   Chapter 10

Social Stratification

I. What is Social Stratification?

Definition - Social Stratification is a system by which a society ranks categories of people in a hierarchy.


When humans lived in hunting and gathering societies, everyone was equal.  As 
societies became more complex, some categories emerged as more important 
than others.  
Important segments had more money, power, and prestige.


Four Basic Principles of Social Stratification:



1.  Social stratification is a trait of society, not simply a reflection of 


individual differences.  Example:  On the Titanic, survival was 



more a matter of gender and social class than individual talent.  Same is 


true for our chances of success.  Child born into wealthy family has a 


better shot.



2.  Social Stratification persists over generations.  We are born into 


the same social position as our parents.  People in high- income countries 


can experience social mobility, which can be upward or downward. You 


can become famous overnight by discovering oil in your backyard or 


writing a best selling novel.  You can also lose all of your money if a 


serious illness hits your family.  Most social mobility is horizontal.  That 


means we change jobs but stay at the same social level.  Most people 


stay at the same social level for their whole lives.



3. Social stratification is universal but variable.  This means that all 


cultures have social stratification, but what is unequal and how it is 


unequal varies from one culture to another.  In the U.S., inequality is a 


matter of money (mostly). In England, it’s based on birthright.  There are 


lots of broke dukes, but they are higher in social standing than a rich 


person without a title.  In South Africa, people were segregated by race for 

a long time.  Blacks had no social standing, so 
in some societies race is 


the key. 

4.  Social Stratification involves not just inequality but beliefs.  We believe the inequality is fair.  When the Titanic went down, the upper class passengers believed that was just b/c the rich were better.  In the American South before the Civil War, white people believed they were biologically superior to blacks.  

II.Caste and Class Systems - 

A.
The Caste System - social stratification based on ascription, or birth. - closed system - allows for little or no change in social position.

1.Two Illustrations:  India and South Africa


Most caste systems exist in agrarian societies.  Most people in India live in villages.  There are four categories in India.  They are Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya, and Shudra.  Each is further subdivided into hundreds of jati.  One of these is a group called Harijans, or untouchables.  These categories are tied to occupations.  Untouchables perform the most menial tasks.  No one can move from the caste he is born into.  Although the caste system is against the law in India now, there are still stigmas attached to the descendants of the lower categories.  It’s not so bad in the cities where people don’t know a person’s background.


Until recently, South Africa had Apartheid (racial segregation).  Background:  South Africa was colonized by Europeans (Dutch in seventeenth century and British in nineteenth century)  who institutionalized segregation and put themselves in power in 1948.  Although the minority, the five million white descendants of the colonists dominated the thirty five million blacks.  Blacks could not be citizens, own land, or take part in government.  They were stuck in the lowest social position. They had no opportunity for education and could only get low paying jobs.  Whites believed their oppression of blacks was right because they thought blacks were inferior and would ruin the white culture if they could vote.  Blacks kept pressing for rights and 
the white government had to use military repression to keep them in place.  Younger blacks fought for their rights and other countries pressured the South African government to change.  In the mid eighties, they gave rights to the Asian and mixed race middle class.  Then they allowed labor unions and, finally, let blacks have jobs, which were once reserved for whites.  Soon, laws which segregated public places were revoked.   However, blacks have made little progress and still hold the lowest jobs.

Four ways Caste Shapes People’s Lives in a Caste System

a.
Traditional caste groups have specific occupations
b.
Maintaining a rigid social hierarchy depends on people marrying within their own categories (endogamous marriages).  Children from mixed marriages would blur the categories.

c.
Caste norms guide people to stay in the company “of their own kind.”  

d.
Caste systems rest on powerful cultural beliefs.  Indian culture is built on Hindu moral beliefs.   

