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One afternoon in a major U.S.


city, two women go shopping.


They are friends—wealthy, suburban women who shop for leisure. They meet in a gourmet restaurant and eat imported foods while discussing their children’s private schools. After lunch, they spend the afternoon in exquisite stores—some of them large, elegant department stores; others intimate boutiques where the staff know them by name. When one of the women stops to use the bathroom in one store, she enters a beautifully furnished room with an upholstered chair, a marble sink with brass faucets, fresh flowers on a wooden pedestal, shining mirrors, an ample supply of hand towels, and jars of lotion and soaps. The toilet is in a private stall with solid doors.


In the stall there is soft toilet paper and another small vase of flowers.


The same day, in a different part of town, another woman goes shopping.


She lives on a marginal income earned as a stitcher in a textiles factory. Her daughter badly needs a new pair of shoes because she has grown out of last year’s pair. The woman goes to a nearby discount store where she hopes to find a pair of shoes for under $15, but she dreads the experience. She knows her daughter would like other new things—a bathing suit for the summer, a pair of jeans, and a blouse. But this summer the daughter will have to wear hand-me-downs because medical bills over the winter have depleted the little money left after food and rent. For the mother, shopping is not recreation but a bitter chore reminding her of the things she is unable to get for her daughter.


While this woman is shopping, she too stops to use the bathroom. She enters a vast space with sinks and mirrors lined up on one side of the room and several stalls on the other. The tile floor is gritty and gray. The locks on the stall doors are missing or broken.


Some of the overhead lights are burned out, so the room has dark shadows. In the stall, the toilet paper is coarse. When the woman washes her hands, she discovers there is no soap in the metal
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dispensers. The mirror before her is cracked. She exits quickly, feeling as though she is being watched.


Two scenarios, one society. The difference is the mark of a society built upon class inequality. The signs are all around you. Think about the clothing you wear. Are some labels worth more than others? Do others in your group see the same marks of distinction and status in clothing labels?


Do some people you know never seem to wear the “right” labels? Whether it is clothing, bathrooms, schools, homes, or access to health care, the effect of class inequality is enormous, giving privileges and resources to some and leaving others struggling to get by.


Great inequality divides society. Nevertheless, most people think that in the United States equal opportunity exists for all. The tendency is to blame individuals for their own failures, or attribute success to individual achievement. Many people think the poor are lazy and do not value work. At the same time, the rich are often admired for their supposed initiative, drive, and motivation. Neither is an accurate portrayal.


There are many hard-working individuals who are poor, and rich people have often inherited their wealth rather than earning it themselves.


Observing and analyzing class inequality is fundamental to sociological study. What features of society cause different groups to have different opportunities? Why is there such an unequal allocation of society’s resources? Sociologists respect individual achievements but have found the greatest cause for the disparities in material success to be the organization of society. Instead of understanding inequality as the result of individual effort, sociologists thus study the social structural origins of inequality. •••
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Social Differentiation and Social Stratification


All social groups and societies exhibit social differentiation.


Status, as we have seen earlier, refers to a socially defined position in a group or society. Social differentiation


is the process by which different statuses develop in any group, organization, or society. Think of a sports organization. The players, the owners, the managers, the fans, the cheerleaders, and the sponsors all have a different status within the organization. Together, they constitute a whole social system, one marked by social differentiation.


Status differences can become organized into a hierarchical social system. Social stratification is a relatively fixed, hierarchical arrangement in society by which groups have different access to resources, power, and perceived social worth. Social stratification is a system of structured social inequality. To use a sports example again, owners control the resources of the teams. Players earn high salaries, yet do not control the team resources and have less power than the owners and managers.


Sponsors (including individuals and corporations) provide the resources on which this system of stratification rests. Fans provide revenue by purchasing tickets to watch the teams play. Sports are a system of stratification where various groups within a sports organization are hierarchically arranged, with some having more resources and power than others.


All societies seem to have a system of social stratification, although they vary in the degree and complexity of stratification. Some societies stratify only along a single dimension, such as age, keeping the stratification system relatively simple. Most contemporary soci-


Table 9.1


Inequality in the United States


• Nearly one in six children in the United States live in poverty: 30 percent of African American, 29 percent of Hispanic, and 12 percent of Asian American children; 9.4 percent of White non-Hispanic children (Proctor and Dalaker 2003).


• Fifteen percent of the U.S. population have no health insurance; the average cost of a day’s stay in a hospital is $1,217—two weeks’ pay for the average U.S. worker (U.S. Census Bureau 2004).


• When Doris Duke, the tobacco heiress died, she left a $100,000 inheritance to her dog, with the provision that the dog should be fed only imported baby food (Meng 2001).


• One percent of the U.S. population controls 38 percent of the total wealth in the nation; the bottom 20 percent owe more than they own (Rose 2000; Mishel et al. 2003).


• CEOs of major companies earn an average of $13.1 million dollars per year; workers earning the minimum wage make $10,712 per year, if they work 40 hours a week for 52 weeks per year and hold only one job (Lavelle 2001).


• Black family income is 68 percent of White family income—only 9 percent closer than in 1970 (DeNavas-Walt et al. 2003).


• Among women heading their own households, 27 percent live below the poverty line (Proctor and Dalaker 2003).


eties are more complex, with many factors interacting to create social strata. In the United States, social stratification is strongly influenced by class, which is in turn influenced by matters such as one’s occupation, income, and education, along with race, gender, and other influences such as age, region of residence, ethnicity, and national origin.


Forms of Stratification: Estate, Caste, and Class


Stratification systems can be broadly categorized into three types: estate systems, caste systems, and class systems.


In an estate system of stratification, the ownership of property and the exercise of power is monopolized by an elite who have total control over societal resources. Historically, such societies were feudal systems where classes were differentiated into three basic


THINKING SOCIOLOGICALLY


Take a shopping trip to different stores and observe the appearance of stores serving different economic groups. What kinds of bathrooms are there in stores catering to middle-class clients? the rich? the working class? the poor? Which ones allow the most privacy or provide the nicest amenities? What fixtures are in the display areas? Are they simply utilitarian with minimal ornamentation, or are they opulent displays of consumption?


Take detailed notes of your observations and write an analysis of what this tells you about social class in the United States.


groups—the nobles, the priesthood, and the commoners.


Commoners included peasants (usually the largest class group), small merchants, artisans, domestic workers, and traders. The nobles controlled the land and the resources used to cultivate the land, as well as all the resources resulting from peasant labor.


Estate systems of stratification are most common in agricultural societies. Although such societies have been largely supplanted by industrialization, a few societies still exist that have a small but powerful landholding class ruling over a population that works mainly in agricultural production. Unlike the feudal societies of the European Middle Ages, however, contemporary estate systems of stratification display the influence of international capitalism. It is not knights who conquered lands in war that comprise the “noble class”; it is international capitalists or local elites who control the labor of a vast and impoverished group of people, such as in some Latin American societies where landholding elites maintain a dictatorship over peasants who labor in agricultural fields.


In a caste system, one’s place in the stratification system is an ascribed status (see Chapter 5), meaning it is a quality given to an individual by circumstances of birth. The hierarchy of classes is rigid in caste systems and is often preserved through formal law and cultural practices that prevent movement between classes.


The system of apartheid in South Africa was a stark example of a caste system. Under apartheid, the travel, employment, associations, and place of residence of Black Africans were severely restricted. Segregation was enforced using a pass system in which Blacks in White
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The class status of different groups can be readily seen by looking at such things as where people shop— the thrift store or this Ralph Lauren store in Palo Alto, California.


areas were obliged to account for themselves to White authorities. Interracial marriage was illegal, and Black Africans were prohibited from voting. In 1992, following world pressure to abolish apartheid, a Whites-only referendum overwhelmingly endorsed reform of the apartheid system.


Jim Crow segregation in the American South is another example of a caste system. “Jim Crow” refers to the laws and social practices that governed the segregated relations between Blacks and Whites in the American South. From the end of slavery until the enforcement of contemporary civil rights protections, Black Americans in the South were strictly segregated from Whites, attended separate schools and churches, used separate swimming pools and drinking fountains, and were denied the right to vote, among other restrictions.


Black people were expected to ride in the back of buses and while Whites referred to Blacks only by first name, Blacks had to address Whites as “Mr.,” “Miss,” or “Mrs.” These demeaning social practices defined the group status of Black Americans as inferior and secondary to White Americans.


In the traditional caste system of India, membership in an Indian caste group was determined by birth. Each group was restricted to certain occupations, and the lowest group, “the untouchables,” was prohibited from associating with the others. The Brahmans were the highest caste: nobles who were considered spiritually and socially superior to all other groups. (The term has been transmitted to American culture, where it is used to refer to the old money elite families of New England —the “Boston Brahmans.”) The Indian caste system is no longer mandated, but its effects remain. People retain attitudes about the alleged superiority and inferiority of different groups long after formalized distinctions are eradicated, which is one reason social inequalities and prejudices are so tenacious.


In class systems, stratification exists, but one’s location and rank can change according to individual achievements, even though class is still strongly determined by one’s social background. In class systems, class is to some degree achieved, that is, earned by the acquisition of resources and power, regardless of one’s origins. Class systems are more open than caste systems, because position does not depend strictly on birth.


Classes are less rigidly defined than castes, because the divisions are blurred by individuals moving between one class and another.


Despite the potential for movement from one class to another, placement in a class system is still highly dependent on one’s social background. Ascribed status


(i.e., according to birth) is not the basis for social stratification in the United States, yet the class a person is born into has major consequences for that person’s life.


One’s likelihood of achievement is shaped by patterns of inheritance; access to educational resources; and the financial, political, and social influence of one’s family.


There is no formal obstacle to movement through the class system, yet achievement is very much influenced by an individual’s class of origin.


Defining Class


In common parlance, class refers to style or sophistication.


In sociological use, social class (or class) is the
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Class differentiation in the United States results in people having different access to society’s resources.


social structural position groups hold relative to the economic, social, political, and cultural resources of society.


Class determines the access different people have to these resources and puts groups in different positions of privilege and disadvantage. Each class has members with similar opportunities and who tend to share a common way of life. Class also includes a cultural component in that class shapes language, dress, mannerisms, taste, and other preferences. Class is not just an attribute of individuals; it is a feature of society.


The social theorist Max Weber described the consequences of stratification in terms of life chances, meaning the opportunities that people have in common by virtue of belonging to a particular class. Life chances include the opportunity for possessing goods, having an income, and having access to particular jobs. Life chances are also reflected in the quality of everyday life.


Whether you dress in the latest style or wear another person’s tossed out clothes, have a vacation in an exclusive resort, take your family to the beach for a week, or have no vacation at all—these life chances are the result of being in a particular class.


To sociologists, life chances stem from social structural arrangements. Put simply, class matters. Class standing determines how well one is served by social institutions. Health care is particularly inadequate for poor and working-class people, who are less likely than others to enjoy private care or have good health insurance (if they have any at all). Class influences access to a high-quality education, critically important because education provides credentials and social networks that pay off over a lifetime. Class is also strongly related to political and social attitudes. Those from higher income brackets are more likely to be Republican than Democrat.


Even friendship is influenced by class because friendships arise more frequently within class groups than across them (Allan and Adams 1998; Allan 1998).


Whether you can have a certain kind of pet is also a matter of class resources. For some, having a pet means picking up a stray dog who eats cheap dog food or hunts for food scraps. Other people may board their dogs and cats in “pet spas” where there are heated beds and massage therapists for the pets—even after the owner dies (Meng 2001).


Class is a structural phenomenon. It cannot be directly observed. Sociologists cannot isolate and measure social class directly; therefore, they use other indicators to serve as measures of class. Recall from Chapter 2 that an indicator is something that represents a concept.


By assessing indicators, you can examine concepts that are too abstract to be measured directly. Prominent indicators of class are income, wealth, education,
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as deviant, thus reinforcing class antagonism and giving viewers a sense of moral and “class superiority” (Gersch 1999).


Content analyses of the media also find that the poor are largely invisible in the media (Mantsios 2004). Those poor people who are depicted in television and magazines are portrayed as more often Black than is actually the case, leading people to overestimate the actual number of the Black poor. The elderly and working poor are rarely seen (Clawson and Trice 2000; Gilens 1996). Representations of welfare overemphasize themes of dependency, especially when the portrayal is of African Americans.


Women are also more likely than men to be represented as dependent (Misra et al. 2003). And, rarely are welfare activists shown as experts; rather, public officials are typically given the voice of authority (Ryan 1996). One result is that the media end up framing the “field of thinkable solutions to public problems” (Sotirovic 2000, 2001), but do so within a context that ignores the social structural context of social issues.


Sources: Gersch, Beate. 1999. “Class in Daytime Talk Television.” Peace Review 11 (June): 275–281; Sotirovic, Mira. 2001. “Media Use and Perceptions of Welfare.”


