research abruptly transported me from the world of the homeless to one of anqgh,,
social class, | experienced a sense of disjointed unreality. Each social class has i
own way of being, and because these fundamental orientations to the world contryg
so sharply, the classes do not mix well.

What Is Social Class?
3 B . here are the poor and the rich—and then there are you and I, nejche

poor nor rich.” This is just about as far as most Americans’ consciousnes
of social class goes. Let’s try to flesh out this idea.

Our task is made somewhat difficult because sociologists have no clear-cut, agreed-op
definition of social class. As noted in the last chapter, conflict sociologists (of the Mary.
ist orientation) see only two social classes: those who own the means of production and
those who do not. The problem with this view, say most sociologists, is that it lumps too
many people together. Physicians and corporate executives with incomes of $500,000 4

year are lumped together with hamburger flippers who work at McDonald’s for $13,000
a year.

Most sociologists agree with Weber that there is more to social class than just a person’s
relationship to the means of production. Consequently, most sociologists use the com-
ponents Weber identified and define social class as a large group of people who rank close
to one another in wealth, power, and prestige. These three elements separate people into
different lifestyles, give them different chances in life, and provide them with distinct
ways of looking at the self and the world.

Let’s look at how sociologists measure these three components of social class.

Wealth

The primary dimension of social class is wealth, the value of a person’s property. Property
comes in many forms, such as buildings, land, animals, machinery, cars, stocks, bonds,

businesses, and bank accounts. Income, in contrast, is money received from a business or
from wages, rent, interest, or royalties.

Distinction Between Wealth and Income  Wealth and income are
sometimes confused, but they are not the same. Some people have much wealth and little
income. For example, a farmer may own much land (a form of wealth), but bad weather,
combined with the high cost of fertilizers and machinery, can cause the income to dry up.
Others have much income and little wealth. An executive with a $250,000 annual income
may be debt-ridden. Below the surface prosperity—the exotic vacations, country club
membership, private schools for the children, sports cars, and an elegant home—the credit
cards may be maxed out, the sports cars in danger of bein g repossessed, and the mortgage
payments “past due.” Typically, however, wealth and income go together.

Who owns the wealth in the United States? One answer, of course. is “everyone.” Al
though this statement has some merit, it overlooks how the nation’s wealth is divided

13 3 .
among “everyone.” Lets look at how the two forms of wealth—property and income—
are distributed among Americans.

Distribution of Wealth  Overall, Americans are worth a hefty sum, about $30
willion (Statistical Abstract 2002:Table 679). This includes all real estate, stocks, bonds, and
business assets in the entire country. Figure 10.1 shows how highly concentrated this

groups: capitalistswm'ﬁmttbe wealth is. Most wealth, 68 percent, is owned by only 70 percent of the nation’s families
means of_pr?ducﬁlgngpmp&er;}_ And the higher up the income ladder we go, the more concentrated this wealth becomes-
who sell their labor As you can see from Figure 10.1, this 1 percent owns 40 percent of all the wealth in the

‘wealth property and income United States.

cCOme money received from Distribution of Income How is income distributed in the United States’
ob, business, or assets Economist Paul Samuelson (Samuelson and Nordhaus 2000) put it this way: “If we made
. an income pyramid out of a child’s blocks, with each layer portraying $500 of income, the
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In the United States, a mere 0.5 percent of the

population owns over a quarter of the nation’s wealth. Very
few minorities are numbered among this 0.5 percent. An exception is Oprah Winfrey, who has had an ultra-

successful career in entertainment and investing. Worth $1 billion, she is one of the richest 500 people in

the entire world. Winfrey, who has given millions of dollars to help minority children, is shown here as she
interviews Arnold Schwarzeneqgger and his wife, Maria Shriver.

peak would be far higher than Mount Everest, but most people would be within a few feet
of the ground.” . .
Actually, if each block were 1-V2 inches tall, the typical Am‘ericaq would be just 8 feer
off the ground, for the average per capita income in the United States is abour $30,000 per
year. (This average income includes every American, even children.) The typical family
climbs a little higher, for most families have more than one w.()f‘kel‘. and together they av-
erage about $51,000 a year. Yet compared with the few t-fn}l]les }y]m are on the moun-
w@in’s peak, the average U.S. family would find itself only 13 feet off the ground (Statistical
Abstract 2002: Tables 643, 660). Figure 10.2 portrays these dlﬁercnces.. <]
The fact that some Americans enjoy the peaks of Mount Everes‘r ?&’hll‘e moist?de—sp!re
their efforts—make it only 8 to 13 feet up the slope presents zctrn{kmﬁ: n&mqgc 0 1111:?;;1;
inequality in the United States. Another picrure.emergcs if we l\.’lL‘L t e \ .F;l)opu‘.m :
i them from highest to lowest income. As Figure 10.2
ation receives almost half (47.4 percent) f"f all in-
he bottom 20 percent of Americans receives only

o five equal groups and rank

shows, the top 20 percent of the pOPUI

“ome in the United States. In contrast, t

3 perc ion’s inc ; : :

ent of the nation’s income. _ ! Lo = ! :

Two featu f Fi 10.3 are outstanding. First, notice how consistent income 1n
res of Figure 10.3 3

2 -hanges that do occur indicate growing
equality rema; he vears. Second, the change: :  gony
emains through the years. | : i g e
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4 percent to 4.5 percent/. o eeer &7 pcrccm).
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(an increase from .11)011{‘4]&]1L United States is the chief executive Uf}l,l‘L(tJnI (CEC U) :
C - T SR PETD > areest A
i ¢ most affluent group 1n The Wall Street Journal hLu\-L},u‘j' the 350 large
natlon’s largesr corporanons. .‘lf' ; (—'E()* (“Exccuti\’e Pav. 2003). T'heir median
“OMpanies to find out what they paid [hcil" d‘ e g $5.022,000 &
“OMpensation (including salaries, bonuses, an
Year, (M,

. r = - “ ) L]
half received more than this amount, ;z;ui ilm]t less.) Th; (qu;,(ril
: o : g oepe g ividends, rents, and capit:
e edlal? T:cgns d:; include their intere pil.}_’l"m:;'is;riiil(“e boxes at the opera and
BAS, or corm o o id limousines and chauffeurs and priv:
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Distribution of
Wealth of Americans

-

68% of the total net worth
of all U.S. families . . .

10%

... are owned by just 10%
of U.S. families

40% of all U.S. assets . . .

.., are owned by just 1%
of Americans

Source: Western 2000.
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Note:The distribution of U.S. income—salaries, wages, and all other money received, except capital gains and government subsidics
in the form of food stamps, health benefits, or subsidized housing.
Source: Statistical Abstract 1947; 2002:Table 659,

major league baseball games—is 85 times higher than the average pay of U.S. workers
(Statistical Abstract 2002: Table 611). To really see the disparity consider this: The aver-
age U.S. worker would have to work 3,671 years to earn the amount paid highest paid ex-
ecutive on Table 10.1 on the next page.

Imagine how you could live with an income like this. And this is precisely the point.
Beyond cold numbers lies a dynamic reality that profoundly affects people’s lives. The dif-
ference in wealth between those at the top and those at the bottom of the U.S. class struc-
ture means vastly different lifestyles. For example, a colleague of mine who was teaching
at an exclusive eastern university piqued his students’ curiosity when he lectured on
poverty in Latin America. That weckend, one of his students borrowed his parents’ cor-
porate jet and pilot, and in class the next Monday he and his friends related their personal
observations on poverty in Latin America. Americans who are at the low end of the in-

Bill Gates, a cofounder of Microsoft Cor-
poration, is the wealthiest person in the
world. His fortune runs between $50 bil-
lion and $100 billion, depending on the
fluctuating value of his stock, His
40,000-square-foot home (sometimes
called a “technopalace”) in Seattle,
Washington, is appraised ot $110 million.
In addition to being the wealthiest per-
son in history, Gates is also the most gen-
erous. He has given more money to the
poor and minorities than any individual
in history.
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Highest-Paid CEOQs

Jeffrey C. Barbakow, Tenet Healthcare $116.4 million
Irwin Mark Jacobs, Qualcomm $63.2 million

Charles M. Cawley, MBNA $48.3 million

Orin C. Smith, Starbucks $38.8 million

Richard S. Fuld Jr, Lehman Brothers $28.7 million
Scott G. McNealy, Sun Microsystems $25.8 million
Vance D. Coffman, Lockheed Martin $23.9 million

but
d a topic explored

Power

ike many people, you may have said to yourself, “Syr.

but somehow the big decisions are alwavs 'm 1.d;; i '-“'C‘ [ can vote,
think. Certainly 7 dont make the (iL‘(fiSi;J]] ::‘}TC
Afghanistan or Iraq. / don’t launch missiles 40 o
dad. I don't decide to raise taxes or lower imh
welfare benefits.”

And then another part of you may say, “Burt I
my representatives in Congress, and by v(')ting for
The trouble is, it just doesn’t go far ﬂ‘n‘tmgh, o1
“big” decisions are a playback of the ide

what [ might
_ | soldiers to
ainst Kosovo or Bagh-
erest r

Source: "Executive Pay," 2003

ates. It isn’t / who decides to change

do [l'ntr[lcipaw in these decisions through
plrmdcnr." True enough—as far as it g();s.
views of being a participant in the nation’s
eology we learn ar an carly age—an ideology that

DOWN-TO-EARTH SOCIOLOGY

How the Super-Rich Live

IT'S GOOD TO SEE HOW OTHER
people live. It helps give us a dif-
ferent perspective for viewing life.
Let's take a glimpse at the life of
John Castle (his real name). After -
earning a degree in physics at MIT
and an MBA at Harvard, John

went into banking and securities,
Where he made more than $100
million (Lublin 1999).

Wanting to be close to some-
ane famous, John bought President
John F. Kennedy's "Winter White
House," an oceanfront estate in
Palm Beach, Florida. John spent
$11 million to remodel the 13,000~
square-foot house so it would be
more to his liking. Among those
changes: adding bathrooms num-
bers 14 and 15, He likes to show
off John F. Kennedy's bed and also
the dresser that has the drawer labeled
“black underwear," carefully hand-lettered
by Rose Kennedy.

direct his business. He did this
about a dozen times, flying per-
haps 150,000 miles. An interesting
way to go around the world.

