, this seems to be
especially true.

dimensions of stratification The different bases on which
people in a society are unequally ranked, including eco-
nomic (wealth and income), political (power), and prestige
(status).

income The dollar value of that which a person or family
receives during a specified time period, including wages
and return on investment.

wealth The total value of everything that a person or family
owns, less any debts.

prestige The degree to which a person is respected and
well regarded by others.

socioeconomic mobility The movement of people to
higher or lower positions within the stratification system.
open stratification system A system of inequality in which
opportunities to move to a higher or lower status are rela-
tively great.

closed stratification system A system of inequality in
which opportunities for mobility are relatively limited.
caste system A very closed stratification system in which
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the group or caste into which a person is born determines
that person’s status on a lifelong basis.

caste A grouping into which a person is born that deter-
mines that person’s status in a caste system.

apartheid Now abolished by law, the official name for the
racial caste system in South Africa, where political and
economic rights are defined according to which of four
official racial groupings—white, black, coloured, and
Asian —a person belongs to.

racial caste system A closed stratification system in which
castes are established on the basis of race.

estate system A relatively closed stratification system, also
called a feudal system, found in agricultural economies, in
which a person’s status is determined on the basis of land
ownership and, frequently, formal title.

class system A system of social inequality, usually found in
modern industrial societies, in which a person’s position in
life is influenced by both achieved and ascribed statuses.

intergenerational mobility Attainment by people of a so-
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cioeconomic status higher or lower than that of their par-
ents.

structural mobility A type of socioeconomic mobility that
occurs because of an increasing proportion of jobs in the
higher-status, white-collar categories.

exchange mobility A type of socioeconomic mobility that
occurs when some people move to higher positions in the
stratification system, while others move to lower positions.
social class A group of people with similar socioeconomic
status in an industrialized society.

socioeconomic status A person’s overall position within
the stratification system, reflecting such things as income,
wealth, educational level, and occupational prestige.
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class structure The distribution of wealth and other scarce
resources in society.

subjective class The class to which people perceive that
they belong.

poverty The condition of having an extremely low income
and standard of living, either in comparison with other
members of society (relative poverty) or in terms of the
ability to acquire basic necessities (absolute poverty).

deindustrialization A decline in the importance of heavy
industry as a source of employment in the United States and
other modern economies. Automation, job decentraliza-
tion, and the transition to a postindustrial economy all play
a role in this process.
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