Journal of Communication 51 (December): 750–774; Sotirovic, Mira. 2000. “Effects of Media Use On Audience Framing and Support for Welfare.” Mass Communication & Society 2–3 (Spring–Summer): 269–296; Bullock, Heather E., Karen Fraser, and Wendy R. Williams. 2001. “Media Images of the Poor.” The Journal of Social Issues 57 (Summer): 229–246; Clawson, Rosalee A., and Rakuya Trice. 2000. “Poverty As We Know It: Media Portrayals of the Poor.” The Public Opinion Quarterly 64 (Spring): 53–64; Gilens, Martin. 1996. “Race and Poverty in America: Public Misperceptions and the American News Media.” The Public Opinion Quarterly 60 (Winter): 515–541; Misra, Joy, Stephanie Moller, and Marina Karides. 2003. “Envisioning Dependency: Changing Media Depictions of Welfare in the 20th Century.” Social Problems 50 (November): 482–504; Ryan, Charlotte. 1996. “Battered in the Media” Mainstream News Coverage of Welfare Reform.” Radical America 26 (August): 29–41. •••


The media have a substantial impact on how people view the social class system and different groups within it.


Especially because people tend to live with and associate with people in their own class, how they see others can be largely framed by the portrayal of different class groups in the media. Research has found this to be true, and in addition, has found that mass media have the power to shape public support for policies for public assistance.


To begin with, the media overrepresent the lifestyle of the most comfortable classes. It is the rare family that can afford the home décor and fashion depicted even in soap operas, ironically most likely watched by those in the working class. Media portrayals, such as those found on television talk shows—and in sports programming as well—tend to emphasize stories of upward mobility. When the working class is depicted, it tends to be shown


A SOCIOLOGICAL EYE ON THE MEDIA


Reproducing Class Stereotypes


occupation, and place of residence. These do not define class by themselves, but they are good measures of class standing. We will see that these indicators also tend to be linked. A good income or family wealth can make it possible to afford a house in a prestigious neighborhood and an exclusive education for one’s children. In the sociological study of class, income, wealth, and education are indicators that have enormous value in revealing the contours of the class system. How sociologists conceptualize class depends, however, on the theoretical framework they use for understanding the class system, as we will see in the next section.


Why Is There Inequality?


Stratification occurs in all societies. Why? This question originates in classical sociology in the works of Karl Marx and Max Weber, theorists whose work continues to inform the analysis of class inequality today.


Karl Marx: Class and Capitalism


Karl Marx (1818–1883; see also Chapter 1) provided a complex and profound analysis of the class system under capitalism. Marx’s class analysis, developed more than one hundred and fifty years ago, continues to inform sociological analyses and has been the basis for major world change. Marx was specifically interested in how classes formed within the economic system of capitalism and he defined classes in terms of their relationship to the means of production—the system by which goods are produced and distributed. In Marx’s analysis, two primary classes exist under capitalism: the


capitalist class (those who own the means of production) and the working class (those who sell their labor for wages). There are further divisions within the class system: the petty bourgeoisie and the lumpenproletariat.


The petty bourgeoisie includes small business owners and managers whom you might think of as middle class. They identify with the interests of the capitalist class, but do not own the means of production. The lumpenproletariat are those who have become unnecessary as workers and have become discarded by the economic system. Today, this would include the homeless and other permanently poor people.


Marx thought that with the development of capitalism, the capitalists and the working class would become increasingly antagonistic, referred to as class struggle.


As class conflicts became more intense, the two classes would become increasingly polarized, with the petty bourgeoisie deprived of their property and dropping into the working class. His analysis is still reflected in contemporary questions about a growing gap between the “haves” and the “have nots,” with the rich getting richer and everyone else getting worse off—an issue further examined later in this chapter.


Much of Marx’s analysis boils down to the consequences of a system based on the pursuit of profit. If goods were exchanged at the cost to produce them, no profit would be generated. Capitalist owners want to sell commodities for more than their actual value— more than the cost of production, including materials and labor. Capitalists extract profit by keeping the cost of labor down, so Marx saw capitalists profiting via the exploitation of workers. Marx thought that as profits became increasingly concentrated in the hands of a few capitalists, the working class would become increasingly dissatisfied, leading to the working class revolting and overthrowing the rule of the capitalist class. Class conflict between workers and capitalists, he argued, would inevitably lead to revolution.


In the 1800s when Marx was writing, the middle class (that is, the petty bourgeoisie) was small and consisted mostly of small business owners and managers.


Marx saw the middle class as dependent on the capitalist class but also exploited by it, because the middle class did not own the means of production. He saw the middle class as identifying with the interests of the capitalist class, but failing to work in their own best interests because the bourgeoisie falsely believe that they benefit from capitalism. He thought that in the long run the middle class would pay for their misplaced faith when profits became increasingly concentrated in the hands of a few and more of the middle class dropped into the working class.


Not every part of Marx’s theory has proved true.


He did not foresee the emergence of the large and highly differentiated middle class we have today. Still, his analysis provides a powerful portrayal of the forces of capitalism and the tendency for wealth to belong to a few, while the majority work just to make ends meet.


He has also influenced the lives of billions of people under self-proclaimed Marxist systems created in an attempt to overcome the pitfalls of capitalist society.


Max Weber: Class, Status, and Party


Max Weber (1864–1920) agreed with Marx that classes were formed around economic interests, and he agreed that material forces (that is, economic forces) have a powerful effect on people’s lives. But, he disagreed with Marx that economic forces are the primary dimension of stratification. Weber saw three dimensions to stratification:


• class—the economic dimension;


• status (or prestige)—the cultural and social dimension;


• power—the political dimension.
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Weber defined class as the economic dimension of stratification. This would include such things as income, property, and other financial assets. Weber understood that a class has common economic interests and that economic well-being was the basis for one’s life chances. Obviously, a family with an income of $100,000 per year has more access to the resources of a society than a family living on an income of $40,000 per year. But he thought that social stratification was more than a matter of economics because people are also stratified based on their status and how much power they hold.


Prestige is the judgment or recognition given to a person or group. Weber uses the term status (or prestige) to refer to the social dimension of stratification.


Weber understood that class distinctions are linked to status distinctions: Those with the most economic resources tend to have the highest status in society. In a community, for example, those with the most status may be those who resided there the longest, even if newcomers arrive with more money. Thus, prestige is related to economic standing but may be independent of income. Ministers and priests are accorded high prestige, but they do not typically earn high incomes.


Power is the political dimension of stratification. It is the capacity to influence groups and individuals even in the face of opposition. Power is also reflected in the ability of a person or group to negotiate their way through social institutions. Again, those with great economic resources have more power to influence others, including the power that wealthy individuals and corporations wield in the political process.


Those with great power also are better able to negotiate their way through social institutions. A business executive accused of corporate crime can afford expensive lawyers and may go unpunished or, if found guilty, will likely serve a relatively light sentence in pleasant, minimum security facilities. Compare this to the experience of a poor, African American or Latino man wrongly accused of a crime who will not have much power to negotiate his way through the criminal justice system.


Weber had a multidimensional view of social stratification


because he analyzed the connections between economic, social, and political dimensions of stratification.


He pointed out that these different dimensions of stratification are usually related but not necessarily.


A person could be high on one or two dimensions, but low on another. A major drug dealer is an example: high wealth (economic dimension) and power (political dimension) but low prestige (social dimension)— at least in the eyes of the mainstream society, even if not in other circles. The point is that stratification does not rest solely on economics. Political power and social judgments are important components of social stratification.


Marx and Weber explain different features of stratification.


Both understood the importance of the economic basis of stratification, and they knew the significance of class for determining the course of one’s life.


Marx saw people as acting primarily out of economic interests, but Weber saw people’s position in the stratification system as the result of economic, social, and


political forces. Together, Marx and Weber provide compelling analyses for understanding the contemporary class structure.


Functionalism and Conflict Theory: The Continuing Debate


Like more contemporary sociologists, Marx and Weber were trying to understand why differences existed in the resources and power held by different groups in society.


Why does inequality persist? This has been further studied by sociologists working from these classical traditions.


The Functionalist Perspective on Inequality


Functionalist theory views society as a system of institutions organized to meet society’s needs (see Chapter 1).


The functionalist perspective emphasizes that the parts of society are in basic harmony with each other. Society is characterized by cohesion, consensus, cooperation, and stability (Parsons 1951a; Merton 1957). Different parts of the social system complement one another and are held together through social consensus and cooperation.


To explain stratification, functionalists propose that the roles filled by the upper classes—governance, economic innovation, investment, and management— are essential for a cohesive and smoothly running society; hence, the upper class is rewarded in proportion to their value to the social order (Davis and Moore 1945).


According to the functionalist perspective, social inequality serves an important purpose in society: It motivates people to fill the different positions in society that are needed for the survival of the whole. Functionalists think that some positions in society are more important than others and require the most talent and training. Rewards attached to those positions (such as higher income and prestige) ensure that people will make the sacrifices needed to acquire the training for functionally important positions (Davis and Moore 1945). Social mobility thus comes to those who acquire what is needed for success (such as education and job training). In other words, functionalist theorists see inequality as based on a reward system that motivates people to succeed.


The functionalist perspective is well illustrated by Herbert Gans’s (1991/1971) analysis of the functions of poverty. No one typically thinks of poverty as a “good” thing, least of all Gans, but he delineates how poverty
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sustains an overall social system. Poverty, no matter how unwanted, has both economic and social functions in society. Poverty ensures that society’s “dirty work” will be done, by relegating menial jobs to the poor. In addition, poverty benefits the affluent, by providing a source of cheap domestic labor and the clientele for various illegal activities (drugs, cheap alcohol, prostitution) that benefit wealthy illegal entrepreneurs. Social mobility for some may also be financed at the expense of the poor, such as in the case of slumlords or business owners in poor communities. Another economic function of poverty is that the poor buy or use goods that others do not want, such as secondhand clothes, old automobiles, and surplus food. Without the poor, society would need a different way of disposing of such surplus goods. Having a large poor population also creates jobs for those in social services and charitable foundations and creates a reserve labor force, such as the immigrants who often take society’s worst jobs.


Gans thus identifies the social functions that poverty provides. Poverty also produces social deviants—people whose existence can be used to uphold the legitimacy of mainstream social norms. By labeling the poor indolent or unworthy, others uphold a definition of themselves as socially valuable. Thus, the poor provide the basis for status comparisons. The wealthy may congratulate themselves for their charity, even though their largesse may benefit themselves (in the form of tax deductions and social recognition) more than those to whom their philanthropy is directed.


Gans’s presentation of the functions of poverty makes a strong sociological point: Poverty creates problems for society but is also functional for society because it contributes to society’s overall stability. Functionalist
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Table 9.2


Functional and Conflict Theories of Stratification


Interprets Functionalism Conflict Theory


Inequality Inequality serves an important purpose in society Inequality results from a system of domination by motivating people to fill the different positions and subordination where those with the most in society that are needed for the survival of the resources exploit and control others.


whole.


Class structure Differentiation is essential for a cohesive society. Different groups struggle over societal resources and compete for social advantage.


Reward system Rewards are attached to certain positions (such The more stratified a society, the less likely that as higher income and prestige) to ensure that society will benefit from the talents of all its people will make the sacrifices needed to acquire citizens, because inequality prevents the talents the training for functionally important positions of those at the bottom from being discovered in society. and used.


Classes Some positions in society are more functionally Classes exist in conflict with each other as they important than others and are rewarded because vie for power and economic, social, and political they require the greatest degree of talent and resources.


training.


Life chances Those who work hardest and succeed have The most vital jobs in society—those that sustain greater life chances. life and the quality of life—are usually the least rewarded.


Elites The most talented are rewarded in proportion to The most powerful reproduce their advantage their contribution to the social order. by distributing resources and controlling the dominant value system.


Class conscious- Beliefs about success and failure confirm status Elites shape societal beliefs to make their unness/ ideology on those who succeed. equal privilege appear to be legitimate and fair.


Social mobility Upward mobility is possible for those who There is blocked mobility in the system because acquire the necessary talents and tools for the working class and poor are denied the same success (such as education and job training). opportunities as others.


Poverty Poverty serves economic and social functions Poverty is inevitable because of the exploitation in society. built into the system.


Social policy Given that the system is basically fair, social Social policies should support disadvantaged policies should only reward merit. groups by redirecting society’s resources for a more equitable distribution of income and wealth.


theorists might object to the presence of poverty in society, nonetheless, they see its unintended effects.


The Conflict Perspective on Inequality Conflict theory also sees society as a social system, but unlike functionalism, conflict theory interprets society as held together through conflict and coercion. From a conflict-based perspective, society includes competing interest groups, some with more power than others.


Different groups struggle over societal resources and compete for social advantage. Conflict theorists argue that those who control society’s resources also hold power over others. The powerful are also likely to act to reproduce their advantage, and try to shape societal beliefs to make their privileges appear to be legitimate and fair. In sum, conflict theory emphasizes the friction in society rather than the coherence and sees society as dominated by elites.