How much does a custom-built
Hinckley yacht cost? John can't tell
you. As he says, "l don't want to
know what anything costs. When
you've got enough money, price
doesn't make a difference. That's
part of the freedom of being rich.”

Right. And for John, being rich
also means paying $1,000,000 to
charter a private jet to fly Spot,
his Appaloosa horse, back and
forth to the vet. John didn't want
Spot to have to endure a long
trailer ride. Oh, and of course,
there was the cost of Spot's med-
ical treatment, another $500,000.

Other wealthy people put John
to shame. Wayne Huizenga, the CEO of
AutoNation, bought a 2,000-acre country
club, complete with an 18-hole golf
course, a 55,000-square foot clubhouse,

the super-rich live? It is difficult to even imagine their
lifestyles, but this photo helps give you an idea of how differ-

How do

eir lifestyles are from most of us. Shown here is Marthfy
Hampton, Long Island. Many homes in
Jebrities and other wealthy residents.

ent th _
Stewart’s home in East
the area are owned by ce

can relax aboard his custom-built 45-foot

Hinckley yacht. e
The yacht is a real source of diversion.

If John gets bored at his beachfront
Estate—or tired of swimming in the
Olympic-size pool where JFK swam the
Weekend before his assassination—jhe en-
tertains himself by riding one of his thor-
oughbred horses at his nearby 10-acre
fanch, If this fails to ease his boredom: €

He once boarded it for an around-the-
world trip. He didn't stay on board, ‘
though—just joined the cruise from time
to time. A captain and crew kept the ves=
sel on COUrsE, and whenever John felt like
it he would fly in and stay a few days.
Then he would fly back to the States to

and 68 slips for visiting vessels. The club is
so exclusive that its only members are
Wayne and his wife,
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POWET the ability to carry out
your will, even over the resis-
tance of others

power elite C. Wright Mills'
term for the top people in U.S.
corporations, military, and poli-
tics that make the nation's ma-
jor decisions

prestige respect or regard

Acceptable display of prestige and
high social position varies over time
and from one culture to another.
Shown here is Elisabeth d'Autriche,
queen of France from 1554 to 1592.
It certainly would be difficult to
outdress her at a party.
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Marx said is put forward by the elites to both legitimate .m.d perpetuate r!u"l r power. So;
ologists Daniel Hellinger and Dennis Judd (1991) call this the “democratic facade” th,
conceals the real source of power in the United States. N -

Back in the 1950s, sociologist C. Wright Mills (1956) was criticized for insisting thy,
power—the ability to carry out your will despite rcsli.-ﬂ';uw‘c- was L'(lliIL‘CI‘llr;lli(‘ii in the
hands of a few, for his analysis contradicted the dominant ulm]og’v of equality. As dis.
cussed in carlier chapters, Mills coined the term power elite to refer to those who make
the big decisions in U.S. society.

Mi“s and others have stressed how wealth and power coalesce in a group of |ike-
minded individuals who share ideologies and values. They belong to the same private
clubs, vacation at the same exclusive resorts, and even hire the same bands for thej;
daughters’ debutante balls. These shared backgrounds and vested interests reinforce their
view of the world and of their special place in it (Domhoff 1998, 1999a). This elite wields
extraordinary power in U.S. society. Although there are exceptions, most U.S. presiden;s
have come from this group—millionaire white men from families with “old money”
(Baltzell and Schneiderman 1988).

Continuing in the tradition of Mills, sociologist William Domhoff (1990, 1998) ar-
gues that this group is so powerful that no major decision of the U.S. government is
made without its approval, He analyzed how this group works behind the scenes with
clected officials to determine both the nation’s foreign and domestic policy—from setting
Social Security taxes to imposing trade tariffs. Although Domhoff’s conclusions are
controversial—and alarming—they certainly follow logically from the principle that
wealth brings power, and extreme wealth brings extreme power.

Prestige

Occupations and Prestige  What are you thinking about doing after college’
Chances are you don't have the option of lolling under palm trees at the beach. Almost
all of us have to choose an occupation and go to work. Look at Table 10.2 on the next
page to see how the one you are considering stacks up in terms nfprestigc (respect or re-
gard). Because we are moving toward a global society, this table also shows how the rank-
ings given by Americans compare with those of the residents of sixty other countries.

Why do people give more prestige to some jobs than to others? If vou look at Table
10.2, you will notice that the jobs at the top share four features: '

1. They pay more.

(]

. They require more education.

3. They entail more abstract thought.

4. They offer greater autonomy (freedom, or self-direction).

[f we turn this around, we can see that people give less prestige to jobs tha

are low-paying, require less preparation or education, involve more |1h,\'51»~l]

labor, and are closely supervised. In short, the professions and white-collar

jobs are ranked at the top of the list, with blue-collar jobs at the bottom.
One of the more interesting aspects of these rankings is how consistent

- . - - . -

they are across countries and over time. For example, people in every coun

try rank college professors higher than nurses, nurses higher than social

workers, and social workers higher than janitors. Similarly, the nccup;ul('llf-]‘

that were ranked high 25 years ago still rank high today—and likely wil

rank high in the years to come.

Displaying Prestige To get a sense of payoff, people want others
to acknowledge their prestige. In times past, in some countries only rf}t’ i
peror and his family could wear purple—for it was the royal color. In France
only the nobility could wear lace. In England, no one could sit while the
king was on his throne. Some kings and queens required that subjects wal
backward as they left the room—so no one would “turn their back” on the
“royal presence.”




174 Occupatio ina:
! : _lnal 'li'_res_ngg_. How the United States Compares with 60 Countries

ity ‘ _ ——

pccupation United States 60 ot | g s

gg 78 Athletic coach 53 50
81 82 Social worker 52 56
a0 86 Electrician 51 44
7 80 Undertaker 49 34
4 73 Jazz musician 48 38
78 Real estate agent 48 49
73 66 Mail carrier 47 33
3 72 Secretary 46 53
73 69 Plumber 45 34
72 70 Carpenter 43 37 '
69 70 Farmer 40 47 l
69 60 Bricklayer 36 34 |
69 66 Barber 36 30 |
68 64 Store sales clerk 36 34
66 64 Truck driver 30 33
66 54 Cab driver 28 28
65 55 Garbage collector 28 13
65 48 Waiter or waitress 28 23
64 65 Bartender 25 23
63 62 Bellhop 25 14
63 67 Lives on public aid 25 16
62 61 Bill collector 24 27
61 40 Factory worker 24 29
61 6 Janitor _ 2 21
60 55 Gas station attendant 2 25,
59 56 Shoe shiner i17 12
58 52 Street sweeper mn 13
57 62
R ) — S T

Nate: For five occupations not located in the 1994 source, the 1991 ratings were used: Supreme Court judge, astronaut, athletic coach, lives on public aid, and street sweeper.

Sources: Treiman 1977, Appendices A and D; Nakao and Treas 1991; 1994: Appendix D.

- Concern with displaying prestige has not let up. For some, it is almost.an obsession.
dilitary manuals specify precisely who must salute whom. The U.S. president enters a
100m only after others are present (to show that he isn't the one waiting for them). They
must also be standing when he enters. In the courtroom, bailiffs, sometimes armed, make
cerain that everyone stands when the judge enters. . '
The display of prestige permeates society. In Los Angeles, some people list their address
“‘-B-cva_ly\ Hills and then add their correct ZIP code. When East Detroit changed its
name to East Pointe to play off its proximity to swank Grosse I:mnt_c, property valucs_sh(?t
U (Fletcher 1997). Many pay more for clothing that bears a “designer” label. Prestige is
e 4 primary factor in deciding which college to attend. Everyone knows how the pres-
U8¢ of a generic sheepskin from Regional State College compares with a degree from Har-

mﬂ’ Princeton, Yale, or Stanford. ‘
s 'In;g?mhgly, status symbols vary wit

t&& An items, such as yachts. But beyon

h social class. Clearly, only the wealthy can afford
d affordability lies a class-based preference in sta-

IS symbols. T : i fessionals) are quick to
- Symbols. . Yuppies (young upwardly mobile pro - quick to
Yaung Japes. ﬁi;x;?rgle;n;il:hcr [):,at erial symbols to show tl:lat they have “arrived,
While the Hith, more sec*:lre 1y their status, often downplay such images. The wealthy see
label; of the “common’ classes as cheap and showy. They, of course, flaunt their
OWN statys symbols, such as $30,000 Rolex watches.

What Is Social Class? 265



status consistency ranking
high or low on all three dimen-
sions of social class

status inconsistency rank-
ing high on some dimensions of
social class and low on others,
also called status discrepancy

status social ranking; the po-
sition that someone occupies in
society or a social group
anomie Durkheim’s term for a
condition of society in which
people become detached from
the norms that usually guide
their behavior

Figure 1040 B

Model of the Social
Classes

Dhartar 1l Casial Plase trth e Tlates d Sbasnm

Status Inconsistency

Ordinarily a person has a similar rank on all three dimensions of social c]ass—l—\\'cahh\
power, and prestige. The homeless men in the opening vignette are an example. Such peo.
ple are status consistent. Sometimes that match is not there, however, and someone has
a mixture of high and low ranks, a condition called status inconsistency. This leads to
some interesting situations.

Sociologist Gerhard Lenski (1954, 1966) pointed out that each of us tries to maximize
our status, our social ranking. Thus individuals who rank high on one dimension of so-
cial class but lower on others expect people to judge them on the basis of their highest sta-
tus. Others, however, who are trying to maximize their own position, may respond to
them according to their lowest status.

A classic study of status inconsistency was done by sociologist Ray Gold (1952). He
found that after apartment-house janitors unionized, they made more money than some
of the tenants whose garbage they carried out. Tenants became upset when they saw their
janitors driving more expensive cars than they did. Some attempted to “put the janitor in
his place” by making “snotty” remarks to him. For their part, the janitors took secret de-
light in knowing “dirty” secrets about the tenants, gleaned from their garbage.

Individuals with status inconsistency, then, are likely to confront one frustrating situa-
tion after another. They claim the higher status, but are handed the lower one. The socio-
logical significance of this condition is that such people tend to be more politically radical
(Lenski 1954, Mateju and Kreidl 2001). An example is college professors. Their prestige
is very high, as we saw in Table 10.2, but their incomes are relatively low. Hardly anyone
in U.S. society is more educated, and yet college professors don't even come close to the top
of the income pyramid. In line with Lenski’s prediction, the politics of most college pro-
fessors are left of center. This hypothesis may also hold true among academic depart-
ments; that is, the higher a department’s average pay, the less radical are the members

politics. Teachers in departments of business and medicine, for example, are among the
most highly paid in the university—and they also are the most politically conservative.