2. Caste and Agrarian Life 

If we look at India, we see that castes still persist because the nation is largely agricultural.  In the cities, it is less apparent because the cities are industrializing and the caste system does not fit in an industrial society.  In South Africa, the caste system was doomed because the nation became industrialized.  Highly industrialized  nations like the U.S. have some caste elements, but discrimination on the basis of gender or race is not accepted.  Still, we know that the vast majority of political and economic power positions are held by white men.


B.The Class System - social stratification based on both birth and individual 
achievement.- open system.

Acquisition of education or skills can move a person into a higher social class than parents or siblings.  Can have several social classes in one family.  One brother may be a doctor (professional) and the other a carpenter (skilled worker).  Both may be on a higher social level than the father who is a janitor (unskilled worker).  The cousin might have started his own business and made several million dollars. 

Immigrants affect social structure.  They take lower paying jobs and push those who were here before them up the social ladder.  When the Irish came here, they were the bottom of the ladder.  The Italians came later, took their place on the bottom, and pushed the Irish up the ladder. 

In industrial societies, racism and sexism is wrong, people have political rights, they can marry anyone they want, and occupation is a matter of choice.



1.Meritocracy - social stratification based on merit.  Industrial societies 


need people to have skills beyond farming, so acquisition of skills and 


education are rewarded.    We need people to be educated, so we have 


universal, compulsory education.  We believe everyone should have equal 

opportunity but accept that not everyone will have equal success.  We do 


not have a pure meritocracy.  If we did, people would advance or fall 


behind based on most recent performance.  Also, we would not have 


inheritance laws.  Everyone would have to earn his own fortune, not inherit 

it.  This would diminish the value of family.  So, industrial societies use 


meritocracy to promote productivity and efficiency, but retain some caste 


elements to maintain order and social cohesion.

2.Status Consistency - the degree of consistency in a person’s social standing across various dimensions of social inequality.  This means that if there is high status consistency, a category will have the same ranking in regard to wealth, power, and prestige.  Caste systems have high status consistency.  In a class system, the person could have a high status but low income.  Example, the college professor has high prestige but does not make as much money as others with that same prestige.  The President of the United States holds high prestige but makes less money than most CEOs.  In England, there are people with titles but no money, so they have to open up their estates to paying customers.  On the other hand, the man who owns the garbage collection company may make a lot of money, but doesn’t have as much 
prestige as someone with a profession. 


C. .Ascription and Achievement:  The United Kingdom


The UK is a good example of how caste and class can be mixed in a modern 

society.  It started out as an agrarian society, but was the first to industrialize.  

1.The Estate System - In the middle ages, wealth was tied up in land.  Nobility (first estate) owned the land and serfs worked it.  The nobility was only five percent of the population, but they had most of the power. Because vast land holdings determined wealth, they didn’t want the land divided up by heirs, so they started primogeniture. This means everything goes to the oldest on.  The other 
sons had to become members of the clergy, military officers, or professionals  (Second estate).  Daughters  couldn’t have their own wealth.  They had to marry a 
rich man.  At the bottom were the commoners (third estate) who were uneducated serfs.



The I.R. brought people to the cities where commoners began to make 


money.  They educated their children.  Money became important and 


social positions blurred.  The I.R. led to a class system.



2.The United Kingdom Today

Although the UK has a class system, there are still vestiges of the old caste system in their society.  For example, the descendants of the first estate still have titles and own castles and manor houses.  They attend the best schools like Eton, Oxford, and Cambridge.  England still has a queen and royal family.  The House of Lords is still made up mostly of nobles.  Power, however is in the hands of the House of Commons which are elected positions, and the queen has no real political power.  One fourth of the people belong to the middle class.  These professionals and business people have comfortable lives and invest their money.  The  “working class” (one half of the people) is made up of manual laborers who make a modest living.  At the bottom, one fourth of the people are poor.  As industry declines in the UK, some of the working class are falling down into the lower class.  Although social mobility exists in the U.K., it is less common than in the U.S.   Accent is a clue.  Distinctive speech patterns develop over generations when groups are separated.  In the U.S., we have different accents based on geographic separation.  In the U.K., accents developed b/c of social separation (class).  