Derived largely from the work of Karl Marx, conflict theorists see social stratification as based on class conflict and blocked opportunity. Stratification is a system of domination and subordination in which elites rule while they exploit and control others. The unequal distribution of rewards reflects the class interests of the powerful, not the survival needs of the whole society (Eitzen and Baca Zinn 2004). According to the conflict perspective, inequality provides elites with the power to distribute resources, make and enforce laws, and control value systems. Elites use these powers in ways that reproduce inequality. Others in the class structure, especially the working class and the poor, experience blocked mobility.


From a conflict point of view, the more stratified a society, the less likely that society will benefit from the talents of all of its citizens. Inequality limits the life chances of those at the bottom and prevents their talents from being discovered and used, wasting creativity and productivity.


Implicit in the argument of each perspective is criticism of the other perspective. Functionalism assumes that the most highly rewarded jobs are the most important for society. However, conflict theorists argue that some of the most vital jobs in society—those that sustain life and the quality of life, such as farmers, domestic workers, trash collectors, and a wide range of other laborers—are usually the least rewarded. Conflict theorists also criticize functionalist theorists for assuming that the most talented get the greatest rewards. They point out that systems of stratification tend to devalue the contributions of those left at the bottom and underutilize the diverse talents of all people (Tumin 1953).


Functionalist theorists contend that the conflict view of how economic interests shape social organization is too simplistic. Conflict theorists respond by arguing that functionalists overstate the degree of consensus and stability that exists.


The debate between functionalist and conflict theorists raises fundamental questions about how people view inequality. Is it inevitable? Will there always be poor people? How is inequality maintained? This debate is not just academic. The assumptions made from each perspective frame public policy debates. Whether the topic is taxation, poverty, or homelessness, if people believe that anyone can get ahead by ability alone, they will tend to see the system of inequality as fair and accept the idea that there should be a differential reward system. Those who prefer the conflict view of the stratification system are more likely to advocate programs that emphasize public responsibility for the well-being of all groups and to support programs and policies that result in more of the income and wealth of society going toward the needy.


The Class Structure of the United States


The class structure of the United States is elaborate, arising from the interactions of old wealth, new wealth, intensive immigration, globalization, and the development of new technologies. One can conceptualize the class system as a series of layers, with different class groups arrayed up and down the rungs of the class ladder, each rung corresponding to a different level in the class system. Conceptualized this way, social class is the common position groups hold in a status hierarchy (Wright 1979; Lucal 1994). Class is indicated by factors such as levels of income, occupational standing, and educational attainment. People are relatively high or low on the ladder depending on the resources they have, whether those are education, income, occupation, or any other factors known to influence people’s placement (or ranking) in the stratification system (see Figure 9.1). An abundance of sociological research has stemmed from the concept of status attainment, the process by which people end up in a given position in the stratification system. Status attainment research describes how factors such as class origins, educational level, and occupation produce class location. It describes the extent to which people are able to move throughout the class system, as we will see in the section on social mobility later in this chapter.


This laddered model of class suggests that stratification in the United States is hierarchical, but somewhat fluid. Different gradients exist in the stratification system, but they are not fixed as they might be in a society where one’s class is solely determined by birth. In a relatively open class system such as the United States, people’s achievements do matter, although the extent to which people rise rapidly and dramatically through the stratification system is less
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common than popularly believed. Some people begin from modest origins and amass great wealth and influence (Bill Gates, Oprah Winfrey, and millionaire sports heroes come to mind), but these are the exceptions, not the rule. Some people also move down in the class system, but as we will see, most people remain relatively close to their class of origin. When people rise or fall in the class system, the distance they travel is usually relatively short, as we will see further in the section on social mobility.


The image of stratification as a laddered system, with different gradients of social standing, emphasizes that one’s socioeconomic status (SES) is derived from certain factors: income, occupational prestige, and education are the three main measures of socioeconomic status. Income is the amount of money a person receives in a given period. Socioeconomic status can be measured in part by a person’s income bracket. As we will
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Figure 9.1 The Laddered Model of Stratification


see, income is distinct from wealth, which is the total value of what one owns, minus one’s debts. The median income for a society is the midpoint of all household incomes. In other words, half of all households earn more than the median income; half earn less. In the laddered model of class, those bunched around the median income level are considered middle class. In 2002, median household income in the United States was $42,409 (see Figure 9.2; DeNavas-Walt et al. 2003).


Occupational prestige is a second important indicator of socioeconomic status. Occupational prestige


refers to the subjective evaluation people give to jobs.


To determine occupational prestige, sociological researchers typically ask nationwide samples of adults to rank the general standing of a series of jobs. These subjective ratings provide information about how people perceive the worth of different occupations. People tend to rank Supreme Court justice as one of the most prestigious occupations, followed by occupations such as physician, professor, judge, lawyer, and scientist. In the middle ranges are occupations such as electrician, newspaper columnist, insurance agent, and police officer. The occupations typically considered to have the lowest prestige are farm laborer, maid or servant, garbage collector, janitor, and shoe-shiner (Davis and Smith 1984).


These rankings do not reflect the actual worth of people who perform these jobs, but reflect the judgments made about these jobs and their value to society.


The final major indicator of socioeconomic status is


educational attainment, typically measured as the total years of formal education. The more years of education attained, the more likely a person will have higher class status. The prestige attached to occupations is strongly tied to the amount of education the job requires —the more education people think is needed for


Figure 9.2 Median Income by Race and Household Status


Source: DeNavas–Walt, Carmen, Robert W. Cleveland, and Bruce H.Webster, Jr. 2003.


Income in the United States: 2002. Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau.


a given occupation, the more occupational prestige people attribute to that job (Blau and Duncan 1967; Ollivier 2000; MacKinnon and Langford 1994).


Layers of Social Class


How do sociologists understand the array of classes in the United States? Using the laddered model of stratification, many sociologists describe the class system in the United States as divided into several classes: upper, upper middle, middle, lower middle, and lower class.


Each class is defined by characteristics such as income, occupational prestige, and educational attainment. The different class groups are arrayed along a continuum with those with the most money, education, and prestige at the top and those with the least at the bottom.


In the United States, the upper class owns the major share of corporate and personal wealth. It includes those who have held wealth for generations as well as those who have recently become rich. Only a very small proportion of people constitute the upper class, but they control vast amounts of wealth and power in the United States. Those in this class are elites who, in Marxist terms, own the means of production. They exercise enormous control throughout society. Most of their wealth is inherited.


Despite social myths to the contrary, the best predictor of future wealth is the family into which you are born. Each year, the business magazine Forbes publishes a list of the Forbes 400—the four hundred wealthiest families and individuals in the country. To be on the list published in 2003, your net worth had to be at least $600 million. Bill Gates, the richest person on the list, has an estimated worth of $46 billion. Of all the wealth


If you look closely at this map, you will see that median income tends to be higher in more urban areas. Thus, in 2002, median income inside metropolitan areas was $45,257 and outside such areas, $34,654. What the map does not show, however, are differences within cities. Median income inside central cities is substantially lower ($36,863) than the median income within metropolitan areas, but out of the center city—that is, in suburban areas—it is ($50,717). Given this, what do you conclude about the significance of residence in the structure of the class system?


Data: U.S. Census Bureau. 2004. American FactFinder. Website: www.census.gov; DeNavas–Walt et al. 2003. Income in the United States: 2002.


Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau, p. 9.


MAPPING AMERICA’S DIVERSITY


MAP 9.1 Median Household Income in the United States
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represented on the Forbes 400 list, most is inherited, although during the late 1990s there was an increase in the number of people on the list with self-created wealth.


The four hundred richest Americans have a total net worth that exceeds the gross domestic product of the entire nation of China (Forbes, October 8, 2001; The Baltimore Sun, September 24, 1999), and some wealthy individuals can wield as much power as entire nations (Friedman 1999).


Members of the upper class with newly acquired wealth are known as the nouveau riche. The “dot-com millionaires” from Internet start-up companies are a good example of this class. Often young, they ushered in a new age of wealth and glamour in the 1990s, although many also lost their fortunes when technology stocks crashed in 2000. Like the old rich, the new rich live lavish lifestyles, often being even more ostentatious than those with old money. At one market in Silicon Valley—home to many of the dot-com millionaires —if you are dissatisfied with an ordinary bottle of apple cider vinegar for 89 cents a pint, in a locked case you can buy a very small bottle of balsamic vinegar for $1500 (Kaplan 1999). Although the nouveau riche may have vast amounts of money, they are often not accepted into “old rich” circles where wealth is not the sole defining characteristic of the upper class. Social connections and family prestige can be as important as money at the pinnacle of the class structure.


The upper-middle class includes people with high incomes and high social prestige. They tend to be welleducated professionals or business executives. Their earnings can be high—successful business executives can earn millions of dollars a year. It is difficult to estimate exactly how many people fall into this group because of the difficulty of drawing lines between the upper, upper middle, and middle class. The upper middle class is often thought of as “middle class” because their lifestyle sets the standard to which many aspire, but this lifestyle is unattainable by most. A large home full of top-quality furniture and modern appliances, two or three luxurious cars, vacations every year (perhaps a vacation home), high-quality college education for one’s children, and a fashionable wardrobe are simply beyond the means of a majority of people in the United States.


Probably the largest group in the class system is the


middle class, which includes people who fall within a given range above and below the median income figure.


It is difficult to pinpoint an exact income bracket that defines the middle class since many people think of themselves as middle class even when their income and lifestyle may differ quite dramatically. Thus, many people earning six-figure incomes think of themselves
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ruptcy in five states, as well as on detailed questionnaires given to individuals who filed for bankruptcy. Their findings debunk the idea that bankruptcy is most common among poor people. They find that bankruptcy is a middle-class phenomenon representing a cross section of people in this class (meaning that those who are bankrupt are matched on the demographic characteristics of race, age, and gender with others in the middle class).


They also debunk the notion that bankruptcy is rising because it is so easy to file. Instead, they find that people in the middle class are simply overwhelmed with debt that they cannot possibly pay. The biggest reason people give for filing for bankruptcy is the loss of income from the instability of


The hallmark of the middle class in the United States is its presumed stability. Home ownership, a college education for children, and other accoutrements of middle class status (nice cars, annual vacations, an array of consumer goods)—these are the symbols of middle class prosperity. But, the rising rate of bankruptcy among the middle class shows that the middle class is not as secure as it is presumed to be. Personal bankruptcy has risen dramatically in recent years with more than one million filings for bankruptcy per year. How can this be happening in such a prosperous society?


This is the question examined by Teresa Sullivan, Elizabeth Warren, and Jay Lawrence Westbrook in their study of bankruptcy and debt among the middle class. They based their study on an analysis of official records of bank-


DOING SOCIOLOGICAL RESEARCH


The Fragile Middle Class


Bankruptcy Cases Per Million Adults


Source: Sullivan, Teresa A., Elizabeth Warren, and Jay Lawrence Westbrook. 2000. The Fragile Middle Class: Americans in Debt. New Haven: Yale University Press.


as middle class, while others earning far less living in much smaller homes also think of themselves as middle class. One reason the middle class is so difficult to define in the United States is that being “middle class” is more than just economic position. Because the United States is an open-class system, many do not want to recognize class distinctions, even though they are real and pervasive in society. Many who think of themselves as middle class also have a tenuous hold on this class position (see the box “The Fragile Middle Class”).


In the hierarchy of social classes, the lower middle class, also known as the working class, includes bluecollar workers (those in skilled trades who do manual labor), low-income bureaucratic workers, and many service workers, such as secretaries, hairdressers, waitresses, police, and firefighters. Medium to low income, lower educational attainment, and lower occupational prestige define this class relative to the elite and upper middle class. The term lower in this class designation refers to the group’s position in the stratification system, but it has a pejorative sound to many people, especially to members of this class. They are unlikely to refer to themselves as lower middle class, and often prefer working class or middle class.


The lower class is comprised primarily of the displaced and poor. People in this class have little formal education and are often unemployed or working in minimum wage jobs. People of color and women make up a disproportionate part of this class. The poor include the working poor; 38 percent of the poor hold jobs and 11 percent of them work full-time (Proctor and Dalaker 2003).


Recently, the concept of the underclass has been added to the lower class. The underclass includes those with little or no opportunity for movement out of the worst poverty. These people have been left behind by contemporary economic developments and are likely to be unemployed. Often they must turn to public assistance or crime for economic support. According to sociologist William Julius Wilson, structural transformations in the economy have left large groups of people, especially urban minorities, in highly vulnerable positions. Without work and unable to sustain themselves in an economy that has discarded them, these groups form a growing under class—a development that has exacerbated the problems of urban poverty and created new challenges for social policy makers if we are to reverse this trend (Wilson 1996, 1987).


Class Conflict


The model of class just described defines classes in terms of a status hierarchy. Sociologists have also analyzed classes in terms of their structural relationship
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tainment, groceries. You can even use one credit card to pay off other credit cards. Indeed, it is difficult to live in this society without credit cards. Increased debt is the result. Many are simply unable to keep up with compounding interest and penalty payments, and debt takes on a life of its own as consumers cannot keep up.


Sullivan, Warren, and Westbrook conclude that increases in debt and uncertainty of income combine to produce the fragility of the middle class.