Instant wealth, the topic of the Down-to-earth Sociology box on the next page, pro-
vides an interesting case of status inconsistency.

Sociological Models
of Social Class

he question of how many social classes there are is a matter of debate. So-
ciologists have proposed several models, but no model has gained uni-
versal support. There are two main models: one that builds on Marx, the

other builds on Weber.

Updating Marx

Marx argued that there are just two classes—capitalists and workers—with membership
based solely on a person’s relationship to the means of production (see Figure 10.4). Soc-
ologists have criticized this view because these categories are too broad. For example; be-
cause executives, managers, and supervisors don’t own the means of production, they
would be classified as workers. But what do these people have in common with assembly”
line workers? Similarly, the category of “capitalist” takes in too many types. Some p{{-‘PI"'
employ a thousand workers, and their decisions directly affect a thousand families. Com-
pare these people with a man I know in Godfrey, lllinois, who used to fix cars in his back
yard. As Frank gained a following, he quit his regular job, and in a few years he put up ?
building with five bays and an office. Frank is now a capitalist, for he employs five of St
mechanics and owns the tools and the building (the “means of production”). But what
does he have in common with a factory owner who controls the lives of one thousa®
workers? Not only is Frank’s work different, but so are his lifestyle and the way he looks 3t

the world.

y ‘Hu,.’r.?
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pOWN-TO-EARTH SOCIOLOGY

The Big Win: Life After the Lottery

“F | JUST WIN THE LOTTERY, LIFE
will be good. These problems I've
got, they'll be gone. | can just see
myself now.”

So goes the dream. And many
Americans shell out megabucks
every week, with the glimmering
hope that “Maybe this week, Il
hit it big."

Most are lucky to hit for $10,
or maybe just win another
scratch-off ticket.

But there are the big hits.
What happens to these winners?
Are their lives all roses and
chocolate afterwards?

Unfortunately, we don't yet
have any systematic studies of the
big winners, so | can't tell you
what life is like for the average
winner. But several themes are ap-
parent from reporters’ interviews,

The most common conse-
quence of hitting it big is that life
becomes topsy-turvy. All of us are rooted
somewhere. We have connections with
others that provide the basis for our ori-
entations to life and how we feel about
the world. Sudden wealth can rip these
moorings apart, and the resulting status
inconsistency can lead to a condition so-
ciologists call anomie.

First comes the shock. As Mary
Sanderson, a telephone operator in Dover,
New Hampshire, who won $66 million,
said, "l was afraid to believe it was real,
and afraid to believe it wasn't." Mary says
she never slept worse than her first night
43 multimillionaire. “I spent the whole
fime erying—and throwing up" (Tres-
nNiowski 1999),

Reporters and TV cameras appear on
Your doorstep. “What are you going to do
With all that money?" they demand. You
ha_“ﬂ't the slightest idea, but in a daze
You mumble something.

Then come the calls. Some are wel-
‘Come. Your Mom and Dad call to congrat-
U!a‘te You. But long-forgotten friends and
Uistant relatives suddenly remember how
Close they really are to you—and strangely

Status inconsistency is common for lottery winners, whose new
wealth is vastly greater than their education and occupational
status. Shown here are John and Sandy Jarrell of Chicago, after
they learned that they were one of 13 families to share a $295
million jackpot. How do you think their $22 million will affect
their lives?

enough, they all have emergencies that
your money can solve. You even get calls
from strangers who have sick mothers,
sick kids, sick dogs ... .

You have to unplug the phone and get
an unlisted number.

Some lottery winners are flooded with
marriage proposals. These individuals cer-
tainly didn't become more attractive or
sexy overnight—or did they? Maybe
money makes people sexy.

You can no longer trust people. You
don't know what their real motives are,
Before, no one could be after your money
because you didn't have any. You may
even fear kidnappers. Before, this wasn't a
problem—unless some kidnapper wanted
the ransom of a seven-year-old car.

The normal becomes abnormal. Even
picking out a wedding gift is a problem. If
you give the usual toaster, everyone will
think you're stingy. But should you write a
check for $25,000? If you do, you'll be in-
vited to every wedding in town—and
everyone will expect the same,

Here is what happened to some lottery

winners:

As a tip, a customer gave a lot-
tery ticket to Tonda Dickerson, a
waitress at the Waffle House in
Grand Bay, Alabama. She won
$10 million. (Yes, just like the

& Nicholas Cage movie, It Could

' Happen to You.) Her coworkers
sued her, saying they had always
agreed to split such winnings
("House Divided” 1999).

Then there is Michael Klinebiel of
Rahwa, New Jersey. When he won
$2 million, his mother, Phyllis,
said they had pooled $20 a
month for years to play the |ot-
tery. He said that was true, but
his winning ticket wasn't from
their pool. He bought this one on
his own. Phyllis sued her son
("Sticky Ticket" 1998).

Frank Capaci, a retired electrician
in Streamwood, lllinois, who won
$195 million, is no longer wel-
come at his neighborhood bar, where
he had hung out for years. Two bar-
tenders had collected $5 from cus-
tomers and driven an hour to
Wisconsin to buy tickets. When Frank
won, he gave $10,000 to each of them.
They said he promised them more.
Also, his former friends say that Capaci
started to act “like a big shot,” buying
rounds of drinks but saying, "Except
him,” while pointing to someone he
didn't like (Annin 1999).

Those who avoid anomie seem to be
people who don't make sudden changes in
their lifestyle or their behavior. They hold
onto their old friends, routines, and other
moorings in life that give them identity.
Some even keep their old jobs—not for the
money, of course, but because it anchors
them to an identity with which they are
familiar and comfortable.

Sudden wealth, in other words, poses 2
threat that has to be guarded against.

And | can just hear you say, "I'll take
the risk!"

Sociological Models of Sacial Class WY



Sociologist Erik Wright (1985) resolved this problem by regarding SOme

.’=j-_ —— . —~—y
-1 "R [ KR Wright's Modification  people as members of more than one class at the same time. They Occupy

of Marx's Model what he calle
of the Social Classes

1. Capitalists

2. Petty bourgeoisie
3. Managers

4. Workers

contradictory class loca-
tions Erik Wright's term for a

position in the class structure

that generates contradictory

268

d contradictory class locations. By this, Wrighr means f,,
people’s position in the class structure can generate r:IOHU‘adICtUr}’ interes
For example, the automobi[e-mccham_c—mrned-busxness—owne.r may wap
his mechanics to have higher wages since he, too, has experienced their
working conditions. At the same time, his current interests—making prof.
its and remaining competitive with other repair shops—lead him o e
pressures to raise wages. _ .

Because of such contradictory class locations, Wright modified My,
model. As summarized in Table 10.3, Wright identified four classes: (1) cap-
italists, business owners who employ many workers; (2) petty bourgeoisie, small busine;
owners, (3) managers, who sell their own labor but also exercise authority over other ep,.
ployees; and (4) workers, who simply sell their labor to others. As you can see, this mod.|
allows finer divisions than the one Marx proposed, yet it maintains the primary distinc.
tion between employer and employee.

Problems persist, however. For example, in which category would we place college pro-
fessors? And as you know, there are huge differences between managers. An execurive ar
GM, for example, may manage a thousand workers, while a shift manager at McDonalds
may be responsible for only a handful. They, too, have little in common.

Updating Weber
Sociologists Joseph Kahl and Dennis Gilbert (Gilbert and Kahl 1998; Gilbert 2003) de-

veloped a six-class model to portray the class structure of the United Stares and other cap-
italist countries. Think of their model—Figure 10.5 on the next page—as a ladder. Our
discussion starts with the highest rung and moves downward. In line with Weber, on each
lower rung you find less wealth, less power, and less prestige. Note that in this model ed-
ucation is also a primary measure of class.

The Capitalist Class Sitting on the top rung of the class ladder is a powerful
elite that consists of just 1 percent of the U.S. population. As you saw in Figure 10.1, this
capiralist class is so wealthy that it owns 40 percent of all U.S. assets. This tiny 1 percent
is worth move than the entire bottom 90 percent of the country (Beeghley 2000).

Power and influence cling to this small elite. They have direct access to top politicians,
and their decisions open or close jobs for millions of people. They even help to shape the
consciousness of the nation: They own our major newspapets, magazines, and radio and
television stations. They also control the boards of directors of our most influential col
leges and universities. The super-rich perpetuate themselves in privilege by passing ©
their children their assets and social networks.

The capitalist class can be divided into “old” and “new” money. The longer that wealth
has been in a family, the more it adds to the family’s prestige. Their children seldom min-
gle with “common” folk—instead, they attend exclusive private schools where they lear?
views of life that supporr their privileged position. They don’t work for wages; instead:
many study business or enter the field of law so they can manage the family forun®
These old-money capitalists (also called “blue-bloods”) wield vast power as the_;r use their
extensive political connections to protect their huge economic empires ( Dombhoff 1990
1999b; Sklair 2001).

At the lower end of the capitalist class are the nouveau riche, those who have “neV
money.” They are outsiders to this upper class. Although they have made fortunes in busi-
ness, the stock market, inventions, entertainment, or sports, they have not attended the
“right” schools, and they lack the influential social networks that come with old money-
Not blue-bloods, they aren't trusted to have the right orientations o life (Burris 2000)-
Donald Trump, for example, is not listed in the Social Register, the “Whirte Pages” of [hf)
blue-bloods that lists the most prestigious and wealthy one-tenth of 1 percent of the U.>-
population. Trump says he “doesn’t care,” but he reveals his true feelings by adding that
his heirs will be in it (Kaufman 1996). He probably is right, for the children of the ne¥”
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The U.S. Social Class Ladder

percentage of

Educati

cation Occupation Income Population

Prestigious university Investors and heirs, $500,000+ 1%
a few top executives

gﬁgﬁg\i i?l: university, Professionals and upper $100,000+ 15%

postgraduate study e a

High school Semiprofessionals and About 34%

orcollege; lower managers, $60,000 '

often apprenticeship craftspeople, foremen

High school Factory workers, clerical About 30%
waorkers, low-paid retail $35,000

sales, and craftspeople

Some high school Laborers, service workers,  About 16%
low-paid salespeople $17,000

Some high schoal Unemployed and ‘Under 4%
part-time, on welfare - $10,000

WM iree: Ba d an Gilbert and Kahl 1998 and Gilbert 2003; income estimates are modified from Duff 1995.

yed can ascend into the top part of the capitalist class—if they go to the right
and marry old money.