D.  Another Example:  Japan - the world’s oldest, continuously operating 
monarchy.  Mixture of caste and meritocracy.



1.Feudal Japan - 5th century C.E. - agrarian - Caste system



Top category -divine, imperial ruler, nobles, Shogun (military leaders), 


and warlords. 



Next level down - Samurai (warriors)- martial arts, code of honor - 


absolute loyalty



Third level - commoners - most people - laborers - barely make a living


Bottom - Burakumin - “outcasts” - segregated - work absolutely no one 


else wants



2.Japan Today - mid 1800s - Japan moving toward modernization & 
industrialization.  The caste system hinders that. Also, nobles want 
daughters to be able to marry commoners who are now rich because they 
started businesses or got educated and 
joined professions.  


1871 - “outcast” category outlawed.



Post WWII - Nobility loses power.  Remains as tradition.

Today - Japan as “upper,” “upper middle,” “lower middle,” and “lower” classes.  People have social mobility necessary for modern economy.  Ways that caste still influences life - people still judged by family background.  Descendants of outcasts still discriminated against.  Women are still socially and economically lower than men.  Legally equal but practically do not receive as much education or make as much money for the same job.


E. The Former Soviet Union - Russian Revolution of 1917 ended the feudal 
system (agrarian - caste).  Property came under state control.



1. A Classless Society?



Revolution based on the ideas of Karl Marx.  Believed that an end to 


private ownership would lead to a classless society.  Truth - post 



revolution, jobs fell into four categories:




Apparatchiks - gov’t officials




Intelligentsia - lower gov’t officials and professionals




Manual workers




Rural peasants



Economic inequality was limited in comparison to the U.S., but power 


differences increased.



2. The Second Russian Revolution - In the 1980s, Soviet president 


Mikhail Gorbachev introduced perestroika - “restructuring.”  The economy 


was being held back by government control and just about everyone was 


poor.  Gorbachev wanted to modernize the Soviet Union, but it led to the 


government’s collapse.  The people were fed up with being poor and 


blamed it on the Communist party.  In the Soviet Union, the Communist 


leaders made up the elite class but it was not based on money.  Even the 


president didn’t make a lot.  It was based on power.  Social mobility was 


achieved when peasants moved to cities to work in factories and offices 


as industry and government expanded.  This is an example of structural 


social mobility - a shift in the social position of large numbers of people 


due more to changes in society itself than to individual efforts. Today, 


even though they have a market economy, poverty is a problem in the 


former Soviet Union.  Inefficient factories (b/c they were run by the gov’t) 


closed down and people lost jobs (Read excerpt p. 255).  1990s - 



structural social mobility stops.  Avg life span drops.  Poor health care 


system. Living standards fell as the nation adjusts to the new economy.  


F.  Ideology:  The Power Behind Stratification - How do the elite get away with 
keeping all the power, money, and prestige for themselves?  Ideology - cultural 
beliefs that justify social stratification.



1.Plato and Marx on Ideology


Plato (427-347 B.C.E.) - justice is agreement about who should 



have what.  Every culture considers some kind of inequality fair.



Marx - Capitalist societies channel wealth and power to a few and 



defend the process as “a law of the marketplace.”  Capitalist law 



defines the right to own property and inheritance ensures that 



money stays within families from one generation to the next.



2.Historical Patterns of Ideology



As we have seen, ideology changes as economy and technology change.  

The caste system works in an agrarian economy b/c people have to be 

stuck working on farms.  So, society believes that it is morally correct to 


stay in your station of life.  As the 
nation industrializes, we need people to 


be educated and show initiative.  Meritocracies develop because they fit 


better and promote progress.  Now, we come to believe that those who 


get educated, work harder, and maybe take financial risks deserve the 


success they gain.  Power, wealth, and prestige are the reward.  It fits to 


believe that the poor are poor b/c they lack the drive to become wealthy.  



