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Tillmon, I' m a woman. I'm a black woman. I'm a poor woman. I'm a fat woman. I'm a 
middle-aged woman. And I'm on welfare. In this country, if you're any one of those 
things - poor, black, fat, female, middle-aged, on welfare - you count less as a human 
being. 

 If you're all those things, you don't count at all. Except as a statistic. I am a statistic. I 
am 45 years old. I  raise six children. I grew up in …….. and I worked there for fifteen 
years in a laundry, making about Euro 350 a week.  I got too sick to work anymore. My 
husband and I had split up. Friends helped me to go on welfare. 

Each month I get Euro 1100 for my kids and me. I pay Euro 300 a month rent; 300 for 
utilities and...400 for food,...50 for school lunches,  This leaves  Euro 50 per  month for 
everything else - clothing, shoes, recreation,  after school activities, incidental personal 
expenses and transportation. That’s how we live.  I get help with food from a charity. If 
I could get a job in a supermarket checkout  I would love it as I would not have to stand 
all day which is painful. I often do not get to bed until 2am as I have to prepare the 
children’s  clothes and lunches  for the morning. I worry all the time.    



Hans Muller,  I am chairman and president, and collected a base 
salary of  Euro 1.2 million last year- I  picked up a bonus of 
300,000. Thus, for the second year in a row, I  was able to 
modernise my yacht and estate. 

I have two teenage children, attending a private school in 
Switzerland, both receive a personal spending allowance of  
Euro 2,000 per month.  I work long hours but take 10 week 
annual holiday. I have four houses, two in the US, one in the 
south of France and one in Dubai. My wife has 2 house keepers, 
a cook and  a gardener to help maintain our household. 

People on welfare should be ashamed of themselves, they are 
lazy and unwilling to do a hard day’s work.  I get up every day 
at 6 o’clock, I go straight to my gym and I swim four links of 
our pool before breakfast. I am at my office by 8 and work until 
6 each day. 



 Here are two members of Western society who might as well live on different planets as far as 
their experiences of this society are concerned. Think about the differences that separate 
Tillmon  and Mr.Muller: 

  

 1. They are clearly in different social classes, Tillmon in the lowest and Muller in the highest, 
and there is very little chance that Tillmon could ever have enough social mobility to catch up. 

  

 2. The economic system of the society is the fundamental social process that defines their 
relative social positions. 

  

 3. They represent opposite ends of the income and wealth continuum, with almost 
unimaginable differences between their life chances. 

 

 4. Tillmon is a back woman, while Muller is a white man; on both counts (black and woman) 
Tillmon faces enormous discrimination in America that makes it almost impossible for her to 
have an equal chance. 

 

 5. Mrs.Tillmon is one of the millions who fall into the poverty category, and she receives 
welfare to help her survive. 

 

 The organisation of society is very much affected by the social process of stratification. The 
term stratification comes from the word "strata", meaning layers. 

 



 SOCIAL STRATIFICATION refers to the layering 
of social categories into higher or lower 
positions of prestige or respect. The building 
blocks of this organisation of society are 
statuses. 

 



 STATUS is the individual's position in the social structure. 
For example, some people are Supreme Court Justices and others 
are doctors, lawyers, bankers, teachers, carpenters or garage 
mechanics.  
 
Each of these persons has a particular status, or position, in the 
society. An individual's status is his position in the society in 
relation to other positions. 
Status does not deal with the individual himself but with the social 
category (position) into which he has been placed. Status does not 
pertain to Dr.Jones the doctor, Mr.Smyth the banker or Mr.Black the 
carpenter. In other words it does, it does not refer to the 
personality of the individuals involved but only the position of a 
doctor, banker or carpenter. 
Not only does the person have a position in each group to which he 
belongs, but he also has a position, or status, in the structure of 
the society. 

 



 What determines an individual's status? 

 

 How does the individual get his status and 
what determines it?  

 

  The individual gets his status in two ways: 

 

 ASCRIBED STATUSES 

 ACHIEVED STATUSES  



 ASCRIBED STATUSES are assigned by society on the 
basis of some fixed category, without regard to a 
person's abilities of performance. 