Their research shows that “even the most secure family may be only a job loss, a medical problem, or an outof- control credit card away from financial catastrophe” (2000: 6).


Questions to Consider


1. How easy is it for students to get a credit card? What forces in society encourage you to use one? Is it more difficult to get by without one? Having answered these questions, why do you think the society has been called a “credit card nation?” Keywords:


student debt, student loan


2. What evidence do you see in your community of the fragility of the middle class? Keywords: downward mobility, fragile middle class


We have included InfoTrac College Edition keywords at the end of each question to make it easier for you to find more to read on these topics. Go to


www.infotrac-college.com, an online library, to begin your search.


Source: Sullivan, Teresa A., Elizabeth Warren, and Jay Lawrence Westbrook. 2000. The Fragile Middle Class: Americans in Debt. New Haven: Yale University Press. •••


jobs. But, in addition, divorce, medical problems, housing expenses, and credit card debt drive many to bankruptcy court.


Sullivan and her colleagues thus explain the rise of bankruptcy as stemming from structural factors in society that fracture the stability of the middle class. The volatility of jobs under modern capitalism is one of the biggest factors, but add to this the “thin safety net” of no health insurance for many, but rising medical costs. Also, the American dream of owning a home means many people are “mortgage poor”—extended beyond their earning capability.


The United States is also a creditdriven society. Credit cards are routinely mailed to people encouraging them to buy beyond their means. You can now buy virtually anything on credit: cars, clothes, doctor’s appointments, enter-


to other classes and their relationship to the economic system (Vanneman and Cannon 1987; Wright 1985).


Derived from conflict theory, this analysis emphasizes power relations in society, interpreting inequality as a result of the unequal distribution of power and resources in society (see Chapter 1). Instead of seeing class simply as a continuum, this perspective sees classes as facing off against each other, with elites exploiting and dominating others. The key idea in this model is that class is not simply a matter of individual levels of income and prestige. Instead, class is defined by the relationship of the classes to the larger system of economic production. In this model, classes are “collectivities of individuals and families with comparable total resources over time” (Perrucci and Wysong 2003: 9). This provides a dynamic, though complex, model of the class structure in which those at the top have stable and relatively secure resources, whereas those at the bottom are less secure but also dominated by those at the top. This is depicted in the double diamond model of class provided by sociologists Robert Perrucci and Earl Wysong (see Figure 9.3). This model emphasizes that no single factor determines one’s class standing; rather, it is the relative security of resources that one has over time that shapes class location.


From a conflict perspective, the position of the middle class in society is unique. The middle class, or the


professional-managerial class, includes managers, supervisors, and professional workers, such as doctors, lawyers, professors, and so forth. Members of this group have substantial control over other people, primarily through their authority to direct the work of others, impose and enforce regulations in the workplace, and determine dominant social values. As Marx argued, the middle class is itself controlled by the ruling class, yet members of this class tend to identify with the interests of the elite. The professional-managerial class, though, is caught in a contradictory position between elites and the working class. Like elites, people in this class have some control over others, but like the working class, they have minimal control over the economic system (Wright 1979). As capitalism progresses, according to conflict theory, more and more people in the middle class drop into the working class, as they are pushed out of managerial jobs into working-class jobs or as professional jobs become organized more along the lines of traditional working-class employment.


Has this happened? Not to the extent Marx predicted whereby he thought that ultimately there would be only two classes—the capitalist and the proletariat— but, to some extent, this is occurring. Classes have become more polarized, with the well-off accumulating even more resources and the middle class seeing their median income falling, measured in constant dollars (Rose 2000). Levels of debt in the middle class also mean that many have a fragile hold on this class position.


The loss of a job, a family emergency (such as the death of a working parent), divorce, disability, or a prolonged illness can quickly leave a family with few resources. At the same time, corporate mergers, tax policies that favor the rich, a decline in corporate taxes, and sheer greed continue to concentrate more wealth in the hands of a few. Perhaps the class revolution that Marx predicted has not occurred, but the dynamics of capitalism that he analyzed are unfolding before us.


Recall that Marx defined the working class as people who sell their labor for wages. This definition includes blue-collar workers and many white-collar workers. Members of the working class have little control over their own work lives. Instead, they have to take orders from others. This concept of the working class departs from traditional blue-collar definitions of working-class jobs because it includes secretaries, salespeople, and nurses—any group that works under the rules imposed by managers or elites. The middle class may exercise some autonomy at work, but the working class often has little power to challenge decisions of their supervisors, except insofar as they can organize
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Figure 9.3 The Double Diamond Model of Stratification


Source: Perrucci, Robert, and Earl Wysong. 2003. The New Class Society: Goodbye American Dream? 2nd ed. Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, p. 29. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.


collectively in unions, strikes, or other collective work actions.


Conflict theorists see the poor as under assault by society, in a system of inequality where they are especially vulnerable. Poor through no fault of their own, the poor are still blamed for their own poverty, especially because of belief systems propagated by elites and the middle class.


Whether one uses a laddered perspective of class or a class conflict perspective, you can see that the class structure in the United States is a hierarchy. Class position gives people different access to jobs, income, education, power, and social status—all of which bestow further opportunities on some and deprive others. People sometimes move from one class to another, but the class structure is a system with built-in boundaries and judgments of class conflict, such as is reflected in the tax system. The middle and working classes shoulder much of the tax burden for social programs, which produces resentment toward the poor. At the same time, corporate taxes have declined while tax loopholes for the rich have increased—an indication of the privilege that is perpetuated by the class system. In any feature of the class system different sociologists study, they see class stratification as a dynamic process—one involving the interplay of access to resources, group judgments about other groups, and the exercise of power.


The Distribution of Wealth and Income


One thing that is clear about the U.S. class structure is that there is enormous class inequality in this society and it is growing. Elites control an enormous share of the wealth and exercise tremendous control over others.


The gap between the rich and the poor is also increasing, while much of the middle class finds its class standing slipping.


Figure 9.4 shows the increasing gap that has developed between the upper classes and everyone else in recent years. These data show that income growth has been greatest for those at the top end of the population —the top 20 percent and the top 5 percent of all income groups, regardless of race. For everyone else, income growth has remained flat. In each racial group, the top 5 and 20 percent have seen the most growth in income, yet even at the top, Black and Hispanic people do not fare as well as the top 5 or 20 percent of Whites.


The top fifth of the population also receives a larger share of total income than the bottom fifth, and that share is growing. High compensation for CEOs of major companies contributes to this gap. For example, the average CEO makes 475 times the salary of the aver-
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Figure 9.4 Income Growth by Income Group, 1970–2000


Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2002. Historical Income Tables—Households. www.census .gov/hhes/income/histinc/


age blue-collar worker. Since 1980, the average pay of working people has increased by 74 percent; for CEOs, 1884 percent (Reingold 2000; AFL-CIO 2002). Income gains have also been augmented by tax reforms that have provided breaks for the highest earners. Add to this the enormous differences in wealth for the elite compared with everyone else and you begin to get a full picture of inequality in the United States. These trends verify the popular adage that the rich are getting richer and the poor, poorer. As the classes become more polarized, the myth that the United States is primarily a middle-class society could be weakened.


When discussing the distribution of resources in society, sociologists make a distinction between wealth and income.


Wealth is the monetary value of everything one owns, minus debt. It is calculated by adding all financial assets (stocks, bonds, property, insurance, value of investments, and so on) and subtracting all debts.


Income is the amount of money brought into a household from various sources (wages, investment income, dividends, and so on) during a given period. Unlike income, wealth is cumulative; that is, its value tends to increase through investment, and it can be passed on to the next generation, giving those who inherit wealth a considerable advantage in accumulating more resources.


To understand the significance of wealth compared to income in determining class position, imagine two college graduates, graduating in the same year, from the same college, with the same major and same grade point average. Imagine further that upon graduation, both get jobs with the same salary in the same organization.


Yet, in one case, parents paid all the student’s college expenses and gave her a car upon graduation.


The other student worked while in school and graduated with substantial debt from student loans. This student’s family has no money with which to help support the new worker. Who is better off? Same salary, same credentials, but wealth (even if modest) matters. It gives one person an advantage—one that will be played out many times over as the young worker buys a home, finances her own children’s education, and possibly inherits additional assets.


Measures of income are based on annually reported U.S. census data drawn from a sample of the popula-


THINKING SOCIOLOGICALLY


Suppose that you wanted to reduce inequality in the United States. Because you know that the transmission of wealth is one basis of stratification, would you be willing to eliminate the right to inherit property to achieve greater equality?
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AP/Wide World Photos


Working class heroes: The miners who were dramatically rescued from the Quecreek mine in the summer of 2001 signed a deal to tell their story in a made-for-TV movie. That deal will give them the equivalent of three years’ pay each. (They earn about $40,000 per year, counting overtime.) That is a small amount compared to the head of the group that owns the mine: He earns about $18 million a year in salary and bonuses—making in five minutes what it would take the miners to earn in one year!


Sociologists have shown that the nouveau riche can be ostentatious in their display of wealth. In this pet care center in San Francisco, even the family pet can engage in conspicuous consumption.


© Lea Suzuki/The San Francisco Chronicle


tion. But reliable data on the distribution of wealth are difficult to acquire. The figures in the Forbes 400 list of the wealthiest Americans are only estimates, based on publicly disclosed corporate data, shrewd guesswork by market watchers and finance writers, and previous estimates updated by factoring in the overall performance of the economy.


Where is all the wealth? The wealthiest 1 percent own 38 percent of all net worth; the bottom 80 percent control only 17 percent. The top 1 percent also owns almost half of all stock; the bottom 80 percent own only 4 percent of total stock holdings. Moreover, there has been a sharp increase in the concentration of wealth since the 1980s, and the concentration of wealth is higher in the United States than in any of the other industrialized nations (Mishel et al. 2001). As just one example, John D. Rockefeller is typically heralded as one of the wealthiest men in U.S. history. But if you compare Rockefeller with Bill Gates, in the value of today’s dollars, Gates has already surpassed Rockefeller’s riches (Myerson 1998).


In contrast to the vast amount of wealth and income controlled by elites, a very large proportion of Americans have hardly any financial assets once debt is subtracted.


Nearly one-third have net worth of less than $10,000—hardly enough to handle a major emergency.


Another 18 percent have zero or negative net worth, usually because their debt exceeds their assets (Sullivan et al. 2000; Mishel et al. 2001). The American dream of owning a home, a new car, taking annual vacations, and sending one’s children to good schools— not to mention saving for a comfortable retirement— cannot be attained by many people. When you see the vast amount of income and wealth controlled by a small segment of the population, a sobering picture of class inequality emerges. Wealth allows you to accumulate assets over generations, giving advantages to subsequent generations that they might not have had on their own.


Popular legends, however, extol the possibility of anyone making it rich in the United States. The well-to-do are admired not just for their style of life, but also for their supposed drive and diligence. Despite the prominence of rags-to-riches stories in American legend, wealth in this society is usually inherited. Some individuals—whether shrewd or lucky—make their way into the elite class by virtue of their own success, but this is rare. The upper class remains overwhelmingly White and Protestant.


These elites travel in exclusive social networks that tend to be open only to those in the upper class. They tend to marry other elites, their children are likely to go to expensive schools, and they spend their leisure time in exclusive resorts.


Race has a significant influence on the pattern of wealth distribution in the United States. For every dollar of wealth held by White Americans, Black Americans have only 26 cents (Oliver et al. 1995; Mishel et al. 2001). At all levels of income, occupation, and education, Black families have lower levels of wealth than similarly situated White families. The ability to
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Figure 9.5 Who’s Got a Piece of the Pie?


Source: DeNavas–Walt, Carmen, Robert W. Cleveland, and Bruce H.Webster, Jr. 2003.


Income in the United States: 2002. Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau.


© Most Wanted/303, 2004 Zuma Press


The ostentatious lifestyle of some can give the appearance that the United States is an open class system.


draw on assets during times of economic stress means that families with some resources are better able to withstand difficult times than are those without assets.


Even small assets, such as home ownership or a savings account, provide protection from the crises of increased rent, a health emergency, or unemployment.


Because the effects of wealth are intergenerational— that is, they accumulate over time—just providing equality of opportunity in the present does not address the differences in class status that Black and White Americans experience (Oliver and Shapiro 1995).


What explains the disparities in wealth by race?


Wealth accumulates over time. Thus, government policies such as discriminatory housing policies, bank lending policies, tax codes, and so forth have disadvantaged Black Americans. These policies have impaired Black Americans in the past from being able to accumulate wealth, resulting in the differing assets Whites and Blacks in general hold now. Even though some of these discriminatory policies have ended, many also continue.


Either way, their effects persist, resulting in what sociologists Oliver and Shapiro call the sedimentation of racial inequality.


Understanding the significance of how wealth shapes life chances for different groups also decomposes a monolithic view of Hispanics. Cuban Americans and Spaniards are similar to Whites in their wealth holdings; whereas Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, and other Hispanic groups more closely resemble African Americans on the various indicators of wealth and social class. Likewise, one can better understand differences in class status among Asian American groups by carefully considering the importance of not just income, education, and occupation, but also patterns in the net assets of different groups (Conley 1999).