Herbert Spenser (See box p. 257) coined phrase, “The survival of the 


fittest.”  Applied Darwin’s theory to society.  Fittest become wealthy and 


weak sink into poverty. Powerful industrialists at the turn of the twentieth 


century believed this was the reason for their incredible success.  Spenser 

didn’t feel sorry for the poor and was against social welfare programs.  



Although it is difficult to change social stratification, people always try.  


Women have made great progress.  Blacks continue to move toward 


equality in South Africa.  

III.  The Functions of Social Stratification


A.  The Davis - Moore Theory


Kingsley Davis & Wilbert Moore state that social stratification has beneficial 
consequences for the operation of a society.  The greater the functional 
importance of a position, the more rewards a society attaches to it.  


(structural-functional paradigm)


This causes people to work harder.  In a society where everyone is equal and 
gets the same pay, there is little incentive to work hard or do a good job.  

For an eqalitarian (everyone equal) society to exist, people must be willing to allow any person to do any job.  Which of your classmates would you allow to operate on you?


The thesis does not state what the reward is or how unequal the rewards may 
be.  


Criticism:  Melvin Tumin 



1.  asks how do we assess how important any one job will be? Do the 


rewards reflect the contribution one makes to society?  Note that Oprah 


make more in two days than Pres. Bush does all year.  (see box p. 258)  


In the U.S., salaries reflect the market forces of supply and demand.  This 


may not be a good way to judge occupational importance.  Critics of Davis 

- Moore say the U.S. economy is dominated by a small proportion of 


people who manipulate the system.  Ex - CEO of Oracle who got paid 


$350 million while the company lost money.  Also, many people who make 

real contributions to society get little reward in return.



2.  argues that the Davis - Moore theory ignores the ways social 



stratification can prevent the development of individual talent.   A bright 


child born into a poor family may never have the chance to succeed. 



3.  and it ignores how social inequality promotes conflict and even 



revolution. 

V.  Stratification and Conflict


A. Karl Marx:  Class and Conflict  (social conflict paradigm)


The productive role a person plays in a society is the basis of his social class.  
Owners are the upper class and workers are the lower class.  

Marx saw wide gaps between the owners (capitalists or bourgeoisie) and the workers (proletariats).  He said that this made conflict inevitable and would end in a revolution where the workers would overthrow the owners.  When private property is abolished, social stratification would end.  That didn't happen.  One category (gov't officials) replaced another ( nobility) in power.  The Soviet Union had a political elite.


Marx lived in the age of industrialism - Carnegie, Morgan, Rockefeller and Astor 
were fabulously wealthy.  


According to Marx:


1.  Wealth is passed down from one generation to the next


2.  The legal system defends private property and inheritance


3.  Elite children mix at exclusive schools and make important connections.

In these ways, according to Marx, society reproduces the class structure in each new generation.


Criticism:  


Marx separated reward from performance.  Does not provide incentive needed 
for an industrial economy to flourish.


Defense of Marx:  


Man is not totally selfish.  He is also social and there are ways to motivate people 
to perform social roles other than self - interest (money).


B.  Why No Marxist Revolution?


Ralf Dahrendorf:



1.  The fragmentation of the capitalist class.  We buy stock so have an 


investment in capitalism

2.  A higher standard of living - 19th century - most were blue collar 

workers.  Today, most are white collar.  Income has risen and the work-

week has shortened.  Most consider themselves as better off than their 

parents.



3.  More worker organization - Labor unions allow disputed between 


owner and worker to be settled.



4.  More extensive legal protection - Laws make workplace safer and 


workers more secure.


Counterpoint:  Marx’s analysis is still valid.


Wealth remains highly concentrated , with 40% of all privately owned property in 
the hands of just 1% of our population.


many of today’s white collar jobs offer no more income, security, or satisfaction 
than factory work did a century ago.