 You have the status of a pensioner because you have 
reached retirement or a  teenager simply because you 
have been alive for at least thirteen years. You have 
no choice about the status ascribed to you. The son 
of a king is a prince merely by the fact of his birth. 
You belong to a particular social class in your society 
because of your family background, but you did not 
have the opportunity to choose your parents. 

 You do not determine your ascribed statuses and for 
the most part must simply learn to live with them, for 
you cannot change them yourself. 
 



 ACHIEVED STATUSES are earned by the individual through 
competition with others. 

 You are an A student because you have met certain educational 
requirements. You work in your position because you were 
selected from a number of applicants for the job. You have the 
status of being socially minded because you take an interest in 
social problems, you have status as an outstanding chess player 
because you have won your last ten games. 

 
 With achieved status, you yourself choose the particular statuses 

you want to earn. In your day-by-day interactions with others 
you are constantly achieving various statuses. 

  
 Statuses, then, are essential to the process of stratification. 

However, before social stratification can take place there must be 
differentiation 



 DIFFERENTIATION is the process by which people are 
described in terms of certain personal characteristics 
and then classified into specific social categories on 
the basis of these characteristics. 

 Every person is classified according to such 
characteristics as sex, age, occupation, education, 
religion, race, etc. He/she is then placed in a "social 
category" along with all others in the society who 
have the same characteristics. 

 Each social category becomes ranked according to its 
relative position with other social categories. The 
people in a given society are then regarded as 
belonging to a particular social class level. 

  The hierarchy of social classes that results is called a 
social class structure. 
 
 



Social stratification describes inequalities that exist between 
individuals and groups in societies 

  

All systems of social stratification share the following 
characteristics: 

 

1. The rankings apply to social categories of people who 
share a common characteristic without necessarily 
interacting or identifying with each other 

2. People’s life experiences and opportunities depend 
heavily on how their social category is ranked 

3. The ranks of different social categories tend to change 
very slowly over time 

 



 Slavery:  
◦ Extreme form of inequality where certain people 

are owned as property by others 
 Caste: 

◦ Closed system in which social status is given for 
life, e.g. India and South Africa 

 Estates: 
◦ Feudal estates were strata with differing rights 

and obligations towards each other. Localised in 
Europe. 

 Class: 
◦ Large-scale groupings who share common 

economic resources; these in turn shape their 
possible lifestyles 

 



 Let us now distinguish between class and caste, or - 
to use synonymous expressions - between "open" 
and "closed" class systems. 

 It is apparent even without discussion that class 
structures vary in their rigidity from one society to 
another, and from one period to another in the same 
society.  

 A class structure may be barely perceptible in a small 
community where all or most of the social relations 
are primary. On the other hand, class is a 
phenomenon that appears in all complex societies. 
From a descriptive point of view it is possible to 
discern two kinds of class systems, which differ in 
degree. There are open class systems and closed 
class systems, the two representing a continuum. 



 An open class system is one in which vertical 
social mobility is possible. 

 This means that there are no restrictions, or 
at the most only very mild restrictions, on the 
upward and downward movement of the 
individuals with respect to the several strata. 

 At this end of the scale there would be no 
restrictions whatever; class status would be 
completely achieved by every individual and 
never ascribed except at the very beginning 
of life. 
 



   
 A closed class system, on the other hand, is one in which vertical 

social mobility is considerably restricted and perhaps, at one or 
more points on the scale, even prohibited. In this case class 
status would always be ascribed to the individual and never 
achieved by him. His class status would continue to be that of his 
family and he would be required in addition to choose his 
marriage partner from his own class. 

   
 The family, in other words, assumes a greater importance in the 

closed class system, the individual in the open class system. A 
society that has the former is likely to lay greater stress upon the 
family; a society that has the latter tends, on the contrary, to 
emphasise individual achievement. Whenever we find a relatively 
closed class structure, therefore, we know also that the family in 
such society is an extremely important social phenomenon and 
one whose significance does not diminish with the adulthood of 
its members. 
 



 Although the terminology is not yet standardised in the literature of 
sociology, we regard a closed class system and a caste system as 
synonymous.  