W

F Manym the capitalist class are philamhmpic. They establish foundations and give
h@m t0 “causes.” Their motivations vary. Some feel guilty because they have so
ch while others have so lictle. Others feel a responsibility—even a sense of fateior

t0 use their money for doing good. Still others seek prestige, acclaim, or fame.

The Upper Middle Class OFf all the classes, the upper middle class is the one
by education. Almost all members of this class have at least a bachelor’s de-
many have postgraduate degrees in business, nc.nm.agement, law, or mcdicin?.
ple manage the corporations owned by the capitalist class or f:lsc operate their
ss or profession. As Gilbert and Kahl (1998) say, these positions
10t grant prestige equivalent to 2 title of nobi!ity 1‘{1 the (}c:n}any of Max We-
they certainly represent the sign of having “made it" in contemporary

" Their income is sufficient to purchase houses and cars and travel that
ublic symbols for all to see and for advertisers to portray with words and
\at connote success, glamour, and high style.

parents and teachers push children to prepare for upper-middle-class jobs.

nt of the population belong t© chis class.
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Sociologists use income, education,
and occupational prestige to mea-
sure social class. For most people,
this classification works well, but
not for everyone. Entertainers
sometimes are difficult to fit in. To

what sacial class do Eminem, Lopez,

Liu, and James belong? Eminem
makes $35 million a year, Jennifer
Lopez $29 million, and Lucy Liu
around $5 million. When Lebron
James got out of high school, he
signed more than $100 million in
endorsement contracts, as well as a
$4 million contract to play basket-
ball for the Cleveland Cavaliers.

210 Chapter 10 Social Class in the United States

Eminem

Lucy Liu LeBron James

The Lower Middle Class  About 34 percent of the population belong to the
lower middle class. Members of this class have jobs that call for them to follow orders
given by those who have upper-middle-class credentials. Their technical and lower-level
management positions bring them a good living, although they feel threatened by taxes
and inflation. They enjoy a comfortable, mainstream lifestyle, and many anticipate being
able to move up the social class ladder. ' i

The distinctions between the lower middle class and the workine class on the next
lower rung are more blurred than those between other classes. lnoéillllz'ilil E:::\:cvcr. mem

bers of the lower middle class work at jobs that have slightly more prestige, and their 17
comes are generally higher.

The Working Class  About 30 percent of the U.S. population belong to rl.m
class of relatively unskilled blue-collar and white-collar workers. Compared with ¢
lower middle class, they have less education and lower incomes. Their jobs are also less &
cure, more routine, and more closely supervised. One of their greatest fears is being laid
off during a recession. With only a high school diploma, the ;1\'(:}‘1gc member of the work-
ing class has little hope of climbing up the class ladder. Job chanz.:cs usually bring “mor¢
of the same,” so most concentrate on getting ahead by achieving seniority on the rl‘l‘
rather than by changing their type of work. They tend to think of themselves as having
“real jobs,” and the “suits™ above them as paper pushers who have no practical experience
(Gorman 2000).

The Working Poor Members of this class, abour 16 percent of the pnPUL‘[i‘".l'
work at unskilled, low-paying, temporary and seasonal jobs, such as sharecropping: ™"
grant farm work, housecleaning, and day labor. Most are high school dropouts. Many are
functionally illiterate, finding it difficult to read even the want ads. They are not likely ©
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(Gi]bcrt and Kahl 1998; Bcegh]cy 2000)
od to office, their situation won't change,

Although they work full time, millions of the working poor depend on help such as

food stamps to sup_p]ement tl.w" meager ‘incmncs (O'Hare 1996b). It is easy to see how

can work full time and still be poor. Suppose th
months old Iand anqthf-'l’ child 3 years old. Your spouse stays home to care for them, so
carming the income is up to you. But as a high-school dropout, all you can get is a mini-
qum Wage job. At $5. ]5_ an hour, you earn $206 for 40 hours. In a year, this comes to
510,712——bef0re deductions. Your nagging fear—and d

!!
u on thc streets.

Jote » for they feel that no matter what party is

¢

at you are married and have a baby 3

aily nightmare—is of ending up

The Underclass  On the lowest rung, and with next to no chance of climbing
myvﬁheff’ is the und.erc[ass. Con_centrated in the inner city, this group has little or no
connection with the job market. Those who are employed—and some are—do menial,
low-paying, temporary work. Welfare, if it is available, along with food stamps and food

tries, is their main support. Most members of other classes consider these people the
néer-do-wells of society. Life is the toughest in this class, and it is filled with despair.
About 4 percent of the population fall into this class.

The homeless men described in the opening vignette of this chapter, and the women
and children like them, are part of the underclass. These are the people whom most
Americans wish would just go away. Their presence on our city streets bothers passersby
from the more privileged social classes—which includes just about everyone. “What are
those obnoxious, dirty, foul-smelling people doing here, cluttering up my city?” appears
10 be a common response. Some people react with sympathy and a desire to do some-
thing. But what? Almost all of us just shrug our shoulders and look the other way, de-
spaiting of a solution and somewhat intimidated by their presence.

The homeless are the “fallout” of our developing postindustrial economy. In another
eta, they would have had plenty of work. They would have tended horses, worked on
farms, dug ditches, shoveled coal, and run the factory looms. Some would have explored
and settled the West. Others would have been lured to California, Alaska, and Australia by
the prospect of gold. Today, however, with no frontiers to settle, factory jobs scarce, and

arms that are becoming technological marvels, we have little need for unskilled labor.

Social Class in the Automobile Industry

Let's uge the automobile industry illustrates the social class ladder. The Fords, for exam-
Pi&,own and control a manufacturing and financial empire whose net worth is truly stag-
gering, Their power matches their wealth, for through their multinational corporation
their decisions affect production and employment in many countries. The family’s vast
Jrtune, and its accrued power, are now several generations old. Consequently, Ford chil-
dnfn_-g@.tq the “right” schools, know how to spend money in the “right” way, and can be
"ted to make family and class interests paramount in life. They are without question
e t0p Jeyel of the capitalist class. :
extin line come top Ford executives. Although they may have an income of several
null( ¢d thousand dollars a year (and some, with stock options and bonuses, earn several
lion
&;‘: .-f. - 4

dollars annually), most are new to wealth and power. Consequently, they would
itfied ar the lower end of the capitalist class.
“Sﬁa.ud and wife who own a Ford agency are members of the upper middle class.
Ncome clearly sets them apart from the majority of Americans, and their reputa-
ﬂ.le-eo’mmunity is enviable. More than likely they also exert greater-than-average
their community, but their capacity to wield power is limited.
salesperson, as well as people who work in the dealership office, belongs to the
dle class, Although there are some exceptional salespeople, even a few who make
Mmoney selling prestigious, expensive cars to the capitalist class, those at a run-of-
) agcncy are lower middle class. Compared with ‘the owners of the agency,
is less, their education is likely to be less, and their wo_rk is less prestigious, ¢ add @
s who repair customers’ cars are members of the working class. A mechanic generations
'Omoted to supervise the repair shop joins the lower middle class. =
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Those who “derail” used cars (making them appear newer by washing and polish,

the car, painting the tires, spraying “new car scent’ into the interior, and so on) by iur:.;‘l:,!_l‘
the working poor. Their income and education are low, the prestige accorded thei; ork
minimal. They are laid off when selling slows down. '
Ordinarily, the #nderclass is not represented in the automobile industry. It is conceiy).
however, that the agency might hire a member of the underclass to do a specific job sy}, |\
mowing the grass or cleaning up the used car lot. In general, however, personnel ar g,
agency do not trust members of the underclass and do not want to associate with thep,
even for a few hours. They prefer to hire someone from the working poor for such jobs.

Consequences of Social Class

ach social class can be thought of as a broad subculture with distince 4.

proaches to life. This means that social class affects people’s health, fam.

ily life, and education. It also influences their religion and politics, evey
their experiences with crime and the criminal justice system. Let’s look at these conse.
quences of social class, as well as how the new technology is related to social class,

Physical Health

Social class is so significant that it even affects our chances of living and dying. The prin-
ciple is simple: The lower a person’s class, the more likely that individual is to die before
the expected age. This principle holds truc at all ages. Infants born to the poor are more
likely than other infants to die before their first birthday. In old age—whether 75 or 95

a larger proportion of the poor die each year than do the wealthy. The two primary rea-
sons for this are lifestyle and medical care.

Social class shapes people’s lifestyles, which, in turn, affect their health. Those in the
lower social classes are more likely to smoke, eat more fats, abuse drugs and alcohol, ex-
ercise less, and practice unsafe sexual behavior (Chin et al. 2000; Navarro 2002). This, o
understate the matter, does not increase people’s health.

Py,

The photos of these two women were taken “at home." The woman in her home in
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, (above) and the wife of a coal miner in Novokuznetsk, Russia,
{right) are both shown in their living rooms. From the contrast evident in these
photos, can you see how social class makes such a vital difference in people’s life
chances? Can you see why these women are likely to see the world in highly dis-
tinctive ways, ond why their politics and even their religions are likely to differ?
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The second reason for the
nequal de-
. 1.- this example: qual death rates is unec
sider ¢ ple: S Unequal access to medical care

wrry Takewell (his real name) wac .
;Il;srzmewille"'renncsscc. \\;}f\i “.AS a 2 I -year-old lli'rll"l(‘li(; who liv d; p
cmployed carpenter drench Ell‘. /.‘cmt‘ Mae Hill, Takewell's nei :;,; g trailer park
Takewcll il nmfb with sweat from g ﬂ:vcr; gl]‘ '%)llmrr found the un-

G : arby Methodist Hospiral T ¢ clled an ambulance.
pill of $9,400. A notice had been po spital. There he had

. sted in the an outstanding
. Fasors iF T, emergency ] 2
bers 10 alert supervisors if Takewell g ergency room telling staff mem-

the time the hospital adminis .
E]):,eady i hospitaﬁ bed _;.T‘I“"’s‘émf.{)l"‘W:ls informed of the admission Takewell was
et and escortéd h 1€ administrator went to Takewell’s 1'0011:1 iw] *Ld }:‘:’«L‘»
to G ( im to the parking lot. There, neighbors four, o
a tree and took him home, e » neighbors found him under

Takewell died about twelve hours later.