Money and status alone do not tell the whole story of the significance of elites in the United States.


Elites wield enormous influence over the political process by funding lobbyists, exerting their social and personal influence on other elites, and contributing heavily to political campaigns. The grip of the upper class on political power is also witnessed by the large number of multimillionaires now in Congress. Those without great wealth are also at a huge disadvantage in financing political campaigns.


Studies of elites also find that they are often politically quite conservative (Burris 2000). Even as the elite class becomes more diverse, with more women and minorities in positions of power, sociologists find that women and minorities who make it to these top positions have perspectives and values that do not differ significantly from the White men who predominate (Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 1998; see also Chapter 19).


Many factors have contributed to the declining fortunes of the lower and middle classes in the United States, including the profound effects of national and global economic change. Economic restructuring concentrates the wealth in the hands of only a few. Reductions in state and federal spending have eliminated many government jobs—jobs that have traditionally been the route to middle-class status for many workers.


Job layoffs have left many people out of work or sent former employees (both middle-class and bluecollar) into jobs with lower pay, less prestige, and perhaps no employee benefits. The workers come to expect these circumstances, given their levels of education and experience.


The new economy has had mixed results for different groups (Andersen 2000). Income levels for women have increased, but at the same time have decreased for men, except for the top 20 percent of earners. Since 1980, women in the bottom 20 percent of wage earners have also seen their wages decline. These are aggregate numbers—they reflect trends in the overall population, but these data show the varying impact of economic restructuring on different groups of people (Kilborn and Clemetson 2002; Mishel et al. 2001).


Whether these trends reverse or continue remains to be seen.


The tax structure has also distributed benefits unevenly, leading to discontent among the middle class and resistance to social programs that would otherwise be subsidized through federal taxes. Corporations benefit the most from the tax structure, as corporate
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Figure 9.6 The Tax Burden: For Whom?


Source: U.S. Census Bureau. 2004. Statistical Abstract of the United States 2003. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, pp. 325.


taxes have decreased dramatically in recent years (see Figure 9.6). While most Americans are paying more in federal tax than ever before (an increase from 13 to 15 cents per dollar of income earned since 1990), corporate taxes since 1990 have fallen from 26 cents on the dollar to 20 cents, yet corporate profits increased 252 percent in that period (Johnston 2000). People at the upper end of the class system have also been able to take advantage of numerous tax benefits and loopholes, reducing their tax burden, while the burden on the middle classes has increased. Understanding the differential impact of changes in the economy is an important part of analyzing the dynamics of social stratification.


Diverse Sources of Stratification


Class is only one basis for stratification in the United States. Age, ethnicity, race, and gender all have a tremendous influence on stratification, as we will also see in subsequent chapters on these topics. For example, analyzing class without also analyzing race and gender can be misleading. Race, class, and gender are overlapping systems of stratification that people experience simultaneously. A working-class Latina, for example, does not experience herself as working class at one moment, Hispanic at another moment, and a woman the next. At any given time, her position in society is the result of her race, class, and gender status.


To explain in another way: Class position is manifested differently, depending on one’s race and gender, just as gender and race are experienced differently, depending on one’s class. At any given moment, race, class, or gender may seem particularly salient in a person’s life.


For example, a Black middle-class man who is stopped and interrogated by police when driving through a predominantly White middle-class neighborhood may at that moment feel his racial status as his single most outstanding characteristic, but at all times, his race, class, and gender influence his life chances. The social categories of race, class, and gender shape all people’s experience in this society—not just those who are disadvantaged (Andersen and Hill Collins 2004).


Class also significantly differentiates group experience within given racial and gender groups. Latinos, for example, are broadly defined as those who trace their origins to regions originally colonized by Spain.


The ancestors of this group include both White Spanish colonists and the natives enslaved on Spanish plantations.


Today, some Latinos identify as White, others as Black, and others by their specific national and cultural origins. The very different histories of people categorized as Latino are matched by significant differences in class. Some may have been schooled in the most affluent settings; others may be virtually unschooled.


Those of upper-class standing may have had little experience with prejudice or discrimination; others may have been highly segregated into barrios and treated with extraordinary prejudice. Latinos who live near each other in the United States and who are the same age and share similar ancestry may have substantially different experiences based on their class standing (Massey 1993). Neither class, race, nor gender, taken alone, can be considered an adequate indicator of different group experiences.


Race and Class


The interaction between race and class can be seen in noting the growth of both the Latino and African American middle class. Although the presence of a significant Black middle class is often seen as a relatively recent phenomenon, the African American sociologist E. Franklin Frazier argued early that the Black middle class dates back to the small numbers of free Blacks in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Frazier 1957). In the twentieth century, the Black middle class expanded to include people who obtained an education and became established enough in industry, business, or a profession to live comfortably or, in a few cases, affluently. These included teachers, doctors, nurses, and businesspeople.


The Black middle class also historically included postal workers and railroad porters, occupations generally thought of as working-class, yet Black workers in these trades had relatively high prestige within the Black community.


The Black middle class was a class of its own— not comparable to the White middle class, but distinct.


Still, wages for Black middle-class and professional workers never matched those of Whites in the same jobs. Furthermore, despite their status within Black communities, members of the Black middle class have been excluded from White schools, clubs, and social settings. The class structure within African American society has existed alongside the White class structure, separate and different.


In recent years, both the African American and Latino middle class have expanded, primarily as the result of increased access to education and middle-class occupations for people of color (Collins 1983; Durant and Louden 1986; Landry 1987; Pattillo-McCoy 1999).


This is the result of civil rights legislation, as well as affirmative action policies. The persistence of racial discrimination and the recent arrival of racial groups in the middle class means, however, that their hold on middle-class status is more tenuous than that of many middle-class Whites. For example, many in the Black and Latino middle class work in public sector jobs— positions that depend on continuing government support.


During periods of economic recession or political conservatism, when there is considerable pressure to reduce federal spending, the eliminated jobs are likely to cause a significant thinning in the ranks of the Black
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and Latino middle class (Collins-Lowry 1997; Collins 1983; Silver 1995).


Although middle-class Blacks and Latinos may have economic privileges that other Blacks and Latinos do not have, their class standing does not make them immune to the negative effects of race (Higginbotham 2001). Asian Americans also have a significant middle class, but they have been stereotyped as the most successful minority group because of their presumed educational achievement, hard work, and thrift. This stereotype is referred to as the myth of the model minority—a myth that understates the significant obstacles Asian Americans encounter and obscures the high rates of current poverty among many Asian American groups (Lee 1996; Woo 1998).


Mary Pattillo-McCoy’s (1999) research on the Black middle class shows the perils associated with this status.


Despite recent successes, many in the Black middle class have a tenuous hold on this class status. She questions whether economic gains can be sustained in the context of the new economy where young people have a more difficult time getting a foothold on good jobs.


She points out that the Black middle class remains as segregated from Whites as the Black poor. Because of continuing racial segregation in neighborhoods, Black middle-class neighborhoods are typically located next to Black poor neighborhoods, exposing those in the middle class to many of the same risks as those in poverty.


Middle-class Black and Latino parents also have to teach their children to avoid victimization by racism.


This is not to say that the Black middle class has the same experience as the poor, but McCoy’s research challenges the misleading view that the Black middle class “has it all.”


Gender and Class


The effects of gender stratification further complicate the analysis of class. In the past, women were thought to derive their class position from their husband or father, but sociologists now challenge this assumption.


Measured by their own income and occupation, the vast majority of women would likely be considered working class. The median income for women, even among those employed full-time, is far below the national median income level. In 2002, when median income for men working year-round and full-time was $39,429, the median income of women working year-round, fulltime was $30,203 (DeNavas-Walt et al. 2003). The vast majority of women work in low-prestige and low-wage occupations, even though women and men have comparable levels of educational attainment.
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they may also know a long history of discrimination and repression or they may see the United States as a land of opportunity where origins do not matter. They may be affluent and well educated or poor and unschooled; they may have no personal experience of prejudice or discrimination, or they may harbor stinging resentment at being called a “spic” or being passed over for promotion because of their accent. (1993: 7–8)


Massey also notes that levels of residential segregation and poverty vary across different Latino groups. As socioeconomic levels rise and as immigrants reach second, third, and later generations within the United States, the degree of segregation for Latinos progressively falls. Puerto Ricans have higher levels of segregation than other Latino groups, as well as some of the highest rates of poverty. The migration of Latinos into this country also contributes to their class position. Some Latinos are indigenous to the United States; that is, their families owned land in the American Southwest that was colonized by White settlers. Others are recent immigrants who enter the economy as low-wage workers with little opportunity for upward mobility.


Diversity among Latinos has many implications for understanding the experience of this population. Some are caught in the economic underclass, others are middle-class. A few are among the nation’s elites. Massey reminds us that factors such as class, historical origins, residential segregation, race, and migration patterns must be carefully analyzed to understand Latino experiences.


Sources: Massey, Douglas S. 1993. “Latino Poverty Research: An Agenda for the 1990s.” Social Science Research Council Newsletter 47 (March): 7–11; Rodriguez, Clara E.


2000. Changing Race: Latinos, the Census, and the History of Ethnicity in the United States. New York: New York University Press. •••


Latinos in the United States are a diverse population of many different groups, each with many different national origins, histories, and cultural backgrounds. This diversity is represented by the fact that Latinos do not agree among themselves on what they should be called. Some prefer Latino, others Hispanic, and some prefer to be identified by their cultural origins, as in Chicanos, Cuban Americans, or Puerto Riqueños. Some think of themselves as White. Generational differences further add to the diversity among Latinos.


Sociologist Douglas S. Massey reminds us of this diversity in thinking about the diverse class experiences of Latinos. Massey writes that as a result of different histories, Latinos live in different socioeconomic circumstances. He states:


They may be fifth-generation Americans or new immigrants just stepping off the jetway. Depending on when and how they got to the United States,


UNDERSTANDING DIVERSITY


Latino Class Experience


Measuring women’s class status is complicated.


Many women who have little or no income of their own consider themselves middle class by virtue of their husband’s class status. How does one determine the class status of a White woman earning $25,000 per year as a secretary but married to a business executive earning $85,000? The class status of a household may actually differ from an individual woman’s class status—something that becomes abundantly clear following a divorce, when women’s income typically drops significantly, while men’s increases (Peterson 1996a, 1996b; Weitzman 1996; Weitzman 1985).


However hard to measure, class differences between women are highly significant. The problems faced by professional and managerial women are simply not the same as those experienced by women in low-wage, low-prestige work, even though both groups may encounter sexism in their lives. But each group’s experience depends on class, as well as gender and race (Higginbotham and Romero 1997).


Age and Class


Unlike race and gender, age changes over the course of one’s life. Still, age is a significant source of stratification in the United States with different age groups experiencing different locations in the stratification system.


Just being born in a particular generation can have a significant influence on one’s life chances. The current fears of young, middle-class people that they will be unable to achieve the lifestyles of their parents show the effect that being in a particular generation can have on one’s life chances. The effect of one’s age on life chances is also dependent on the effect of race or gender.


Being a young, African American teen, for example, puts you far more at risk of poverty than being an older, White American woman.


Children are the age group most likely to be poor—16.7 percent of those under age 18 are poor in the United States. In the past, the aged were the most likely to be poor. Now, many elderly people are poor (10.4 percent of those sixty-five and over), but far fewer in this age category are poor than was the case not many years ago (see Figure 9.7; Proctor and Dalaker 2003). This shift reflects the greater affluence of the older segments of the population—a trend that is likely to continue as the current large cohort of middle- aged, middle-class Baby Boomers grow older.


Age also interacts with other sources of stratification, particularly race, gender, and marital status. This is shown by differences in the status of people in retirement.


Annual retirement income through Social Security for African Americans is 54 percent of that received by White Americans. Women earn between 70 and 81 percent of men’s retirement income (the difference varies in different studies). The biggest gap in retirement income is between married and unmarried people. The unmarried claim only 53 percent the Social Security income that the married claim (Hogan and Perrucci 1998). Because Social Security is based on earnings over one’s lifetime, these data show how differences in wages prior to retirement accumulate over time, affecting the well-being of people long after they have left the labor force.


Class and Cultural Diversity


Class has a cultural, as well as an economic, dimension.


Classes are distinguishable not just by access to money, prestige, and power, but sometimes by cultural behaviors and values. These are not uniform within a class, but how you eat, speak, and dress, among other things, can vary by class. Of course, some of these things result from the resources available to class groups. Drinking good wine, for example, is not only an acquired taste; it requires money.