 In other words, when the structure is completely closed at one or more 
points we have a caste structure. The number of points at which it is 
closed, of course, may vary. In the old caste system of India, now 
disintegrating, the separate castes were clearly articulated and there 
were impassable hereditary barriers at every point. Thus caste systems 
may vary according to the number of barriers to vertical social mobility 
that a society exhibits, and this number, in turn, is derived from the 
number of castes that the society contains.  
 

 A completely open class system and a completely closed class system, of 
course, are limiting cases, extreme opposites on the continuum as it 
were, and it is doubtful if these extremes are represented by any society: 
In all ;actual societies there are some barriers to vertical social mobility, 
no matter how tenuous they may be, and in all actual societies too there 
is some vertical mobility, even though it may not be encouraged. 
 



 In every society people are divided into relatively 
distinct social classes.  

 The Indian caste system, there is a sharp 
demarcation between classes, and mobility 
between them is highly restricted. 

  In other nations, including most of the modern 
industrial nations, instead of sharp breaks 
between the classes, there is an almost unbroken 
continuum from the upper class elite groups on 
one end to the lower-class, poverty stricken 
groups at the other. Most people in the society 
do, however, identify psychologically with some 
social class. 



 Many explanations have been offered to explain 
why social classes form in all societies, and one 
of the most influential approaches was the 
Functional theory, proposed by Kingsley Davis 
and Wilbert Moore.  

 Davis and Moore argued that every society ~ 
divides its goods, wealth, and services on the 
basis of the importance of the jobs,that is, on the 
"function" that each job performs for the society. 

 Some jobs are more critical more functional - to 
the society than others; consequently, it is highly 
important for the society to fill those jobs. 

 



 Davis and Moore assumed that the more important jobs are more 
difficult, and require longer periods of training; therefore people 
are unwilling to take them. As a result it is necessary for the 
society to reward those jobs more highly in order to lure people 
into taking them.  

   
 The Davis-Moore theory might be summarised as "the great 

race" theory. Society needs a number of jobs, which vary by 
importance and difficulty. In order to insure that most talented 
people will get the most critical jobs, society holds a great "talent 
race". Those who win - those who have the most talent - are 
rewarded highly with wealth, prestige and power. The lower 
groups  obviously have less talent and consequently are given 
lower statuses, less critical jobs, and fewer rewards.  

 
 It is, then, the great talent race that determines who gets what. 

 



 Thus the functional theory bases inequality 
on the nature of the occupational system. 

 As Davis and Moore stated in an often quoted 
passage: 

 "Social inequality is thus an unconsciously 
evolved device by which societies insure that 
the most important positions are 
conscientiously filled by the more qualified 
persons". 

 



 How valid is the functional theory of stratification? 

 Many social scientists today argue that the functional 
analysis misses the mark widely, for a number of 
reasons. 

 First, it is extremely difficult to rank jobs in terms of 
their importance. Is it really true that the society 
needs businessmen, scientists, professors, doctors - 
the highly rewarded jabs - more than it needs 
farmers, carpenters, factory workers, plumbers? The 
society needs the services of all these people, so it 
seems strange to argue that some are more 
important than others. 

   

 



 Second, the importance of the job does not 
seem to be the critical factor in determining 
rewards. For example, if importance 
determines rewards, why is it that some 
criminals, bookmakers, cigarette-company 
executives and resort real-estate developers 
often make so much money? Surely their jobs 
are not "critical" for society. Job importance 
seems to have very little relation to the 
reward structure in society. 

 



 Third, it seems strange that the functionalists argue 
that it is necessary to reward physicians, professors 
and businessmen more highly to get them do their 
work. On the contrary, these jabs are more 
interesting, more self-satisfying, and more 
intrinsically gratifying than the less prestigious jobs.  

 It seems that the functionalists really should reverse 
their argument; the dirty tasks of society should be 
rewarded more highly if the functional theory is really 
true. It would seem more logical that trash collectors, 
heavy industry workers, teachers in a ghetto, and 
factory workers should be the ones who are paid 
most highly in order to - lure them into the less 
pleasant jobs of society. 
 