Con-

Zettie Mae Hill is still torn up about it. She w if”
. : ; . dhe wonders if Takewell would be ali -
day if she had directed his ambulance to a different hospei::at. S‘L?Is:‘?ide‘?[h;?dts't

ink a hospital Id . T ; !
dAunIslbe:ryolsggg) would just let a person die like that for lack of money.” (Based on

'W_h}’ was Tc.rry Takewell dcnit'td medical treatment and his life cut short? The funda-
mental reason is that health care in the United States is not a citizen's right. Instead, it is
a commodity for sale. The result is a two-tier system of medical care—superior care for
those who can afford the cost, and inferior care for those who cannot. Unlike the middle
and upper classes, few poor people have a personal physician, and they often spend hours
waiting in crowded public health clinics. After waiting most of a day, some don't even get
10 see a doctor; instead, they ate told to come back the next day (Fialka 1993). And when
the poor are hospitalized, they are likely to find themselves in understaffed and under-
funded public hospirals, treated by rotating interns who do not know them and cannot
follow up on their progress.

Mental Health

Social class also affects our mental health. From the 1930s until now, sociologists have
found that the mental health of the lower classes is worse than that of the higher classes
(Faris and Dunham 1939; Srole et al. 1978; Miller 1994: L_ichter and Crowley 200?).
‘Greater mental problems are part of the stress that accompanies poverty: Compared with
middle- and upper-class Americans, the poor have less job security, lower wa%cs, morchun-
paid bills, more divorce, more alcoholism, greater vulnc-ral-)lhry to crime, an Elc"rchp- iz
ical illnesses—often accompanied by the threat of eviction hanging over their heads.

Qi ? i -being.
i blows to people’s emotional well g _ _
-I%I?eggﬂédﬁl;l?:ri?lti?ziialoiss lalzidcr experience Stress, of course, but their stress Is

: ton
ally less and cheir coping resour=es i No jves them greater ConNiTo
ts, and counselors, but also their class position &t

a key to good mental health.

ly can they afford vacations, psy-
[ over their

o ificant role in family life. Ieeven affects our choice of spouse, Out
ific

oo 5 ’ rourc
“1ances of getting divorced; and AP iR :{a bers of the capitalist class place strong cm—f
o] T H mber ; : .
cheice of Husbﬂnd ol w:g:s the E:mily’s ancestors, hlSEOfY% a}?ic-ls EI’:;S‘ ?ezfss:h(;t
e iy o 55T 199 R Ly
-  or destiny in life (Balniﬁ' ts not just themselves bur a s(; oL ¢
the \oice of husband or wife ;:; the “fa mily line.” Because \frc::lfan i for the chil-
T spouse will have il“_”.np%:: : arriage pannerS_is rm.u:hlnarm]a bietioh A el
- it Ehgllble lm effect, parent in this class play
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Divorce The more difficult life of the lower social classes, especially the map, -

sions that come from insecure jobs and inadequate incomes, leads to higher marir] fric.
tion and a greater likelihood of divorce. Consequently, children )
likely to grow up in broken h

of the poor are
omes.
Child Rearing A discussed on pages 79-80, sociologists have found s;
class differences in child rearing, Lower-class parents focus on getting their children ¢, obey
authority figures, while middle-class parents focus on their

children bf:coming Creatiye
The reason for this difference appears t :

pation (Kohn (1977).

ghifican,

ass parents, in contrast, enj
their children, they enco

tions arise different ways of disciplining children; lower-class parents are more likely g 5,
physical punishment, while the middle classes rely more on verhal persuasion.

Working-class and middle-clas parents also have different ideas about child develop-
ment and children’s play (Lareay 2002). Working-class parents think that children de-
velop naturally, a sort of unfolding from within, If parents provide comfort, food, shelter
and other basic support, the child’s development will take care of itself.
they set limits and let their children play as they wish. Middle-
think that children need a lot of guidance to dev
that will help develop the mind and social skills.

Consequently,
class parents, however,
elop correctly, and they encourage play

Education

As we saw in Figure 10.5, ed

ucation increases as one
just the amount of educatio

goes up the social class ladder. It is not
but also the type of education. Children of the
attend exclusive private schools where they are
trained to take a commanding role in society. Prep schools such as Phillips Exeter Academy,
Groton School, and Wood

berry Forest School teach upper-class values and prepare their stu-
dents for prestigious universities (Beeghley 2000; Higley 2003). Keenly sensitive to the sig-

nificance of private schools, aspiring members of the upper middle class do their best to get
their children into prestigious preschools—which cost up to $17,000 a year (Gross 2003).

They even elicit letters of re -year-olds. Such differences in

commendation for their 2- and 3 _
parental expectations and resources are a major reason why children from the more privi-
enter and to graduate from college.

leged classes are more likely to

Religion

One area of social life that we might think would be unaffected by social class is r‘eli_g,ion-
(“People are just religious, or they are not. Whar does social class have to do with i) As
we shall see in Chapter 18, however, the classes tend to cluster in different denominations
Episcopalians, for example, are more likely to attract the middle and upper classes. Baprists
draw heavily from the lower classes, and Methodists are more middle class. Patterns of wor-
ship also follow class lines: The lower classes are attracted to more expressive worship services
and louder music, while the middle and upper classes prefer more “subdued” worship-
Politics

As has been stressed throughout this text, symbolic interactionists emphasize that IPCOPE‘E
perceive events from their own corner in life. Political views are no exception to this l[)f}f:c
ciple, and the rich and the poor walk different political paths. The higher that people “_[
on the social class ladder, the more likely they are to vote for Republicans. In t:Of}“ai‘1 4
most members of the working class believe that the government should intervene in ;,J
economy to make citizens financially secure, and the majority of them are Democrats. L
though the working class is more liberal on economic issues (policies that increase gan
ernment spending), it is more conservative on social issues (such as opposing abortion =
the Equal Rights Amendment) (Lipset 1959; Houtman 1995). People toward the bott s
of the class structure are also less likely to be politically active—to campaign for can
dates, or even to vote (Soss 1999; Beeghley 2000; Gilbert 2003).
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Crin’Ie and the Criminal .JuSt
If justice is supposed to be blind,
arested (Henslin 2003a). In Ch,
ower social classes have differen,

ice System

it certainly js :
pter 8 (ba‘E:(-z '":(l)tSWhen " eornes to one’s chances of being
&% £15-215), we discussed how the upper and

.\'[\'ICS ()fCI‘iﬂ I.' 2 || €= Al CI" mes I th more ll] V-
. | b 1€, h(_ w i ri c C
¢ Sy-. It?ﬂ'l, Whlle dle

ice and courts deal with the streer <o
PIOth[andard A e bef b;ln[tt crimes of the lower classes One con i
dass | €rs of the lower classes are more likel ek
bation, o on parole. In addition, since people tend tkely to be in prison, on pro-
ncighborhoods, ehe Tower clane. g ]ﬂ{elmm ;0 C()[-)n[:mlt crimes in or near their own
Y to be robbed, burelar;
] » burglarized, or murdered.

Social Class and the New Technolog
[f the United States does not keep pace with global ¢ :

Pmducing low-cost, quality goods, its i ) 5 oagdasy
dwindle; there will be fewer jobs and sgcfmkqm“' position will decline. Opportunities will
: " : oo rinking paychecks. To compete in this global eco-
nomic race, the United States is incor ! ; global eco
gt porating advanced technology in all sph flife
For the capitalist class, the new technoloey i« - B o B O S
_ chnology is a dream come true: By minimizing the ob
stacles of national borders, capitalist ot de g A & tie o
_ $ move factories to countries with cheaper labor. The
produce components in one country, assemble them i 4 Tk
L et e ; h‘ ¢ them in another, and marker the product
Thgil:-ghigher educatio.n cnabl.«:srﬁe the upa]fr mlddi'e class are well prepared ‘for this change.
i = gl m to take a leading role in managing this global system
I the capitalist class, or for using the new technology to advance in their professions.

Be.low thftse two most privileged classes, however, the new technology adds to the in-
security to llf_e. As job markets shift, the skills of many in the lower middle class become
outdated. This strikes fear in those who work at specialized crafts, for new technology can
reduce or even eliminate the need for their specific skills. People in lower management are
more secure, for they can transfer their skills from one job to another.

Fr?m this middle point on the ladder down, technology hits people the hardest. The
working class is ill prepared to cope with the changes, and the threat of plant closings
haunts them. The working poor are even more vulnerable, for they have even less to of-
fer in the new job market. As unskilled jobs dry up, many workers are tossed into the in-
dustrial garbage bin.

The underclass, being technologically illiterate, is left behind. This point was driven
home to me when I saw the homeless sitting dejected in the shelters. Of what ‘value were
these hi_gh school dropouts, our technological know-nothings, to th1§ new society _that is
undergoing its piercing birth pains? With no productive place, their base of social be-
longing and self-esteem has been pulled out from under them.

In short, the new technology opens and closes opportunities .for pcol:_:le largely. by
virtue of where they are located on the social class ladder, a topic discussed in the Sociol-

ogy and the New Technology box on the next page.

hange and remain competitive by

Social Mobility
age to education—goes untouched by ; _ e

= —from marr i - : et
7 a'?glcci Oﬂlgﬁéct;f; life is so much more satisfying in the more privi-

Is:: c;d cciaasssst;s people strive to climb the social class ladder. What affects
their chances? R

Three ial M
‘ree Types of Soc . intergenerational, structural, and exchange.
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sociology

and the

NEW

technology

Closing the Digital Divide: The Technology Gap
Facing the Poor and Minorities

C onsider this:
Ninety-three percent of

children whose family has an an-
nual income of $75,000 or more
have computers at home, compared
with about 32 percent of children
in families with annual incomes
less than $20,000 a year (Statisti-
cal Abstract 2002: Table 240).

A high-income family is about &
seven times more likely to have
Internet access than a low-income
family (Statistical Abstract 2002;
Table 240).

A white child in a poor family is three
or four times more likely to have In-
ternet access than an African Ameri-
can or Latino child in a poor family
(Lewin 2001a).