The different cultures and ways of life found among different classes represent a more subjective aspect of class, stretching from friendships and recreation to how different classes communicate. Dress is a marker that people use to make class distinctions. Classes also differ
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Figure 9.7 Poverty Among the Old and the Young


Source: Proctor, Bernadette D., and Joseph Dalaker. 2003. Poverty in the United States: 2002. Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau.


in their language. For example, street language has its own vocabulary, idioms, syntax, intonation, and grammar —much of which would be unintelligible to class elites. Seen on its own terms, street language is efficient and meaningful, its vocabulary rich, but class-based judgments about language and other forms of culture are often based on false assumptions that stem from stereotypes held by the dominant group about subordinate groups. There is a stereotype, for example, that anyone who speaks with a southern accent is ignorant or racist. This belief stems in part from the subordinated social and economic position of the South throughout much of the nation’s history.


The cultural dimensions of social class are especially obvious if you think about the experience of entering a class setting different from your own background: You are likely to feel out of place. A middle-class person walking through a working-class community may find the environment uncomfortable and unpleasant.


Unfortunately, the politics of class often lead those in the upper and middle classes to make disdainful judgments about the lifestyle of the working class and the poor. At the same time, working-class people who enter middle-class settings often find them inhospitable and alienating and may feel they have to cloak or eliminate their working-class habits to be accepted.


The dominant culture supports White middle-class lifestyles and values more than other class values. As a result, succeeding in the middle-class world usually means abandoning (at least publicly) working-class mannerisms and habits. The United States calls itself the “melting pot,” but its dominant culture is distinctively White and middle class. The dominant culture projects the notion that people in the upper classes have more ability, making the entire class system seem legitimate even as it robs people in the working and lower classes of dignity. This is what the sociologists Richard Sennett and Jonathan Cobbs mean when they write of “the hidden injuries of class” (Sennett and Cobbs 1993).


Social Mobility


There is a general belief in the United States that anyone can, by his or her own labor, move relatively freely through the class system. Is this fact or myth? This is an important subject of sociological research. There has been a long-standing argument that Americans are not very conscious of the class system because of the strong cultural belief that upward mobility is possible.


Images of opulence also saturate popular culture, making it seem that such material comforts are available to anyone. Many working-class and middle-class Americans focus on getting ahead individually and have little concern for organizing around class interests. The faith that upward mobility is possible ironically perpetuates inequality. If people believe that everyone has the same chances of success, then they are likely to think that whatever inequality exists must be fair.


Class Consciousness


Class consciousness is the perception that a class structure exists, along with the feeling of shared identification with others in one’s class—others with whom one perceives common life chances (Centers 1949). Notice that there are two dimensions to the definition of class consciousness: the idea that a class structure exists and one’s class identification.


Class consciousness in the United States has been higher at certain times than others. A significant labor movement in the 1920s and 1930s rested on a high degree of class consciousness. But now the formation of a relatively large middle class and a relatively high standard of living mitigate against class discontent. Racial and ethnic divisions also make strong alliances within various classes less stable. The recent trends of growing class inequality could result in greater class consciousness.


Researchers find that people in the United States do recognize class divisions and believe that classes are organized around opposing interests. Forty-five percent of the public identifies as working-class; 46 percent as middle-class, 5.4 percent as lower-class and 3.6 percent as upper-class (National Opinion Research Center 2002; Gorman 2000; Vanneman and Cannon 1987), but this has not developed into a significant class-based movement for change.


Class inequality in any society is usually buttressed by ideas that support (or actively promote) inequality.


Beliefs that people are biologically, culturally, or socially different can be used to justify the higher position of some groups. If people believe these ideas, the ideas provide legitimacy for the system. Karl Marx used the term false consciousness to describe the class consciousness of subordinate classes who internalized the view of the dominant class. Marx argued that the ruling class controls the subordinate classes by infiltrating their consciousness with belief systems consistent with the interests of the ruling class. If people accept these ideas, which justify inequality, they need not be overtly coerced into accepting the roles designated for them by the ruling class.


How much do people identify with their class location?


This varies among different classes. There are no direct studies of class consciousness among elites since sociologists rarely include the top stratum of the social hierarchy in their studies. This is not so much the fault of sociologists as it reflects the ability of the elite to isolate themselves from public scrutiny. The upper class is class conscious, however, in the sense that its members
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are a cohesive group (more so than other class groups) who are well aware of one another and are protective of their common interests (Domhoff 1998, 1970). These are the people who hold institutional power. Outside the elite, the working class is more class conscious than the middle class; that is, working-class people are more likely to perceive that their lives are controlled by others in the higher status classes. Sociologists have found that the single most important determinant of where one sees oneself in the class system is whether one does mental or manual labor (Vanneman and Cannon 1987).


Defining Social Mobility


Social mobility is a person’s movement over time from one class to another. Social mobility can be up or down, although the American dream emphasizes upward movement. Mobility can also be either intergenerational,


occurring between generations, as when a daughter rises above the class of her mother or father; or intragenerational, occurring within a generation, as when a person’s class status rises as the result of business success or falls with a disaster.


As discussed earlier in this chapter, societies differ in the extent to which social mobility is permitted. Some societies are based on closed class systems, in which movement from one class to another is virtually impossible.


In a caste system, for example, mobility is strictly limited by the circumstances of one’s birth. At the other extreme are open class systems, in which placement in the class system is based on individual achievement, not ascription. In open class systems there are relatively loose class boundaries, high rates of class mobility, and weak perceptions of class difference.


The class system in the United States is popularly characterized as an open class system where individual achievement, not birth, is the basis for class placement.


Many in the United States revere so-called self-made people and the vast majority, when asked, will say that people have a good chance of improving their standard of living. Most parents also think that their children will be better off than they are—a good indication of the belief in upward mobility (National Opinion Research Center 2002). Many also immigrate to this na-


DEBUNKING SOCIETY’S MYTHS


Myth: The United States is a land of opportunity where anyone who works hard enough can get ahead.


Sociological perspective: Social mobility occurs in the United States, but less often than the myth asserts and over shorter distances from one class to another; most people remain in their class of origin.


tion with the knowledge that their life chances are better here than in their country of origins.


The Extent of Social Mobility


How much social mobility exists in the United States?


Social mobility is much more limited than people believe.


Success stories of social mobility do occur, but research finds that experiences of mobility over great distances are rare, certainly far less than believed. Most people remain in the same class as their parents, and many drop to a lower class. The social mobility that does exist is greatly influenced by education. African Americans, as well as immigrant groups, are often strongly committed to social mobility through education; increases in educational attainment for African Americans account for a considerable portion of the gains they have made (Smith 1989). But, most of the time, among all groups, people remain in the class where they started. What mobility exists is typically short in distance (Blau and Duncan 1967; Ganzeboom et al. 1991), and recent evidence suggests that mobility between generations may be becoming even more rigid than in the past (Rytina 2000; Gittleman and Joyce 1999).


Social mobility is much more likely to be influenced by factors that affect the whole society than by individual characteristics. Thus, most mobility can be attributed to changes in the occupational system, economic cycles, and demographic factors, such as the number of college graduates in the labor force (Hout 1988; Erikson 1985; Vanneman and Cannon 1987). In sum, social mobility is much more limited than the American dream of mobility suggests.


Upward Mobility People who are upwardly mobile


are often expected to distance themselves from their origins. This may mean creating some distance from their community of origin and can result in many conflicts with family, with friends, and even within themselves.


First-generation college students, for example, often find themselves torn between leaving home to go to school and remaining close to their family and community. Likewise, women who are raised to have greater attachments to family and community may feel pressure from these groups not to move away. White working-class women, for example, are likely to have been socialized to marry, not pursue careers. When working-class women become successful, their families may be ambivalent about their success if success is seen as taking the women away from their family and community origins.


Studies of upward mobility also find that mobility is not just about individual effort, although that clearly plays a role. Most of the time people who are upwardly
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mobile got help along the way—a willing family, a teacher or mentor, and sometimes just plain luck. This underscores an important sociological point about mobility: It is not just an individual process, but also a collective effort that involves kin and sometimes community (Higginbotham and Weber 1992).


Downward Mobility The attention people in the United States give to upward mobility has obscured the experience of downward mobility—movement down in the class system. Downward mobility is becoming more common (Newman 1988; Newman 1993). As income distribution is becoming more skewed toward the top, many in the middle class are experiencing mobility downward. For the first time in American history, many in the middle class are experiencing a decline: Levels of real income (that is, income measured controlling for the value of the dollar) are falling and the cost of living is increasing, especially the cost of housing. Adding to this is the fact that fewer workers are covered by job benefits (health insurance, pension, and the like) so that total compensation levels have also fallen (Mishel et al. 2001).


Doing better than one’s parents has long been a hallmark of the American dream—a goal that many people achieved in the twentieth century as the economy of the United States grew. Today, many young people worry that they will be unable to match the lifestyle of their parents. Moreover, many families are finding that just staying in place requires extra effort. Thus, families that are keeping pace with median income are generally those in which wives are working longer hours.


Without the greater workload that is falling on women, downward mobility would likely be greater than it is.


Consider this: Married-couple families have increased their total working hours an additional six weeks per year since 1989. Husbands worked (on average) 38 more hours per year; wives worked 116; for women, that is fourteen more eight-hour days per year (Mishel et al. 2001). No wonder families feel like things are speeding up!


Poverty


Despite the relatively high average standard of living in the United States, poverty afflicts millions of people. Aside from imposing a grim quality of life on the poor, poverty is also the basis for many of society’s problems. Poor health care, failures in the education system, and crime are all related to poverty.


The federal government has established an official definition of poverty used to determine eligibility for government assistance and to measure the extent of poverty in the United States. The poverty line


is the amount of money needed to support the basic needs of a household, as determined by government.


Below this line, one is considered officially poor. To determine the poverty line, the Social Security Administration takes a low-cost food budget (based on dietary information provided by the Department of Agriculture) and multiplies by three, assuming that a family spends approximately one-third of its budget on food. The resulting figure is the official poverty line, adjusted slightly each year for increases in the cost of living. The poverty line also varies by family size and household composition. In 2002, the official poverty line for a family of four (one adult and three children) was $18,307. Although a cutoff point is necessary to administer antipoverty programs, the poverty line can be misleading. A person or family earning $1 above the cut-off point is not officially categorized as poor.
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Families, including women and their children, are the largest portion of the nation’s homeless; they are often left homeless because of eviction and/or unemployment.


Who Are the Poor?


In 2002, there were about 34.6 million poor people in the United States, representing 12.1 percent of the


THINKING SOCIOLOGICALLY


Using the current federal poverty line ($18,307, pre-tax) as a guide, develop a monthly budget that does not exceed this income level and that accounts for all of your family’s needs. For purposes of this exercise, assume that you are a family of four. Base your budget on the actual costs of things in your locale (rent, food, transportation, utilities, child care, clothing, and so forth). Do not forget to account for taxes (state, federal, and local), health care expenses, your children’s education, car repairs, and so on. What does this exercise teach you about those who live below the poverty line?


population. Since the 1950s, poverty has declined in the United States, although it fluctuates depending on the state of the economy. Although the majority of the poor are White, disproportionately high rates of poverty are also found among Asian Americans, Native Americans, Black Americans, and Hispanics. Twentyfour percent of African Americans, 22 percent of Hispanics, 10 percent of Asians and Pacific Islanders, and 10 percent of Whites are poor (Proctor and Dalaker 2003). Among Hispanics, Puerto Ricans have been most likely to suffer increased poverty, probably because of their concentration in the poorest segments of the labor market and their high unemployment rates (Tienda and Stier 1996; Hauan et al. 2000). Asian American poverty has also increased substantially since the 1980s, particularly among the most recent immigrant groups, including Laotians, Cambodians, Vietnamese, Chinese, and Korean immigrants; Filipino


This map shows regional differences in poverty rates (that is, percentage poor in different counties). As you can see, poverty is much higher in the South (13.8 percent) than in the West (12.4 percent), Northeast (10.9 percent), and Midwest (10.3 percent). Various social factors explain different rates of poverty, including regional labor markets, the degree of urbanization, immigration patterns, and population composition, among other factors.


What do you think the major causes of poverty are in your region?


Data: U.S. Census Bureau. 2004. American FactFinder. Website: www.census.gov; Proctor, Bernadette D., and Joseph Dalaker. 2003. Poverty in the United States: 2002. Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau, p. 6.


MAPPING AMERICA’S DIVERSITY


MAP 9.2 Poverty in the United States
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and Asian Indian families have lower rates of poverty (Lee 1996). The federal government does not include Native Americans in its annual population surveys, but periodic reports indicate a very high rate of poverty among Native Americans—31 percent, higher than any other group (U.S. Census Bureau 1993).


Homelessness For many people, the image of poverty may be the homeless they see on urban streets.


Among the poor are thousands of homeless people. It is difficult to estimate the number of homeless people.


Depending on how you define and measure homelessness, estimates vary widely. If you count on any given night, there may be 444,000 to 842,000 homeless people (depending on the month measured), but measuring those experiencing homelessness during one year, the estimates jump to 2.3 to 3.5 million people (Urban Institute 2000; National Coalition for the Homeless 2002).


Whatever the actual number, homelessness has substantially increased over the past two decades (National Coalition for the Homeless 2002). Families are the fastest growing segment of the homeless population (about 40 percent). The homeless also includes battered women; elderly, poor men; the disabled; veterans; and AIDS victims. A survey of twenty-seven cities has found that the homeless population is half African American, 35 percent White, 12 percent Hispanic, 2 percent Native American, and 1 percent Asian (U.S. Conference of Mayors 2001).