 In short, the importance of jobs is simply not 
related to the re 

 wards people get. As C.H. Anderson put it: "Who 
has the evidence to demonstrate that the doctor 
who writes a drug prescription is more important 
than the pharma¬cist who fills it, the truck driver 
who transports it, the worker who produces it... 
or the chemist who discovered it? “ 

 Without any one of these persons, the sick 
person would not safely get his drug"  

 If the basic link between "importance" and 
"reward" breaks down, then the whole functional 
theory collapses. 
 



 CONFLICT AND POWER THEORY 

 The functional theory of stratification has so 
many glaring weaknesses that a number of 
social scientists have recently proposed an 
alternative explanation called the "conflict 
and power theory", described here by Leonard 
Reissman. 

 



 The opponents of functionalism- ((functional theory)) draw 
the line at the proposition that inequality is unavoidable, 
they argue that, in reality, a system of stratification tends 
to continue because the members of a society who are in 
the highest strata want the system to continue unchanged. 

  Power, not functional necessity, is the key to 
understanding stratification. Chiefs, kings, aristocrats, or 
the upper class all have the same intent: to secure their 
position, to discourage outsiders, and thereby to control 
power relations so completely that they alone determine 
who can enter their circle.  

 What looks like functional necessity, therefore is really 
elite control.  

 What may once have been functionally necessary must 
become dysfunctional  because those in power seek to 
stay in power. 
 



 Basic Ideas of the Conflict and Power Theory 
 
 The conflict/power theory takes an entirely different approach to 

the explanation of social inequality, suggesting that the "great 
race" of the functionalists is very unfair. In a sense there is a 
"hobbled race" in which some people have great disadvantages, 
and the prize jobs and  the wealth of society are not fairly 
distributed on a talent basis 

 Instead, people inherit most of their wealth and opportunities 
obtaining good jobs because their parents were able to give 
them special advantages -good home lives, health care, and 
higher education.  

 
 There is a race for the best jobs, to be sure, but some people 

start way ahead, and it is no surprise that they stay ahead.  
 Thus power and special advantages determine who will win the 

race, get the best jobs, and corner the most wealth. 
 



 The British sociologist T.D.Bottomore says it 
clearly:  

 "Indeed, it would be a more accurate 
description of the class system to say that it 
operates largely through the inheritance of 
property, to ensure that each individual 
maintains as certain position, determined by 
his birth, and irrespective of his particular 
abilities".  

 



 With all the weaknesses in the functional 
explanation, it seems that the power and conflict 
theory is a much more accurate description of 
the stratification processes in modern society. 

 
 There are important political value judgements 

implied in each of the theories.  
 The functional explanation is often adopted by 

groups who express their satisfaction with the 
status quo in which they have a fortunate place. 
(The functionalist explanation leans heavily 
toward a conservative interpretation of society, 
since it provides a theoretical justification for the 
status quo. 
 



 If it were true that there is a great race for the 
highly valued, difficult jobs, then the people 
who hold them would, in fact, be the most 
talented and would have just claim to them. 
Thus, the functional argument essentially 
affirms the social class system as a legitimate 
and just arrangement far distributing (scarce) 
recourses. 

 



 The conflict theory, on the other hand, tends 
to be a liberal and radical theory, because it 
argues that the current situation is an 
artificial result of power manipulations in the 
society. 

 The conflict theory denies that the present 
inequalities are necessary and thereby 
undermines the legitimacy of those who hold 
the prime positions in society. 

 



 The functional theory at least implicitly 
suggests that there is no need for change, 
since the stratification system is "necessary" 
for the society to maintain the  status quo –
the situation as it is. 

 

 The conflict theory, on the other hand, argues 
that change is needed, since the stratification 
system is largely based on the naked exercise 
of power. 



 
 There are outstanding theories that are largely based on the 

power/conflict interpretation of stratification. 
 One is the famous explanation of the class system advanced by 

Karl Marx. 
 Karl Marx was one of the most influential social theorists of the 

modern age, and his .analysis of the class structure has probably 
influenced social scientists more than any other. 