Of all racial-ethnic groups, Native
Americans have the least access to
computers and the Internet. Only half
have telephones at home (Romero
2000).

The term digital divide refers to this un-
equal access to computers and the Inter-

net. As you can see from these examples,
this technology gap marks the social
classes and racial-ethnic groups.

Sociologists focus on the structural
basis of wealth and poverty. That is,
they examine how advantage and dis-
advantage are built into society—how
birth forces some people to face many
obstacles, while others face few. To
level the playing field, the question is
not how we can destroy the advantages
that some have, but, rather, how we can
reduce obstacles and increase opportu-
nities for others.

If computers were only for playing
cyber games, the digital divide would
not be an issue. But in today's techno-

logical world, children who have
less access to computers and the
Internet face a major hurdle in [ife,
To have weak computer skills
means to be cut off from informa-
tion and work opportunities.

For Your CONSIDERATION

What do you think can be done to
overcome the digital divide? For
example, should the government
pay to connect every U.S. home to
the Internet and buy a computer
for every child, beginning in kinder-
garten? Why or why not?

Let's look at the problem this way:
The Internet has become a gigantic Ii-
brary that spans the globe. Would we
ever allow our city or schoal libraries to
let some ethnic groups in more often
than others? Would we allow them to let
in the wealthy, but close the door on the
paor? Finally, do you think that this anal-
0qy is fair, since libraries are funded by
tax dollars but home computers and In-
ternet access are paid for by individuals?

structural mobility move-
ment up or down the social
class ladder that is due to
changes in the structure of so-
ciety, not to individual efforts

6 Chartar 10 Sarial Clace intho llnitad Ctatn e

We like to think that individual efforts are the reason people move up the class Iaddcr—k’
and their faults the reason they move down. In these examples, we can identify hard wor .'
sacrifice, and ambition on the one hand, versus indolence and alcohol abuse on the ot_ht‘:
Although individual factors such as these do underlie social mobility, sociologists cOns¢ :-0
structural mobility to be the crucial factor. This second basic type of mobility rete(;fi r
changes in society that cause large numbers of people to move up or down the class la . :n

To better understand structural mobility, think of how opportunities abounded W" .
computers were invented. New types of jobs appeared overnight. Huge numbers of Pf“f’ar
attended workshops and took crash courses, switching from blue-collar to whitf-"c(;i[\.
work. Although individual effort certainly was involved—for some seized the opport™™

snsnar alhlnanoman CL



while others did not—the underlying cause was a
change in the structure of work. ('?on;idcr the u.p‘-
P()Siff"j'h()“’ opportunities disappear during a
depression, and millions of people are forced
downward on the class ladder. In this instance
100, their changed status is due less to individual
behavior than to structural changes in society.

The third type of social mobility, exchange
mobility, occurs when large numbers of people
move up and down the social class ladder, but,
on balance, the proportions of the social classes
remain about the same. Suppose that a million or
so working-class people are trained in computers,
and they move up the class ladder. Suppose also
that due to a surge in imports, about a million
skilled workers have to take lower-status jobs. Al-
though millions of people change their social class, there is, in effect, an exchange among
ther!;{ 'ghc net result more or less balances out, and the class system remains basically un-
touched.

Women in Studies of Social Mobility

In classic studies, sociologists concluded that about half of sons passed their fathers;
about one-third stayed at the same level, and only about one-sixth fell down the class lad-
der (Blau and Duncan 1967; Featherman and Hauser 1978; Featherman 1979).

Feminists pointed out that it wasn’t good science to focus on sons and ignore women
(Davis and Robinson 1988). They also objected that it was wrong to assume that women
had no class position of their own and to assign wives the class of their husbands. The de-
fense made by male sociologists of the time was that too few women were in the labor
force to make a difference.

With huge numbers of women working for pay, more recent studies include women
(Breen and Whelan 1995; Beeghley 2000). Sociologists Elizabeth Higginbotham and
Lynn Weber (1992), for example, studied 200 women from working-class backgrounds
who became professionals, managers, and administrators in Memphis. They found that
almost without exception, the women’s parents had encouraged them while they were
still little girls to postpone marriage and get an education. This st_udy confirms how im-
portant the family is in the socialization process and that the primary entry to the up-
per middle class is a college education. At the same time, note that if there had not been
a structural change in society, the millions of new positions that women occupy would

not exist.

Interpreting Statistics on Social Mobility
The United States is famous worldwide for its intergenerational mobility. That children
can pass up their parents on the social class ladder is one of the attractions of this coun-
try. How much mobility is there? It turns out that most apples don't fall far from the tree.
Of children who are born to the poorest 10 percent of Americans, about a third are still
there when they are grown up—half end up in the poorest 20 percent. Similarly, of chil-
dren who are born to the richest 10 percent of families, about a third stay there—two of
five end up among the richest 20 percent (Krueger 2002). ln_short, the benefits that h:gh-
income parents enjoy tend to keep their children afloar, while the obstacles that low-in-
come parents confront tend to weigh their children down. o
But is the glass half empty or half fullz We could also stress the other end of these 1}? -
ings: two-thirds of the very poorest kids move upward, ;}nd two-th1_rd§ of the very richest
kids drop down. Remember that statistics don't lie, but liars use statistics. In this case, you
can stress cither part of these findings depending on what you are trying to prove.

The term structural mobility refers
to changes in society that push
large numbers of people either up or
down the social class ladder. A re-
markable example was the stock
market crash of 1929, when tens of
thousands of people suddenly lost
immense amounts of wealth. People
who once "had it made" found
themselves standing on street cor-
ners selling apples or, as depicted
here, selling their possessions at
fire-sale prices.

exchange mobility about
the same numbers of people
moving up and down
class ladder, such that, on bal-

shows little change

Intergenerational Social Mability 2n



poverty line the official
measure of paverty; caleulated
to include those incomes that
are less than three times a low-
cost food budget
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The Pain of Social Mobility

You know that to be knocked down the social class ladder is painful, but were you AWare
that climbing it also brings pain? Sociologist Steph Lawler (1999) interviewed Brigg,
women who had moved from the working class to the middle class. The women wep,
caught between two worlds—their working-class background and their current midd]e.
class life. Their relationship with their mothers had grown difficult. The mothers felt ;.
comfortable with their daughters’ new tastes in furniture, food, and speech. Even how ¢,
rear children became a matter of dispute. Sociologists Richard Sennett and Jonathan Coly,
(1972/1988) found something similar in Boston, where they studied working-class parents
who had made deep sacrifices so their children could go to college. The parents expected
their children to appreciate their sacrifice, but because the children’s educated world wx:
so distant from that of the parents, the children had grown aloof. The two had difficulry
even talking to one another. As a result, the parents felt betrayed and were biter.

In short, social class separates people into worlds so distinct that communication and
mutual understanding become difficult. To change one’s social class is to tear oneself from
one’s roots. As you may recall, Richard Rodriguez, featured in the Cultural Diversity boy
on page 82, found that his climb up the social class ladder had wrenching costs.

Poverty

any Americans find the “limitless possibilities” on which the American
dream is based to be elusive. As illustrated in Figure 10.5 on page 269,
the working poor and underclass together form abourt one-fifth of the
U.S. population. This translates into a huge number, almost 60 million people. Who are
these people?

Drawing the Poverty Line

To determine who is poor, the U.S. government draws a poverty line. This measure was set
in the 1960s, when poor people were thought to spend about one-third of their incomes on
food. Based on this assumption, each year the government computes a low-cost food bud-
get and multiplies it by 3. Families whose incomes are less than this amount are classified as
poor; those whose incomes are higher—even by a dollar—are determined to be “not poor.”

This official measure of poverty is grossly inadequate. Poor people actually spend only
about 20 percent of their incomes on food, so to determine a poverty line we really ought
to multiply their food budget by five instead of three (Uchitelle 2001). No political party
in power wants to do this, as redrawing the line would make it appear that poverty in-
creased under their watch. Another problem with the poverty line is that some mothers
work and have to pay for child care, but they are treated the same as mothers who dont
have this expense. The poverty line is also the same for everyone across the nation, even
though the cost of living is much higher in New York than in Alabama. Nor, for some re2-
son, does the government count food stamps as income.

That a change in the poverty line would instantly make millions of people poor—or rake
away their poverty—would be a laughable matter, if it weren' so serious. (The absurdity has
not been lost on Parker and Hart, as you can see from this sarcastic cartoon.) Although this
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s PLANTO ELIMINATE POVERTY
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. arbitrary, it is the official measyre
[ine 15 &F L ure of poverty, and the government uses it to decide

1 Il]ll.‘x IIm:. let’s see who in the United States
rideas of the poor with the myths explored

Jho will recerve help and who will not, Based o
W .

is oo Before we do this, r]mugh, compare you
iln the Down-to-Earth Socmlng}, box below,

DOWN-TO-EARTH SOCIOLOGY

Exploring Myths Ahout the Poor

Myth 1 Most poor people are lazy.
They are poor because they do

not want to work.

Half of the poor are either too old or too

Myth 3 Most of the poor are African
Americans and Latinos.

As shown in Figure 10.6, the poverty rates
of African Americans and Latinos are

percent live alone or with nonrelatives,
and 6 percent live in other settings.

Myth 5 Most of the poor live

young to work: About 40 percent are under
age 18, and another 10 percent are age 65
or older. About 30 percent of the working-

much higher than that of whites. Because
there are so many more whites in the U.S.
population, however, most of the poor are

in the inner city.
This one is close to fact, as about 42
percent do live in the inner city. But 36

percent live in the suburbs, and 22 per-

age poor work at least half the year. ooy
cent live in small towns and rural areas.

white. Of the 38 million U.S. poor, 56 per-
cent are white, 21 percent African Ameri-
can, 19 percent Latino, 3 percent Asian

American, and 1 percent Native American.

(Statistical Abstract 2002: Table 668).

Myth 2 Poor people are trapped in a
cycle of poverty that few escape.

The poverty population is dynamic. Most
poverty lasts less than a year (Lichter and
Crowley 2002). Only 12 percent remain in
poverty for five or more consecutive years
(0'Hare 1996a). Most children who are
born in poverty are not poor as adults
(Ruggles 1989).

Myth 6 The poor live on welfare.
About half of the income of poor adults
comes from wages and pensions, about 25
percent from welfare, and about 22 per-

ingl
Myth 4 Most of the poor are single celil from¥ Social Secliitg

mothers and their children.