There are many reasons for homelessness. The great majority of the homeless are on the streets because of unemployment and/or eviction. Reductions in federal support for affordable housing have left many with no place to live. Coupled with eroding work opportunities (particularly in jobs with decent benefits) and inadequate housing for low-income people, many people have no choice but to live on the street. Add to that problems of inadequate health care, domestic violence, and addiction, and you begin to understand why homelessness exists (Snow and Anderson 2003).


The diversity of the homeless population makes it impossible to alleviate homelessness with a single solution.


Some of the homeless (about 20 to 25 percent) are mentally ill; the movement to get mental patients out of institutional settings has left many without the mental health resources that might help them (National Coalition for the Homeless 2002). Public policy responses to homelessness need to consider the different needs of the various homeless populations. Because homelessness, like other forms of poverty, has social structural causes, simple solutions that target homeless people as deviants are unlikely to have good results.


The Feminization of Poverty The feminization of poverty refers to the fact that such a large proportion of the poor are women and children. This results from several factors, mostly the growth of femaleheaded households and wage inequality between women and men. One-quarter of single-parent, female-headed
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marriage in the expenditures for social welfare. Certainly having two incomes in a household raises economic wellbeing, but what other issues should be addressed in considering marriage as a solution to women’s poverty?


Taking Action


Go to the Taking Action Exercise on the Companion Website—at http://sociology .wadsworth.com/andersen_taylor/4e— to learn more about an organization that addresses this topic. •••


Some, including President George Bush, have suggested that the best solution to poverty and welfare spending is for more poor women to be married.


Federal legislation has even included funds for programs promoting


TAKING ON SOCIAL ISSUES


Is Marriage the Solution to Poverty?


Figure 9.8 Poverty Status by Family Type and Race


Source: Proctor, Bernadette D., and Joseph Dalaker.


2003. Poverty in the United States: 2002. Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau.


households were poor; half of poor families are headed by women (see Figure 9.8). At the same time, the number of poor children is alarmingly high—13 percent of White children, 32 percent of Black, 29 percent of Hispanic, and 12 percent of Asian American children (Proctor and Dalaker 2003).


The decline in marriage rates among teen mothers, the high divorce rate, and the lack of child support provided by men means that women heading their own households are less likely to have any income from men. Reduction in federal support programs for the poor also contributes to the feminization of poverty.


Only 29 percent of the poor receive food stamps; only 20 percent are in public housing; less than half (46 percent) receive Medicaid, which is the federal health care system for the poor (U.S. Census Bureau 2004). As we will see next, welfare reform has also reduced support for poor women and their children, even though welfare is viewed by some as overly generous and producing dependence.


One marked change in poverty is the growth of poverty in suburban areas (now 8 percent of all poverty).


Forty percent of the poor live inside central cities. Within cities, poverty rates are highest in the most racially segregated neighborhoods; the income gap between Latinos and Anglos is higher in the metropolitan areas that have the highest levels of residential segregation (Harris and Curtis 1998; Massey 1999). But the focus on urban poverty should not cause us to forget that 20 percent of the poor live in rural areas.


Explanations of Poverty


Most agree that poverty is a serious social problem. Far less agreement exists on what to do about it. Two points of view prevail: Some blame the poor for their own condition and some look to social structural causes to explain poverty. The first view, popular with the public and many policy makers, is that poverty is caused by the cultural habits of the poor. According to this point of view, behaviors such as crime, family breakdown, lack of ambition, and educational failure generate and sustain poverty—a syndrome to be treated by forcing the poor to fend for themselves. Sociologists take a more structural view, seeing poverty as rooted in the structure of society, not in the morals and behaviors of individuals.


The perspective you take matters because it informs the formation of social policy.


Blaming the Victim: The Culture of Poverty


Blaming the poor for being poor appeals to the myth that success requires only individual motivation and ability. Many adhere to this view and hence have a harsh opinion of the poor. This attitude is reflected in U.S.


public policy concerning poverty, which is stingy compared with other industrialized nations. Cheating on welfare is probably far less common than cheating on income taxes, yet welfare recipients are commonly portrayed as lazy and cheating the system. Those who blame the poor for their own plight typically assume that poverty is the result of early childbearing, drug and alcohol abuse, refusal to enter the labor market, and participation in crime. This puts the blame for poverty on individual choices, not on societal problems —blaming the victim, not the society, for social problems (Ryan 1971).


The culture of poverty argument contends that poverty is a way of life that is transferred, like other cultures, from generation to generation, where the major causes of poverty are welfare dependency, the absence of work values, and the irresponsibility of the poor.


This argument treats poverty as its own cause. The idea that there is a culture of poverty originally came from the work of anthropologist Oscar Lewis, who saw the behaviors of the poor as an adaptation to their marginal position in capitalist, class-stratified societies. Lewis argued that a culture of poverty evolved among the poor as they adapted to their despair and hopelessness (Lewis 1966). The culture of poverty argument has been adapted by policy makers to argue that the causes of poverty are found in the breakdown
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Despite public stereotypes associating poverty with urban areas, the greatest growth in poverty has been in suburban areas.


of major institutions, including the family (Moynihan 1965).


Is there a culture of poverty? To answer this question, we might ask, Is poverty transmitted across generations?


Researchers have found only mixed support for this assumption. Children of poor parents have a 16 to 28 percent probability of being poor adults (Rodgers 1995). Many of those who are poor remain poor for only one or two years; only a small percentage of the poor are chronically poor. More often, poverty results from a household crisis, such as divorce, illness, unemployment, or parental death. People tend to cycle in and out of poverty. The public stereotype that poverty is passed through generations is thus not well supported by the facts.


DEBUNKING SOCIETY’S MYTHS


Myth: If poor people would only get jobs, they could get out of poverty.


Sociological perspective: Forty-one percent of the poor work; the number of working poor has increased in recent years; 12 percent of the poor work year-round and full-time (U.S. Census Bureau 2002a).


A second question to ask is, Do the poor want to work? The idea that they do not is essential to the culture of poverty thesis. The assumption is that poverty is the fault of the poor and that if they would only change their values and adopt the American work ethic, poverty would go away. What is the evidence for these claims?


A large number of the able-bodied poor do work, even if only part-time. Of all poor persons, 38 percent work. And eleven percent of the poor who are of working age hold full-time jobs (Dalaker and Proctor 2003). You can see why this is true when you calculate the income of someone working full-time for minimum wage. Someone working forty hours per week, fifty-two weeks per year, at minimum wage will have an income far below the poverty line.


Current policies that force those on welfare to work also tend to overlook how difficult it is for poor people to retain the jobs they get. Prior to welfare reform in the mid-1990s, poor women who went off welfare to take jobs often found they soon had to return to welfare because the wages they earned were not enough to support their families. Leaving welfare often means losing health benefits, but increased expenses. And, the jobs that poor people find often do not lift them out of
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Reality: Fewer people are on welfare now than prior to welfare reform, but the implementation of TANF in 1996 occurred when the economy was strong and former welfare recipients could find jobs. But poverty has risen since 2000 when the economy weakened. Removal of the welfare safety net makes poor people especially vulnerable to economic cycles.


Myth: Women should be encouraged to marry as a way of reducing welfare dependence.


Reality:


• Forcing women to marry encourages women’s dependence on men and punishes women for being independent.


• Large numbers of women receiving welfare have been victims of domestic violence; fear of domestic violence is one reason former welfare recipients give for not wanting to marry.


Myth: Mothers on welfare have more children to increase the size of their welfare checks.


Reality:


• No causal relationship exists between the size of welfare benefits and the number of births by welfare recipients.


• “Family cap” policies now in place prohibit increasing welfare benefits with the birth of an additional child.


Myth: Once someone goes on welfare, it creates a cycle of dependency and becomes a way of life.


Reality:


• Most people on welfare remain on welfare for a relatively short period, usually following a household crisis (such as health problems, unemployment, medical disability, domestic violence, or death of a spouse).


• Welfare cycling is the most common pattern; that is, people go on welfare


Current welfare policy mandates that welfare recipients must work if they are to receive benefits. This policy followed years of debate about welfare, much of which was based on fundamental misperceptions about the welfare system and those who receive welfare.


Now there are frequent proclamations that welfare reform has reduced the welfare rolls; thus, many politicians laud welfare reform as a success. Is this so?


Much of what is commonly understood about welfare has been proved wrong, based on sociological research. Sociology contributes to the welfare debate by dispelling many of the myths that cloud a deeply opinionated and political discussion.


What do we know about welfare reform from current research?


Myth: The new welfare law passed in 1996 reduced the welfare rolls, indicating the success of welfare reform.


SOCIOLOGY IN PRACTICE


Welfare Reform: Myths and Realities


poverty. Attributing poverty to the values of the poor is both unproved and a poor basis for public policy.


Structural Causes of Poverty From a sociological point of view, the causes of poverty lie in the economic and social transformations taking place in the United States. Careful scholars do not attribute poverty to a single cause. There are many causes. Two of the most important are the restructuring of the economy,


which has resulted in diminished earning power and increased unemployment, and the status of women in the family and the labor market, which has contributed to the overrepresentation of women among the poor.


Add to these underlying conditions the diminished social support for the poor in terms of welfare, public housing, and job training and it is little wonder that poverty is so widespread.


The restructuring of the economy has caused the disappearance of manufacturing jobs, traditionally an avenue of job security and social mobility for many workers, especially African American and Latino workers.


The working class has been especially vulnerable to these changes. Economic decline in blue-collar sectors of the economy where men have historically received good pay and good benefits has meant fewer men are able to be the sole provider for their families.


Most families now need two incomes to achieve a middle- class way of life. The new jobs that are being created fall primarily in occupations that offer low wages and few benefits. They also tend to be filled by women, especially women of color, leaving women poor and men out of work (McCall 2001; Browne 1999; Andreasse 1997), with little chance to get out of poverty. New jobs are also typically located in neighborhoods far away from the poor, creating a mismatch between the employment opportunities and the residential location of the poor. These changes fall particularly hard on young people, women, and African Americans and Latinos, who are the groups most likely to be among the working poor.


The high rate of poverty among women is strongly related to women’s status in the family and the labor market. For White women, divorce can result in poverty.


This is less true for minority women because they are more likely than White women to be poor even within marriage (Catanzarite and Ortiz 1996). Women’s responsibility for child care also makes working outside the home on a marginal income very difficult. Affordable child care is hard to come by for single mothers who want to work, especially since these women earn wages too low to pay for good quality care. Even though child-care workers receive low wages, the cost of child
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• Poverty dropped during the period when strong federal support programs were available to assist poor people.


Critical Thinking Exercise


1. A number of organizations provide research and encourage public policies and programs designed to assist those in need. What current policies on poverty, welfare, and work are being debated? To get more information, use this sampling of organizations and websites that will provide both policy information and research on welfare and work: Coalition for Human Needs:


www.chn.org


Institute for Women’s Policy Research:


www.iwpr.org


Institute for Poverty Research:


www.northwestern.edu/ipr


Institute for Research on Poverty:


www.ssc.wisc.edu/irp


Joint Center for Poverty Research:


www.jcpr.org


Welfare Information Network:


www.welfareinfo.orgd


Sources: Butler, Amy C. 1996. “The Effect of Welfare Benefit Levels on Poverty Among Single-Parent Families.” Social Problems 43 (February): 94–115; Edin, Kathyrn, and Laura Lein. 1997. Making Ends Meet: How Single Mothers Survive Welfare and Low-Wage Work. New York: Russell Sage Foundation; Harris, Kathleen Mullan. 1996. “Life after Welfare: Women,Work, and Repeat Dependency.” American Sociological Review 61 (June): 407–426; Larrison, Christopher R., Larry Nackerud, and Ed Risler. 2001. Journal of Sociology and Social Welfare 28 (September): 49–69; Mink, Gwendolyn. 2001. “Violating Women: Rights Abuses in the Welfare Police State.” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science (September): 79–93; O’Campo, Patricia, and Lucia Rojas-Smith. 1998. “Welfare Reform and Women’s Health: Review of the Literature and Implications for State Policy.” Journal of Public Health Policy 19: 420–446. Winship, Scott, and Christopher Jencks. 2002.


“The Well-Being of Single Mothers after Welfare Reform, as Measured by Changes in Food Security.” Policy Brief, Vol 4, No. 7. Joint Center for Poverty Research, Northwestern University.Website: www.jcpr.org •••


for a relatively short time, exit, but return when jobs cannot sustain them.


Myth: People use their welfare checks to buy things they do not need.


Reality:


• When former welfare recipients find work, their expenses tend to go up.


Though they may have increased income, their disposable income remains constant or declines.


• Low-income mothers who buy “treats” for their children (namebrand shoes, a movie, candy, etc.)


do so because they want to be good mothers.


Myth: The existence of federal welfare programs encourages people to stay on welfare.