 Marx never wrote a single, unified analysis of social class, but his 
concern for the issue is scattered throughout his major works. 
(Capital, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts, The German 
Ideology). His insights into the nature of modern society were 
visionary at the time he wrote, and his ideas must be carefully 
considered by any responsible social scientist.  

 Essentially, Marx argued that the class structure was based on 
power, not on the needs of society; power, in turn, was based on 
the technological and economic system of the society. 
 



 Marx's basic argument. 

 Marx was an "economic determinist". He believed 
that the methods of economic production in a 
society largely determined its social structure. 
Technology provides the material base for the 
society, and all ideas, beliefs, and social 
institutions are a reflection on the methods of 
production; they are merely "superstructures" 
built on top of the material base. 

 Thus, government, the family structure, and even 
religion are reflections of the economic system in 
modern society. 

 



 The methods of production produce social classes. Marx 
argued that in capitalist societies there is a rigid class 
system based on ownership of the production system. he 
notes: 
 

 "Insofar as millions of families live under economic 
conditions of existence that divide their mode of life, their 
interests and their culture from those of other classes, and 
put them in hostile contrast to the latter, they form a 
class." (Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, 
NewYork;Intern.Publishers,no date,p.109}. 

  
 Although Marx realised that there were many social 

classes, he emphasised only two: 
  the bourgeoisie (owners of property and the systems of 

production), and the proletariat (workers). 
 



 The owner classes (bourgeoisie) dominate the 
worker classes (proletariat). 

 According to Marx, in all societies the few 
people in the owner classes have dominated 
the many people in the worker classes, 
particularly in capitalist nations.  

 The government enforces this domination, for 
the political system is the servant of the 
ruling economic classes. 

 



 "Class consciousness" is necessary for social change. 
 Marx felt that the owners were able to dominate the working 

class bacause the workers were so disorganised and so 
brainwashed by the owners that they did not even recognise their 
common plight and thus could not band together far effective 
political action. 

  A class that shares a common plight but does not work to 
correct it Marx 'called a "class-in-itself". He believed, however, 
that eventually the working class would become aware of its 
underprivileged position and would become a class self-
consciously fighting for itself and its rights, that is, the working-
class would became what Marx termed a "class-for-itself". 

 When this happened, capitalism, because it had so badly 
exploited the now-revolting workers, would have planted the 
seeds for its own destruction and the new classless society would 
result. 
 
 



 The awakened proletariat would overthrow the 
bourgeois society. 

 Once they have awakened to their plight the workers 
would organise and strike back at the capitalist 
society that suppressed them, producing massive 
social revolution.  

 After the revolution was successful the proletariat 
workers would rule but, since workers represent the 
majority of the people, a true democratic socialism 
would result - a government run for the benefit of all 
classes, not merely for the welfare of the rich owners. 
The means of production, the technology, would then 
be in the hands of the people through a socialistic 
system.  

 Class domination and exploration would end.  
 



 Marx's ideas have, however, been criticised 
on a number of points. 

 First, his view of the class structure of society 
was very limited, for modern capitalistic 
nations have many social classes, defined not 
only by their role in production but also by 
education, prestige, and life-style. Marx's two 
classes simply do not conform to reality in a 
complex society. 

 



 Marx's thesis that the government is always in service 
of the bourgeoisie in capitalistic nations is not always 
borne out by history 

 For example, the extension of civil liberties to 
oppressed groups and the gradual democratisation of 
most Western nations are historical currents that 
Marx never anticipated.  

 Owing to ameliorative change and reform within 
capitalist society, the "proletariat" has been placated 
and class conflict reduced. 

 Similarly, Marx underestimated the capacity of 
capitalist society to create high levels of employment, 
thus far, avoiding  the discontent of large numbers of  
unemployed. 



 Marx's thesis that the government is always 
in service of the bourgeoisie in capitalistic 
nations is not always borne out by history. 

  For example, the extension of civil liberties 
to oppressed groups and the gradual 
democratisation of most Western nations are 
historical currents that Marx never 
anticipated. 

 



 In spite of these limitations and the fall of the Soviet block  
Marxist theory had played a great role in  social change in 
the twentieth century. The major contributions of his 
thoughts are once again receiving serious attention by 
Western social scientists. In terms of our discussions, two 
points about Marxian thought should be mentioned. 