Although about 38 percent of the poor
match this stereotype, 34 percent of the
poor live in married-couple families, 22

Sources: Primarily O'Hare 1996a and 0'Hare 1996b,
with other sources as indicated

Povert.y " 1 P All racial/fethnic groups W | atinos ) {
thﬂ umtad 35% P White Americans P African Americans

States, by = B Asian Americans

Age and ool

Race.- - e

Ethnicity

__—'-: r ""‘r
W
F o T

rty line on which this figure is based is $18,194 for a family of four.
tatistical Abstract 2002:Tables 668, 671, 673.

r

Note: The pove
Source: By the authot Based on 5
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Who Are the Poor?

Geography  As you can see from the Social Map below, the poor are not even|y ;.
tributed among the states. This map shows a clustering of poverty in the South, 4 pattery
that has prevailed for more than 100 years.

A second aspect of geography is also significant. About 59 million Americans Jiye |,
rural areas. Of these, 9 million are poor. At 16 percent, their rate of poverty is higher by,
the national average of 12 percent. The rural poor are less likely to be single parents, ,m(i
more likely to be married and to have jobs. Compared with urban Americans, the ryz
poor are less skilled and less educated, and the jobs available to them pay less than sip;.
lar jobs in urban areas (Dudenhefer 1993; Lichter and Crowley 2002).

The greatest predictor of whether Americans are poor is not geography, however, by
race-ethnicity, education, and the sex of the person who heads the family. Let's look a
these three factors.

Race-Ethnicity  One of the strongest factors in poverty is race-cthnicity. As Fig-
ure 10.6 on the previous page shows, only 9 percent of white Americans are poor, but 21
or 22 percent of African Americans and Latinos live in poverty. At 11 percent, the poverry
rate of Asian Americans is close to that of white Americans. Although their poverty rarc

is the lowest, because there are so many more white Americans, most poor people are
white.

Education You are aware that education is a vital factor in poverty, but you may nor
have known just how powerful it is. Figure 10.8 shows that only 2 of 100 people who fin-
ish college end up in poverty, but one of every five people who drop out of high school is
poor. As you can see, the chances that someone will be poor become less with each higher

1515 Patterns of Poverty

Note: Poverty varies tremendously from one state to another. In the extreme, poverty is almost three times as common in New
Mexico (19,30%) than it is in Maryland (7.3%),
Source: By the author. Based on Statistical Abstract 2002 Table 673,

1 Class in the United States Jw.ablongiman.com henshins



Who Ends Up Poor? Poverty by Education and Race-Ethnicity
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M College graduate
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Soyrce: Statistical Abstroct 2002:Table 675.

level of education. This principle applies regardless of race-ethnicity, but this figure also
shows that at every level of education race-ethnicity makes an impact.

The Feminization of Poverty The other major predictor of poverty is the
sex of the person who heads the family. Women-headed families are seven times more
likely to be poor than couple-headed families (Lichter and Crowley 2002). Women \&{ho
head families average only rwo-thirds the income of men who head families (Statistical
Abstract 2002: Table 662). Consequently, most poor families are headed by women. The
three major causes of this phenomenon, called the feminization of poverty, are divorce,
births to single women, and the lower wages paid to women.

Old Age As Figure 10.6 on page 279 shows, the elderly are less iik?ly than the gen-
el b6 imlain o/be pooss This is quite a change. It.u:«:cd to be that growing old increased
people’s chances of being poor, but government policies tore-

distribute income—Social Security and sub;ddizcd housing, '
food, and medical care—slashed the rate of poverty among
the elderly. This figure also shows how the prevailing racial-
ethnic patterns carry over into old age. You can see 110\‘&' much
more likely an elderly African American or Latino 1s to be
poor than an elderly white or Asian American.

Children of Poverty

Children are more likely to live in poverty than are adults or
the elderly. This holds true regardless of race-ethnicity, but
from Figure 10.6 you can see how much greater poverty is
among Latino and African American children. That millions
of U.S. children are reared in poverty is shocking when one
considers the wealth of this country and the supposed concern
for the well-being of children. This tragic aspect of poverty is
the topic of the following Thinking Critically section.

ik
A
BT
il g“'

(the) feminization of
poverty a trend in US.
poverty whereby most poor
families are headed by women

Beyond the awareness of most
Americans are the rural poor, such
as this family in Kentucky. This fam-
ily is typical of the rural poor: white
and headed by a woman. What do

you think the future holds for these
children?

L B




R How
Many Births to
Single Mothers?

Births to Women
Above the Poverty Line

6% = births to single women
94% = births to married women

Births to Women
Below the Poverty Line

44% = births to single women
56% = births to married women

Note: Totals were available only for white
women.
Source: Murray 1993.

Figure 10.10 ;[

Long Does Poverty
Last?

‘Source: Gottschalk et al. 1994:89.
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births are to single women; for women belq,, the
poverty line this rate is seven times higher,

Regardless of the causes of childhood poverty—ang
there are many—what is most significant s that
these millions of children face all of the suffer;,,
£y . Ol : and obstacles to a satisfying life that poverty ents
The Nation's Shan-!e. Chl.ld_renl in P.overty Thiy e ore lkely o die i infancey 1o.4c hunms_
One of the most startling statistics in sociology is 4+ e malnourished, to develop more slowly ar-:d‘:fl
shown in Figure 10.6 on page 279: About one of 0 o ore health oroblems, They also are morenkff
seven or eight white and Asian American chIldrgn to drop out of school, to become involved in crirrm;
and one of three Latino and African American chil-  _ ities and to have children while stil in
dren live in poverty. These figures translate into in-  eans_thus perpetuating the cycle of poverty
credible numbers—approximately 15 million children
are poor: 7 millio.n "Nhitt‘ cr'aildren. 3‘f:’million .Latino For Your CONSIDERATION
children, 32 million African American children,
nearly 2 million Asian American children, and about
300,000 Native American children.

The main cause for this high rate of child poverty,
said sociologist and former U.S. Senator Daniel
Moynihan (1927-2003), is an increase in births out-
side marriage. In 1960, one of twenty U.S. children
was born to a single woman. Today that total is
more than six times higher, and single women now
account for one of three (33 percent) of all U.S.
births. Figure 10.9 shows the striking relationship
between births to single women and social class.  sources: Moynihan 1991; Sandefur 1995; Statistical Abstract
For women above the poverty line, only 6 percent of  1997: Table 1338; 2002: Tables 15, 75, 668, 671,

their

Many social analysts—liberals and conservatiyes
alike—are alarmed at this high rate of child poverty
They emphasize that it is time to stop blaming the
victim, and, instead, to focus on the structural fac-
tors that underlie this problem. They say that we
need three fundamental changes: (1) removing
obstacles to employment; (2) improving educa-
tion; and (3) strengthening the family. To achieve
these changes, what specific programs would you
recommend?

The Dynamics of Poverty

Some have suggested that the poor tend to get trapped in a culture of poverty (Harring-
ton 1962; Lewis 1966a). They assume that the values and behaviors of the poor “make
them fundamentally different from other Americans, and that these factors are largely re-
sponsible for their continued long-term poverty” (Ruggles 1989:7).

Lurking behind this concept is the idea that the poor are lazy people who bring poverty
on themselves. Certainly some individuals and families match this stereotype—many of
us have known them. But is a self-perpetuating culture—one that is transmitted acros
generations and that locks people in poverty—the basic reason for U.S. poverty?

Researchers who followed 5,000 U.S. families since 1968 uncovered some surprising
findings. Contrary to common stereotypes, most poverty is short-lived, lasting only 2 y2f
or less. This is because most poverty comes about due to a dramatic life change such &
divorce, the loss of a job, or even the birth of a child (O’Hare 1996a). As Figure 10.10
shows, only 12 percent of poverty lasts five years or longer. Contrary to the stereotype o
lazy people content to live off the government, few poor people enjoy poverty-fand they
do what they can to 7ot be poor.

Yet from one year to the next, the number of poor people remains about the sam®
This means that the people who move out of poverty are replaced by people who move
into poverty. Most of these newly poor will also move out of poverty within a year. S0m¢
people even bounce back and forth, never quite making it securely our of pover?’
Poverty, then, is dynamic, touching a lot more people than the official totals indicate. 5
though 12 percent of Americans may be poor at any one time, twice that number, about
one-fourth of the U.S. population, is or has been poor for at least a year.

Why Are People Poor?

Tiwo explanations for poverty compete for our attention. The first, which sociologists P

fer, focuses on social structure. Sociologists stress that features of society deny some PEOEE



s 0 education or learning job skills, They em
crimination, as well as changes in the job
uﬂ Jilled jobs, and an increase in margjnal

chplc ﬁl’l

(o contribute to poverty. Individualistic explanatio
worthless stereotypes are laziness and lack of intellig
sociologists reluctantly acknowledge include droppi

phasize racial, ethnic, age, and gender

market—the closing of plants, drying up of
: jobs that
d their escape routes to a berter life blocked

A competing explanation focuses on the charaer,

pay poverty wages. In short, some
eristics of individuals that are assumed
ns that sociologists reject outright as
ence. Individualistic explanations that
ng out of school, bearing children in

e teen Years, and averaging more children than women in the other social classes. Most

sociologists are reluctant to speak of such factors in

this context, for they appear to blame

e victim, something that sociologists bend over backward not to do.

The tension between these com
erest. Each explanation affects our

peting explanations is of more than just theoretical in-
perception and has practical consequences, as is illus-

sated in the following Thinking Critically section.

The Welfare Debate: The Deserving and
the Undeserving Poor

Throughout U.S. history, Americans have divided the
poor into two types: the deserving and the unde-
senving. The deserving poor are people who, in the
public mind, are poor through no fault of their own.
Most of the working poor, such as the Lewises, are
considered deserving:
Nanicy and Ted Lewis are in their early 30s and
have two children. Ted works three part-time
Jobs, earning $13,000 a vear; Nancy takes care
of the children and house and is not employed.
To make ends meet, the Lewises rely on food
Stamps, Medicaid, and housing subsidies.