Reality:


• Persistent poverty, especially among children, increases when federal support programs are cut back.


care consumes a significant proportion of the income most women earn. Many women with children cannot manage to work outside the home because it leaves them with no one to watch their children.


Wages in the United States are also shaped by the


family wage system, a wage structure historically based on the assumption that men are the breadwinners for families. The family wage system ignores a fundamental change taking place in the economy—men are no longer the mainstay of family income. More women are now dependent on their own earnings, as are their children and other dependents. Thus, whereas unemployment is considered a major cause of poverty among men, for women, wage discrimination is a major cause.


The median income for all women ($16,614 in 2001) is well below the poverty line. Given this, it is little wonder that so many women are poor.


Poverty has numerous consequences in society, not just for the poor, but also for others. It increases tensions between classes and racial groups. William Julius Wilson, one of the most noted analysts of poverty and racial inequality, has written, “The ultimate basis for current racial tension is the deleterious effect of basic structural changes in the modern American economy on Black and White lower-income groups, changes that include uneven economic growth, increasing technology and automation, industry relocation, and labor market segmentation” (1978: 154). This demonstrates the power of sociological thinking by placing the causes of both poverty and racism in their societal context.


Welfare


Current welfare policy is covered by the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Reconciliation Act (PRWRA).


This federal policy eliminated the longstanding welfare program titled Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), which was created in 1935 as part of the Social Security Act. Implemented during the Great Depression, AFDC was meant to assist poor mothers and their children. It acknowledged that some people are victimized by economic circumstances beyond their control and deserve assistance. For much of its lifetime, this law supported mostly White mothers and their children; not until the 1960s did welfare come to be identified with Black families.


The new welfare policy gives block grants to states to administer their own welfare programs through the program called Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). TANF stipulates a lifetime limit of five years for people to receive aid and requires all welfare recipients to find work within two years—a policy known as workfare. Those who have not found work within two months of receiving welfare can be required to perform community service jobs for free. In addition, welfare policy denies payments to unmarried teen parents under eighteen years of age unless they stay in school and live with an adult. It also requires unmarried mothers to identify the fathers of their children or risk losing their benefits (Mink 1999). These broad guidelines are established at the federal level, but individual states can be more restrictive, as many have been.


The very title of the new law, emphasizing personal responsibility and work, suggests that poverty is the fault of the poor. At the heart of welfare reform is the idea that public assistance creates dependence by discouraging people from seeking jobs.


Is welfare reform working? Many studies are finding that low-wage work does not lift former welfare recipients out of poverty (McCrate and Smith 1998).


Critics of the current policy also argue that forcing welfare recipients to work provides a cheap labor force for employers and potentially takes jobs from those already employed. In the first few years of welfare reform, the nation was also in the midst of an economic boom; jobs were thus more plentiful. But in an economic downturn, those who are on aid or in marginal jobs can become even more vulnerable to economic distress, particularly given the time limits now placed on receiving public assistance (Albelda and Withorn 2002).


Research done to assess the impact of a changed welfare policy is relatively recent. Politicians brag that welfare rolls have shrunk; of course this would be true when people are denied benefits. Reducing the welfare rolls is a poor measure of the true impact of welfare reform. Because welfare has been decentralized to the state level, studies of the impact of current law have had to be done on a state-by-state basis. These studies show that those who have gone into workfare programs most often earn wages that keep them below the poverty line.


Although some states report that family income has increased, it is slight—and meager. (In Illinois, for example, where one of the most comprehensive studies was done, family income of former welfare recipients increased from only $7,475 to $11,812 following the implementation of TANF.)


There has also been an increase in the number of people evicted from housing because of falling behind on rent. Families also report an increase in other material hardships, such as phones and utilities being cut off. Marriage rates among former recipients have not changed, although more now live with nonmarital partners, most likely as a way of sharing expenses. The number of children living in families without either parent increased, probably because parents had to relocate to find work. In some states the numbers of people neither
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working nor receiving aid also increased (Lewis et al.


2002; Acker et al. 2002; Bernstein 2002).


The public debate about welfare rages on, often in the absence of informed knowledge from sociological research and almost always without input from the subjects of the debate, the welfare recipients themselves.


Although stigmatized as lazy and not wanting to work, those who have received welfare actually believe that it has negative consequences for them, but they say they have no other viable means of support. They typically have needed welfare when they could not find work, or had small children and were without child care. Most were forced to leave their last job because of layoffs or firings, or because the work was only temporary. Few left their jobs voluntarily. Welfare recipients also say that the welfare system makes it hard to become selfsupporting because the wages one earns while on welfare are deducted from an already minimal subsistence level. Furthermore, there is not enough affordable day care for mothers to leave home and get jobs. The biggest problem they face in their minds is lack of money.


Contrary to the popular image of the conniving “welfare queen,” welfare recipients want to be self-sufficient and provide for their families, but they face circumstances that make this very difficult to do (Hays 2003; Edin 1991; Popkin 1990).


Other beneficiaries of government subsidies have not experienced the same kind of stigma. Social Security supports virtually all retired people, yet they are not stereotyped as dependent on federal aid, unable to maintain stable family relationships, or insufficiently self-motivated. Spending on welfare programs is also a pittance compared with the spending on other federal programs. Sociologists conclude that the so-called welfare trap is not a matter of learned dependency, but a pattern of behavior forced on the poor by the requirements of sheer economic survival (Hays 2003; Edin 1991; Edin and Lein 1997).


Chapter Summary


What is social stratification and what forms does it take in society?


Status refers to a socially defined position in a group or society. Social stratification is a relatively fixed hierarchical arrangement in society by which groups have different access to resources, power, and perceived social worth.


All societies have systems of stratification, although they vary in their composition and complexity. Estate systems


are those where power and property are held by a single elite class. In caste systems, placement in the stratification is by birth, whereas in class systems, placement is determined by achievement.


Why is there inequality and what theories have sociologists developed to explain it?


Karl Marx saw class as primarily stemming from economic forces. Max Weber had a multidimensional view of stratification, involving economic, social, and political dimensions. Two theoretical perspectives are used in sociology to explain inequality—functionalism and conflict theory. Functionalists argue that social inequality motivates people to fill the different positions in society necessary for the survival of the whole, claiming that the positions most important for society require the greatest degree of talent or training and are, thus, most rewarded.


Conflict theorists see social stratification as based on class conflict and blocked opportunity, criticizing functionalist theory for assuming that the most talented are those who get the greatest rewards and pointing out that those at the bottom of the stratification system are least rewarded because they are subordinated by dominant groups. These perspectives are critical to understanding contemporary debates about social policy.


What is social class?


Social class is the social structural position groups hold relative to the economic, social, political, and cultural resources of society. Social class can be imagined as a hierarchy, where income, occupation, and education are indicators of class, but classes are also organized around common interests and exist in conflict with one another.


Sociological research on the class system shows that the United States is a highly stratified society, with an unequal distribution of wealth and income.


Is social mobility a reality in the United States?


Class consciousness is the awareness that a class structure exists and the identification with others in one’s class position. Perception of the class system depends on one’s class position. The American dream that people can move up in the class system based on their ability assumes that movement from one class to another is possible. Social mobility is the movement between class positions. Upward social mobility is less common than is believed, and some people experience downward social mobility.


Reviewing is as easy as 1 2 3 .


1. Before you do your final review, take the SociologyNow diagnostic quiz to help you identify the areas on which you should concentrate. You will find information on SociologyNow and instructions on how to access all of its great resources on the foldout at the beginning of the text.


2. As you review, take advantage of SociologyNow’s study videos and interactive Map the Stats exercises to help you master the chapter topics.


3. When you are finished with your review, take SociologyNow’s posttest to confirm you are ready to move on to the next chapter.
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How extensive is poverty in the United States and who is most likely to experience it?


Many factors result in an underestimation of the actual extent of poverty, but poverty is extensive. The majority of the poor are women and their children, but there are diverse groups among the poor. A myth about the poor is that they do not want to work. Such ideas blame the poor for their own situation, reflecting a belief in the


culture of poverty thesis.


Some people blame the poor for their own failures. Is this true?


The culture of poverty thesis is that poverty is the result of the cultural habits of the poor that are transmitted from generation to generation. Sociologists see poverty as caused by social structural conditions, including factors such as unemployment, gender inequality in the workplace, and the absence of support for child care for working parents. In recent years, homelessness has increased.


Public debate about poverty focuses on the welfare system. Welfare recipients are stigmatized in ways that other beneficiaries of government support are not.


Key Terms Researching Society with MicroCase Online


You can see the results of actual research by using the Wadsworth MicroCase® Online feature available to you.


This feature allows you to look at some of the results from national surveys, census data, and some other data sources. You can explore this easy-to-use feature on your own, but try this example. Suppose you want to know: caste system 213 class 214 class consciousness 232 class system 214 culture of poverty 237 educational attainment 220 estate system 213 false consciousness 232 family wage system 239 feminization of poverty 236 income 220 life chances 215 means of production 216 median income 220 occupational prestige 220 poverty line 234 prestige 217 social class 214 social differentiation 212 social mobility 232 social stratification 212 socioeconomic status (SES) 220 status 212 status attainment 219 Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 240 underclass 223 wealth 220


Does support for spending on social welfare vary by social class?


To answer this question, go to http://sociology.wadsworth .com/andersen_taylor4e/, select MicroCase Online from the left navigation bar, and follow the directions there to analyze the following data.


Data file: GSS Task: Cross-Tabulation Row Variable: WELFARE $ Column Variable: INCOME


Questions


Once you have your results, answer the following questions:


1. People in which income group are most likely to support more spending on social welfare?


2. What reasons can you think of to explain these differences?


Now analyze the following data to answer the rest of the questions.


Data file: GSS Task: Auto-Analyzer Primary Variable: Welfare $


3. Of the demographic groups (variables) included in this analysis, in which groups are there significant differences? List the variable names.


4. Does what you found in question 3 change your answer for question 2? Explain how these data do or do not support your previous explanation.


The Companion Website for Sociology: Understanding a Diverse Society,


Fourth Edition


http://sociology.wadsworth.com/andersen_taylor4e/


Supplement your review of this chapter by going to the companion website to take one of the Tutorial Quizzes, use the flash cards to master key terms, and check out the many other study aids you’ll find there. You’ll also find special features such as GSS Data and Census 2000 information, data and resources at your fingertips to help you with that special project or do some research on your own.


Suggested Readings and Web Resources


Andersen, Margaret L., and Patricia Hill Collins. 2004.


Race, Class, and Gender: An Anthology, 5th ed.


Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.
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This anthology explores the intersections of race, class, and gender as systems of stratification. A widely used anthology, the book includes personal narratives, as well as analytical accounts of race, class, and gender in the experiences of different groups.


Ehrenreich, Barbara. 2001. Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in America. New York: Metropolitan Books.


Ehrenreich, a journalist, spent several months working in low-wage jobs. Her engaging, first-hand account of the indignities of this work shows how millions of workers struggle to make ends meet while performing some of the most socially devalued labor.


Hays, Sharon. 2003. Flat Broke with Children: Women in the Age of Welfare Reform. New York: Oxford University Press.


Based on an ethnography in two cities, Hays’s analysis shows the impact of current social welfare policies on poor women and their children. Her analysis points to tension in the underlying values of American society as creating a punishing attitude toward women in need of assistance. It is a poignant and sociologically rich analysis of the impact of welfare reform.


Newman, Katherine. 1999. No Shame in My Game: The Working Poor in the Inner City. New York: Russell Sage Foundation/Vintage.


Newman’s study of Harlem challenges the idea that inner-city communities are only comprised of poor, unemployed people. Using life histories that provide a close-up view of the people’s lives in Harlem, she documents the experience of the working poor. It is a compelling and transforming portrait of Harlem and other working-class communities.


Oliver, Melvin L., and Thomas M. Shapiro. 1995. Black Wealth/White Wealth: A New Perspective on Racial Inequality. New York: Routledge.


By focusing their analysis on wealth, not just income, Oliver and Shapiro provide a compelling analysis of the source of continuing inequity in the class standing of African Americans and White Americans.


Pattillo-McCoy, Mary. 1999. Black Picket Fences: Privilege and Peril Among the Black Middle Class.


Chicago: University of Chicago Press.


McCoy’s study debunks the idea that the Black middle class now has it made. Instead, she shows how tenuous the hold on middle-class status is for many and the continuing segregation and racism that marks this experience, even in a context where the middle class is more successful than in the past.


U.S. Census Bureau


www.census.gov


The U.S. Census Bureau publishes numerous reports that provide the best national data on income, poverty, and other measures that depict the class structure of the United States. In addition, the much-used reference book, Statistical Abstract of the United States, is available online at this site.


National Coalition for the Homeless


http://nch.ari.net


This site provides information on the extent of homelessness, as well as bibliographies and other information pertinent to the study of homelessness.


The Urban Institute


www.urban.org


The Urban Institute is a nonprofit policy research organization that analyzes society’s problems and the efforts to solve them. This website provides analysis and commentary on topics such as welfare reform, urban poverty, and other important issues.
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