  First, Marx's theory of social stratification is directly based 
on concepts of power and conflict. Power, in turn, is based 
on the technological and economic system, specifically, on 
the methods of production in an industrial society. 
Consequently, the Marxist analysis, which explicitly rejects 
any notion that it is "necessary" to have inequality in the 
society, is the major foundation for power/conflict 
theories of social stratification. 
 
 



 Second, it should be noted that Marxism is not 
merely a theory of stratification, but also includes an 
analysis of how the stratification system will change 
over time.  

 The unequal distribution of resources between the 
proletariat and the bourgeoisie is the foundation of 
inequality but, as class consciousness increases 
among the workers, a social revolution will occur to 
upset the unequal class structure.  

 This theory of change has indeed come true in many 
of the social revolutions of the twentieth century, 
although never exactly in the form Marx predicted. 
Consequently, Marx is important as social-change 
theorist and as a stratification theorist. 

   
 



 Second, the "class consciousness" among the workers 
in capitalistic societies has not developed nearly as 
far as Marx expected. The rise of trade unions, for 
example, won many advances for the workers that 
made it unnecessary for the political revolution. 

  Likewise, the extension of political suffrage to all 
social classes and the general rise in the standard of 
living has taken some of the sting out of the workers' 
oppression. 

  Marx's social revolution did not occur in capitalistic 
England, nor in any other fully industrialised nation; 
both Russia and China were at a precapitalistic stage 
when their communist revolutions occurred 



 Without doubt Marx's ideas have been among the 
most important contributions to an economic 
interpretation of social stratification and social 
change.  

 Although their establishment of a communist society 
has certainly not lived up to Marx's dream of a 
classless, democratic socialist society, the leaders of 
the Russian Revolution (1917) believed they were 
acting out the historical changes Marx predicted. 
Marxism has been a critical element in the spread of 
communism throughout the world. In addition, 
modern social theorists in every society have used 
Marx's ideas as a cornerstone in theories of 
stratification. 

  
 



 The Weberian View 
  1. For Weber and many other 

sociologists, prestige and power are as 
important as economic position in defining 
social class. 

  2. In addition to Marx’s two great 
classes (workers and owners of the means of 
production,) modern society has produced a 
large middle class. There is considerable 
movement from one class to another. 

   



 The basis for a person’s class goes beyond his 
or her relationship to the means of production 
and sources of income. 

  “Negatively privileged” property class - persons 
who completely lack skill, property, and 
employment or those persons who depend on 
seasonal or sporadic employment constitute the 
very bottom of the class system. 

 



 “Positively privileged” property class - 
Individuals at the very top who monopolize the 
purchase of the highest-priced consumer 
goods, have access to the most socially 
advantageous kinds of education, control the 
highest executive positions, own the means of 
production, and live on income from property 
and other investments. 



 Between the top and the bottom of this social-status 
ladder is a series of rungs. 

 Class ranking is complicated by the status groups 
and political parties to which people belong. 

 Status group - an amorphous group of persons held 
together by virtue of a lifestyle that has come to be 
“expected of all those who wish to belong to the circle” 
(Weber 1948, p. 187) and “by the level of social esteem 
and honor accorded to them by others” (Coser 1977, p. 
229) 

 Political parties - organizations “oriented toward the 
planned acquisition of social power [and] toward 
influencing social action no matter what its content may 
be” (Weber 1982, p. 68) 

 



◦ When sociologists study systems of social stratification, they 
seek to understand how people are ranked on a scale of social 
worth and how that ranking affects life chances. 
 

◦ Caste and class systems of stratification are opposite, extreme 
points on a continuum. The two systems differ in the ease of 
social mobility, the relative importance of achieved and 
ascribed statuses, and the extent to which those considered 
unequal are segregated. 
 

◦ Functionalists maintain that poverty exists because it 
contributes to overall order and stability in society and that 
inequality is the mechanism by which societies attract the most 
qualified people to the most functionally important 
occupations. 
 

◦ Conflict theorists take issue with the premise that social 
inequality is the mechanism by which the most important 
positions in society are filled. 