T,h'_““desﬁf"ihg poor, in contrast, are viewed as
Ving brought on their own poverty. They are free-
Mﬂft".whe‘ waste their lives in sloth, alcohol and
U9 abuse, and promiscuous sex. They don't de-
mhdp- and, if given anything, will waste it on
eI dissolute lifestyles. Some would see Joan as an
Example:

l‘m- her mother, and her three brothers and
_%‘?Eﬁrs.lived on welfare. Joan started having
K@t 13, bore her first child at 15, and, now, at

WEHare Reform

23, is expecting her fourth child. Her first two
children have the same father, the third a differ-
ent father, and Joan isn't sure who fathered her
coming child. Joan parties most nights, using
both alcohol and whatever drugs are available.
Her house is filthy, the refrigerator usually
empty, and social workers have threatened to
take away her children.

This division of the poor into deserving and unde-
serving underlies the heated debate about welfare.
“Why should we use ourhard-earned money to help
them? They are just going to waste it. Of course,
there are others who want to get on their feet, and
helping them is okay."

For Your CONSIDERATION

Why do people make a distinction between deserv-
ing and undeserving poor? Should we let some peo-
ple starve because they "brought poverty upon
themselves"? Should we let children go hungry be-
cause their parents are drug abusers? Does "unwor-
thy" mean that we should not offer assistance to
people who “squander” the help they are given?

In contrast to thinking of poor people as deserving
or undeserving, use the sociological perspective to
explain poverty without blaming the victim. What
social conditions (conditions of society) create
poverty? What social conditions produce the
lifestyles that the middle class so despises?

m

cades of criticism, U.S. welfare was restructured in 1996. A federal law—the Per-

ibili k Opportunity Reconciliation Act—requires states to place
- @Bp lotih ;ryelfareand \z:;tancp;p;d cotri(lpcls welfare recipients to look for work and

available jobs. The maximum length of time someone can collect welfare is five
. v .'s:a;cs- L l’;"ms nUnmarried teen parents must attend school and live at

"ME0r in some other adult-supervised setting.

Poverty



This law set off a storm of criticism. Some called it an attack on the poor. [?cfcndux
replied that the new rules would rescue people from poverty. They would transform v
fare recipients into self-supporting and hard-working citizens a’nd reduce weifa'r?’ COsts,
National welfare rolls plummeted, dropping by 60 percent (Cancian et al. 2003). Twg g,
of five who left welfare also moved out of poverty (Hofferth 2002). :

This is only the rosy part of the picture, however. Thrﬂec ofﬁvc are still i‘n poverty o
are back on welfare. A third of those who were forced off welfare have no jobs (Lichye,
and Crowley 2002). Some can't work because they have h.ealth problems. Others lack
transportation. Some are addicted to drugs and alcoho[. Still others are trapped in e,
nomically depressed communities where there are no jobs. Then theic- are those who haye
jobs, but earn so little they remain in poverty. Consider one of the “success stories;

JoAnne Sims, 37, lives in Erie, New York, with her 7-year-old daughter Jamine,
JoAnne left welfare, and now earns $6.75 an hour as a cook for Head Start. Her 37-
hour week brings $239.75 before deductions. With the help of medical benefits and
a mother who provides child care, JoAnne “gets by.” She says, “From what I hear, 5
lot of us who went off welfare are still poor . . . let me tell you, it’s not easy.”
(Peterson 2000)

Conflict theorists have an interesting interpretation of welfare. They say that its purpose
is not to help people, but, rather, to maintain an army of reserve workers. It is designed to
keep the unemployed alive during economic downturns until they are needed during the
next economic boom. Reducing the welfare rolls through the 1996 law fits this model, as
it occurred during the longest economic boom in U.S. history. Recessions are inevitable,
however, and just as inevitable is surging unemployment. In line with conflict theory, we
can predict that during the coming recession welfare rules will be softened—in order t
keep the reserve army of the unemployed ready for the next time they are needed.

Deferred Gratification

One consequence of a life of deprivation punctuated by emergencies—and of seeing the
future as more of the same—is a lack of deferred gratification, giving up things in the pre-
sent for the sake of greater gains in the future. It is difficult to practice this middle-class
virtue if one does not have a middle-class surplus—or middle-class hope.

Back in 1967, sociologist Elliot Liebow noted that black streetcorner men did not de-
fer gratification. Their jobs were low-paying and insecure, their lives pitted with emer-
gencies. With the future looking exactly like the present, and any savings they did manage
gobbled up by emergencies, saving for the future was pointless. The only thing that made
sense from their perspective was to enjoy what they could at that moment. Immediate
gratification, then, was not the cause of their poverty, but its consequence. Cause and
consequence loop together, however, for their immediate gratification helped perpetuate
their poverty. For another look at this “looping,” see the Down-to-Earth Sociology box
on the next page, in which I share my personal experiences with poverty.

If both causes are at work, why do sociologists emphasize the strucrural explanation’
Reverse the situation for a moment. Suppose that members of the middle class drove old
cars that broke down, faced threats from the utility company to shut off the electricity
and heat, and had to make a choice between paying the rent or buying medicine and food
and diapers. How long would they practice deferred gratification? Their orientations ©
life would likely make a sharp U-turn.

Sociologists, then, do not view the behaviors of the poor as the cause of their poverth
but, rather, as the result of their poverty, Poor people would welcome the middle-class 0P
portunities that would allow them the chance to practice the middle-class virtue of de
ferred gratification. Without those opportunities, though, they just can’t afford it.

Where Is Horatio Alger?
The Social Functions of a Myth

In the late 1800s, Horatio Alger was one of the country’s most talked-about authors. The
rags-to-riches exploits of his fictional boy heroes and their amazing successes in overcoming
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DOWN

| WAS BORN IN POVERTY. MY PARENTS,
who could not afford to rent a house or
apartment, rented the tiny office in their
minister's house. That is where | was born,

My father began to slowly climb the

social class ladder. His fitful odyssey took
him from laborer to truck driver to the
owner of a series of small businesses (tire
repair shop, bar, hotel), then to vacuum
cleaner salesman, and back to bar owner,
He converted a garage into a house. Al-
though it had no indoor plumbing or insu-
{ation (in northern Minnesota!), it was a
start. Later, he bought a house, and then
he built a new home. After that we moved
into a trailer, and then back to a house.
My father's seventh grade education was
always an obstacle. Although he never be-
came wealthy, poverty eventually become
a distant memory for him.

My social class took a leap—from
working class to upper middle class—when,
after attending college and graduate
school, | became a university professor. |
entered a world that was unknown to my
parents, one much more pampered and
privileged. | had opportunities to do re-
search, to publish, and to travel to exotic

-TO-EARTH SOCIoLoGY

Poverty: A Personal Journey

places. My reading centered on sociologi-
cal research, and | read books in Spanish
as well as in English. My father, in con-
trast, never read a book in his life, and my
mother read only detective stories and
romance paperbacks. One set of experi-
ences isn't "better" than the other, just
significantly different in determining
what windows of perception it opens
onto the world.

My interest in poverty, which was
rooted in my own childhood experiences,
stayed with me. | traveled to a dozen or so
skid rows across the United States and
Canada, talking to homeless people and
staying in their shelters. In my own town,
| spent considerable time with people on
welfare, observing how they lived. | con-
stantly marveled at the connections be-
tween structural causes of poverty (low
education and skills, undependable
transportation, the lack of unskilled jobs)
and its personal causes (the culture of
poverty—alcohol and drug abuse, multiple
out-of-wedlock births, frivolous spending,
all-night partying, and a seeming inca-
pacity to keep appointments—except to
pick up the welfare check).

Sociologists haven't unraveled this
connection, and as much as we might like
for only the structural causes to apply,
clearly both are at work (Duneier 1999:
122). The situation can be jllustrated by
looking at the perennial health problems |
observed among the poor—the constant
colds, runny noses, back aches, and injuries.
The health problems stem from the social
structure (less access to medical care,
lesser trained or less capable physicians,
drafty houses, lack of education regarding
nutrition, and more dangerous jobs). At
the same time, personal characteristics—
hygiene, eating habits, and overdrinking—
cause health problems. Which is the cause
and which the effect? Both, of course,
for one feeds into the other. The medical
problems (which are based on both per-

sonal and structural causes) feed into
the poverty these people experience,
making them less able to perform their
jobs successfully—or even to show up at
work regularly. What an intricate puzzle
for sociologists!

severe odds motivated thousands of boys of that period. A[l:h?ugh Alger’s characters have
disappeared from U.S. literature, they remain alive and well in the psychc_of Americans.
From real-life examples of people from humble origins who climbed the social class ladder,
Americans know that anyone can get ahead if they ree_:.lly
try. In fact, they believe that most Americans, including
Minorities and the working poor, have an average or bet-
*t-than-average chance of gerting ahead—obviously a
Satistical impossibility (Kluegel and Smith 19{36)- _
€ accuracy of the Horatio Alger myth is less im-
Portant than the belief that limitless possibilities exist
Or everyone, Functionalists would stress that this belief
Ctional for society. On the one hand, it encourages
People to compete for higher positions, Of, s the song
18, “t0 reach for the highest star.” On the ot}l‘?r hzmd,F
“Places blame for failure squarely on the indw:d_u_al. I
Udon't make jt—in the face of ample opportunitics 1o
¥t ahead—the faule must be your own. The Horatlio
. 8T myth helps to stabilize society: then, fOI: since the
WL s viewed as the individual’s, not society’s, CUI:I{;I’{;
red Arrangements can be regarded as satisfacrory. Thi
UCes pressures to change the system-

A culture's dominant ideology is re-
inforced in many ways, including in
its literature. As discussed in the
text, Horatio Alger provided inspiro-
tional heroes for thousands of boys.
The central theme of these many
novels, immensely popular in their
time, was rags to riches. Through
rugged determination and self-sac-
rifice, a boy could overcome seem-
ingly insurmountable obstacles to
reach the pinnacle of success. (Girls
did not strive for financiol success,
but were dependent on fathers and
husbands.)
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As Marx and Weber pointed out, social class penetrates our consciousness, shaping our

ideas of life and our “proper” place in society. When the rich look at the world around
them, they sense superiority and anticipate control over their own destiny. When the poor
look around them, they are more likely to sense defeat, and to anticipate that unpre-
dictable forces will batter their lives. Both rich and poor know the dominant ideology.
that their particular niche in life is due to their own efforts, that the reasons for success—

or failure—lie solely with the self. Like the fish that don’t notice the water, people tend
not to perceive the effects of social class on their own lives.



