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Chapter 9, Social Stratification

OVERVIEW

This chapter introduces the major concepts and assumptions underlying structured social inequality, or stratification. It presents and discusses various theoretical perspectives that seek to explain stratification, including order theory, conflict theory, deficiency theories (biological and cultural), and structural theories.  They discuss at length the intersection of class, race, and gender and the creation of what Patricia Hill Collins refers to as a matrix of domination. They examine at some length the work of Jensen and Hernstein, their theoretical inconsistencies, and the potential impact on policy and attitudes. They also explore the culture of poverty thesis introduced in the 1960s by Oscar Lewis and show how that “culture” is actually structurally produced.  Eitzen and Baca Zinn provide extensive criticisms of the “blame the victim” theories that dominate the conventional understanding of poverty and inequality. They compare and contrast individual and institutional discrimination and explore the benefits that accrue to certain portions of the population when poverty and equality abounds. They particularly focus on who benefits from poverty and dispels the notion that poverty exists to fulfill the basic survival needs of society, as the order theorists contend.

A. The authors identify two ways of categorizing people:
1. Social differentiation

2. Social stratification

a.

b.

3. Social stratification, therefore, refers to structured social inequality, a term used to refer to stratification being socially patterned.

a. Inequality is socially structured

b. Patterning of inequality refers to uneven distribution of society’s rewards.

c. Structured patterns of inequality means there is a system of social relationships that determines who gets what and justifies why.

d. Sociologist Harold Kerbo contends that when patterns of inequality become institutionalized a system of layered hierarchy is established throughout society.

i. People come to accept that some may have more influence and respect than others; it is recognized as the way things are.

ii. The institutionalized hierarchy creates unequal distribution of rewards and resources: wealth, power, and privilege.

iii. Inequitable access to societal resources and rewards produces different life chances.

1. Life chances refer to the lifetime opportunities to experience the best things available in life.

2. Life chances not only determine the ability to consume goods but also experiencing easier, longer, healthier, and enjoyable lives.

e. Class, race, and gender

i. Class, race, and gender are structures of inequality within the stratification system.

1. These structures organize society as a whole.

2. They shape our personal lives.

3. They create varied environments for people through their unequal distribution of social opportunities.

4. These hierarchies structure systems of exploitation and discrimination.

ii. The family passes on privilege (or lack thereof) in wealth and resources yet life chances are affected by social class and race and gender inequalities in society.
B. A social class is a number of persons who occupy the same relative economic rank in the  

   stratification system.

1. Persons are socially located in a class position on the basis of income, occupation, and education, either alone or in combination.

2. Class position generates different combinations of social privilege, which refers to the distribution of goods and services, situations, and experiences, that are highly valued and beneficial.

3. Class privileges of the middle and upper classes are aided by such organizations as: banks, medical facilities, schools, insurance companies, and voluntary associations.

C. Racial and ethnic stratification refers to institutionalized systems of power, privilege, and prestige in which some fix group membership or social category, such as race, religion, or national origin, is a major criterion for ranking members’ social positions and their differential access to rewards.

D. Gender is the social patterning of difference and domination through distinctions made
    between women and men

E. Class, race, and gender are interrelated systems of stratification.

Theories of Social Stratification
1. Sociologists and other observers of society have pondered why societies are stratified and why certain categories of people are ranked superior while others are considered inferior.
2. Order Theory
3. Conflict Theory
4. Deficiency Theories: The systematic oppression of the poor, non-Whites, and women is explored through two competing views suggesting different deficiencies: biological inferiority and cultural inferiority.
a. Biological Inferiority
i. Social Darwinism
ii. Arthur Jensen argued that Blacks are less well endowed mentally than whites.
iii. Richard Herrnstein argued that intelligence is shown by who occupies the upper, middle, and working class.
iv. Implications of biological determinism for dealing with the problem of poverty:
5. Cultural Inferiority
6. Structural Theories
7. The Political Economy of Society
