
  
Social Stratification:   A system 
   in which large groups of people are  
   divided into layers according to  
   their relative power, property and  
   prestige. 
 
       

Social 
Stratification 



Slavery system:  In the extreme,  
    people are treated like property and can be    
    bought & sold. 
 
 
Caste system:  Status assigned at birth  
 & is usually lifelong 
 
 
Estate system:  Medieval Europe, had three 
groups ( estates)… Nobility,  Clergy, & 
Commoners 
 
 
Class system:  System where ranking can be    
    achieved based on effort; primary factors 
   are possession of  money or other  
   material  possessions. 
      
      

Types of Stratification Systems 
Within a Society 



v  Closed systems:              
    
-  People are assigned into their social positions      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Open systems: 
People are born into their social  positions, but they 
may move between different positions 
 

  

Stratification 



   Global Stratification in the World today 

    

      Colonialism:  One nation takes over  

     another, to exploit resources for the  

     benefit of the colonizer. 

 

 

    Neocolonialism:  Economic dominance 

    over another country, by way of over- 

    whelming debt.       

      

 

 

 

    Globalization of Capitalism:   

    Capitalism dominates worldwide… and  

    has  connected nations, linking them  

    together.   

     

 

     
 
    



    

 

   Conflict Theory:  Stratification  

   creates inequality in power, which  

   leads to exploitation and conflict between different 

groups.    

  How do those in power maintain stratification ?  

      

Theories of 
Stratification 



    

 

   Functional Theory:  It is necessary part of society, 

and it fulfills certain functions. 

     

 

 

 

 Meritocracy:  Positions are awarded based on  

     merit… work hard and you will get your just   

     rewards. 

       

Theories of 
Stratification 



 
v   Social Class:  A large group of people  
    ranked together by social position 
 
�  Components of Social Class 
 
     - Power: 
 
 
     - Prestige: 
 
 
 
     - Property:  ( Wealth) 
�    

Social Class System 



 
v   Wealth:   Total value of everything  
     someone owns, minus debt… Net Worth 
 
 
 
v   Income:    Money received or earned 
 
              
         
 
                       
     Social Mobility:  Movement up or down   
      the social class ladder.. moving between 
     social positions  
            
             
      
      

Property ( Wealth & Income) 



  
     Three types of Social Mobility 
 
�  Intergenerational:   The change  
   in the  family from one  
   generation to the next 
 
 
 
 
�  Structural:   Movement is due more to 
   the changes in the structure of society  
   than to the actions of individuals 
 
 
 
 
 
�  Exchange:  Large number of  
   people move up, and large number 
   move down; this exchange leaves  
   the proportion of classes about  
   the same  
  
      



    

    

  Max Weber:   Social class depends upon  

  the allocation of Power, Wealth, & Prestige. 

  Multiple classes exist.  
       

 

 

 

 

 

   Karl Marx:  Social class position is  

   determined by relationship to means of 

production.  Only two classes exist. 

    

                      
     

    
 

Weber & Marx ( Social Class) 



 
 
 
 

    

                     
�      

� Means of Production:  Tools, factories, land 
   and capital used to produce wealth 
�    
�  Bourgeoisie:   Capitalist class… those who 
    own the means of production 
   
   Proletariat:  Workers… the exploited class 
   
  Class consciousness:  Awareness of one’s 
   position in the class hierarchy 
 
  False class consciousness:  Workers do not know 

they are being exploited, and  mistakenly identify 
with the interests of the capitalists 

 
                        
     

   Marx’s Terminology 



 
 
 
 

          

     
   Four social classes instead of just two. 
  Capitalists: 
 
 
  Petty Bourgeoisie:    
 
 
  Managers:    
 
 
 
  Workers:    
 
 
 
                        

     

   Erik Wright – modify’s   Marx 



      Social Class in the U.S. 

   Distribution of  Wealth 
     - Top 1% owns 35% of wealth 

     - Top 10% owns 75% of wealth 

     - Remaining 90% of people own 25% of wealth 

          Top 1% owns more than combined  

               wealth of the bottom 90% !! 

     

    Distribution of  Income    

  Stack blocks to represent income   * Block = $500  

     Average  individual – blocks stand 12 feet tall 

      Average family – blocks stand 15 feet tall 

      Top U.S. Families – What do you think ?     



    Poverty  “Defined”  

    Absolute poverty: When a person is truly poor..  

 

 

    Relative poverty:  Compared to  

    others, you feel poor or deprived. 

     

    Poverty Line:  Official measure  

     of poverty in the U.S. 

     

 

    Feminization of poverty:  many poor 

    families are female head-of-household 

 

 



    Who are the poor  in U.S. ? 

 

Ø  Racial minorities  are over-represented. 

      U.S. Population  % that are Poor       

      Native-Amer = 1%      28% 

 Asian-Amer = 5-6%      13%  

     African-Amer = 13-14%     27% 

      Latino-Amer = 16-17%     27% 

      White-Amer = 60-63%     11% 

       

     * HOWEVER,  44% of all poor people   

         in the U.S. are White ! 

 



Ø  Women  more likely to be poor  

      than men  

 

 

Ø  High-school dropouts  25% poverty,  

      3%  of college graduates are poor     

 

 

Ø  Geography:  High poverty rates in  

      southern states…rural poverty is about 16% , but 

most of the poor live in Suburbs 

 



               OTHER SOCIAL CLASS TERMINOLOGY 

Ø  Working Class  - Low-skilled worker … 

      less secure jobs…less education & less income… 

not necessarily in poverty 

 

 

Ø  Working Poor – Working, but still in poverty, 

      living below the poverty line 

 

 

Ø  Underclass – Chronic poverty, down- 

      trodden… many are homeless.  The bottom 

 of the social class ladder 

 



Horatio Alger Myth 

     The belief that anyone can get ahead  

         if they just try hard enough 

 

                  

 

                          