Many benefits enjoyed by today’s workers came about through class conflict, and 
workers still struggle to hold on to what they have.


Although workers have gained legal protections, the law still protects the private 
property of the rich.


 Max Weber:  Class, Status, and Power – agreed with Marx’s basic premise, but 
expanded it.  He said social stratification has three dimensions:



Class position – meaning economic inequality



Status- social prestige



Power


Unlike others, Weber saw class as a continuum, not simply categories

1.  The Socioeconomic Status Hierarchy- Weber noted that status consistency is low in modern societies.  Ex.  Chief of police of a small town might have power but little wealth and prestige.  That makes social classes hard to define.  There are too many variables.  In simple societies, wealth, prestige, and power are consistent in each class.  So, industrial societies use multi-dimensional ranking.  Socioeconomic Status (SES) –a composite ranking based on various dimensions of social inequality.



2.  Inequality in History –

Agrarian societies -  emphasize status or social prestige titles separated people



Industrial – financial inequality - money separated people



Post-industrial -   bureaucratic – power more important

Unlike Marx, who believed that socialism would end classes, Weber believed that socialism would eliminate wealth as the key to high social standing, but it would be replaced by power.  Government officials would become the elite.  He was probably right.


Criticism:  In the U.S., income inequality has increased in recent years.

V. Stratification and Technology:  A Global Perspective

A.  Hunting and Gathering Societies


Group’s survival depends on sharing and cooperation.  Everyone was equal.


B.  Horticultural, Pastoral, and Agrarian Societies

Technology leads to surplus, which leads to inequality

Agrarian nobility rule like gods


C.  Industrial Societies

Meritocracy lessens inequality.


Standard of living rises


Widespread education


Literate population becomes active in government and politics


Over time, wealth becomes less concentrated



1920s – richest 1 % in U.S. owns 36% of wealth



1980s – richest 1% owns 30% of wealth



(inequality began to rise again after 1990)

D.  The Kuznets Curve – greater technological sophistication generally is accompanied by more pronounced social stratification.  The trend reverses itself as industrial societies relax rigid castelike distinctions in favor of greater opportunity and equality under the law. (See chart, p. 263)


Hunting/gathering – very primitive technology = equality

Horticulture – enough food to stay put.  Some produce extra and become more important.  Gap between rich and poor begins.

Agriculture – tech more advanced and now large farms, plantations exist – 
some very rich people emerge and they institute ways to hang on to 
power.  Serfs tied to the land.  Gap between rich and poor is greatest. 


Industrialism begins- poor can work in factories, start business – inequality 
begins to wane.


Laws are enacted to protect workers and investments. Labor unions 
established.  Gap between rich and poor narrows.

The trend seems to be reversing in post industrial nations.  There is a rise in inequality – possibly as we adjust.  As the age of industry ends, people 


lose factory jobs and must learn new information skills.  Or, maybe 
Kuznets was wrong.

Income disparity also reflects political and economic priorities.  The U.S. has the most income inequality of all industrialized nations.

VI. Social Stratification:  Facts and Values


Harrison Bergeron by Kurt Vonnegut – future U.S. – total inequality.  An 
eqalitarian society can only exist by reducing everyone to the lowest 



common denominator.


Davis – Moore – class differences in U.S. society reflects both variation in 
human abilities and the relative importance of different jobs. 

Marx-inequality causes suffering and conflict.  Advocated sharing resources equally.


The Bell Curve Debate:  Are Rich People Really Smarter?

Herrnstein & Murray – “general intelligence” exists.  People with more of it will succeed.

Genetics, environment, “cognitive elite” - smart people pass on smart genes, go to good schools, marry other smart people and make connections with smart people.  Poor people don't have the intelligence to get ahead.  Post Industrialism values intelligence in the workplace.


(Read Box - p.266)

