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Preface

ocial stratification and inequality have remained at the core of sociological

thinking from the classical theorists on through the work of current scholars,

who are demonstrating new interest in issues of race, class, and gender. Yet the
concept of stratification itself can be a challenging one to teach and to study. Students
are often more interested in learning about the particular aspects of inequality that
they see affecting themselves than they are in examining the whole structure of social
inequality. Students who have never been encouraged to think of their own experi-
ences in terms of social class and social structure may approach the whole topic with
apathy. This is not to blame students—the failure to think in terms of class is a prob-
lem deeply rooted in our society. Students may also face a course on social stratifica-
tion with a certain dread: Those who are math-phobic may worry about too many
statistics, and those from relatively privileged backgrounds may worry that they will
be the subject of finger-pointing by “radical” professors. Although I have always tried
to connect the course I teach about inequality to the lived experiences of my students
and their communities, I admit that I have probably also assigned readings that have
often contributed to both apathy and angst on the part of students.

At the same time that I've been teaching courses on inequality over the past two
decades, 1 have also had the privilege of editing the American Sociological
Association’s syllabus and instructional materials collection for inequality and
stratification, and I have organized workshops on teaching courses in this subject
matter at the annual meetings of various professional societies. In attending these
workshops, I have realized that although instructors are often passionate about the
topic, they have their own angst in teaching it. They want students to understand the
foundations of classical theory in a way that actually illuminates their current stud-
ies; they don’t want students to see those foundations as just the work of “old, dead
Germans.” Instructors want to incorporate exciting new material on race, class, and
gender while still giving students a solid grounding in the core concepts. They are
often eager to include material on the globalized economy while still helping stu-
dents understand changes in their own communities. And above all, they are strug-
gling to find ways to help students see the relevance—even the urgency—of this
material to the society we are currently making and remaking. Their plea has been
for materials that are organized but not pat, hard-hitting but not preachy; they are
looking for ways to help students both care deeply and think deeply about the topic.

This book is an effort to answer that plea. The language and the examples I use
here are straight from current headlines and everyday experience—straightforward
without oversimplifying difficult issues. The classical theorists get their say, not just
in a perfunctory overview at the beginning but throughout the entire book, as their
ideas give foundation to current topics. At the same time, discussion of the divides
of race and gender is not just appended to the chapters but integrated into the
analysis and the narrative so that students can begin to grasp how differing
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dimensions of inequality interrelate. Likewise, the theme of global change and the
globalization of our times is integral to each chapter. Rather than tack some com-
parative material onto the end of each chapter, I place the US. experience in a
global context throughout. In my teaching I have found that the way to help stu-
dents see the relevance and importance of global material is to link it directly to
their own lived experience, and I have brought that approach to this book.

This is not a book by committee, and I have not tried to make it sound like one. I occa-
sionally relate personal experiences (they are, as one speaker noted, the only kind I have)
and close-to-home examples. My hope is that students in turn will be able to relate the
material to their own lives and communities and the changes they are witnessing in both.

The first three chapters explore the background to a sociological study of inequality.
Chapter 1 gives expanded attention to the intersection of race, class, and gender—along
with the related dimensions of age, sexuality, ethnicity, and religion—as a way to pro-
voke thoughtful reflection on how these are intertwined in our social world. It presents
students with a challenge to think systematically, maybe for the first time, about how
social inequalities of class, race, and gender have affected who they are and what Max
Weber would have called their life chances. The next two chapters explore the fervant
debate that has swirled around the topic of inequality since the very first civilizations,
and the emerging global economy that provides the context for understanding a soci-
ety’s struggles with poverty and inequality. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 explore how class, race,
and gender divide U.S. and global social structure. These three chapters are followed by
two that round out Max Weber's analysis of the dimensions of inequality: Chapter 7
addresses prestige and lifestyle, and Chapter 8 discusses political power. These chapters
bring the ideas of Weber, Thorstein Veblen, and C. Wright Mills to life with current
examples of changing lifestyles and patterns of consumption as well as debates about
such things as campaign finance reform. The chapters in Part III look at the challenges
posed by inequality: education and mobility, poverty and place, public policy; and the
role of social movements. These chapters examine the classic studies of mobility but also
the current debates on educational reform; the realities of urban, suburban, and rural
poverty; the challenges of public policy, from the New Deal to welfare reform and
beyond; and the struggles of both old and new social movements. The final chapter, on
the globalization of race, class, and gender, is both a call to understanding—linking the
labor movement, the women’s movement, and the civil rights movement just as previ-
ous chapters linked class, gender, and race—and a call to action. It describes new move-
ments whose successes show that despite real societal constraints, positive action
toward a more just society is possible.

The combination of critical thinking and personal involvement is carried into the
“Making Connections™ and “Making a Difference” resources and activities at the end of
each chapter. These provide students with links to reliable sources of further informa-
tion through both the world and the World Wide Web. They also offer students options
for exploring the topics discussed in the chapters in more detail, applying concepts to
their own experiences, backgrounds, and local communities. These wide-ranging exer-
cises amplify the local-global connections made in the book and give students and
instructors the opportunity to deepen and extend the learning process. The message
throughout this volume is that although there are no easy answers, we must not assume
that there are no answers. Rather, we must accept the challenge to move on to deeper
understandings and to new and better questions. My hope is that every reader finds
here a challenge to move from apathy and angst to analysis and action.
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CHAPTER 1

The Gordian Knot of
Race, Class, and Gender

hen Alexander the Great brought his armies across Asia Minor, he
was reportedly shown the Gordian knot, an intricate, tightly bound
tangle of cords tied by Gordius, king of Phrygia. It was said that only
the future ruler of all Asia would be capable of untying the knot. The story recounts
that a frustrated Alexander finally sliced the knot open with his sword.

There are many dimensions to inequality, and all of these dimensions are inter-
related. Class, race, and gender are three of inequality’s core dimensions. Asking
which of them is most important may be like asking, Which matters more in the
making of a box: height, length, or width? These dimensions are like the 9 to 11
dimensions that quantum physics imagines for our universe: tangled, intertwined,
some hard to see, others hard to measure, but all affecting the makeup of the whole.
We could note other dimensions as well. Age, for example, can provide both advan-
tage and disadvantage, privileges and problems. We stereotype both ends of the age
spectrum: “silly teenagers” who talk, dress, and act funny, and “silly old codgers”
who talk, dress, and act funny. Age is unlike class, race, or gender, however, in that
unless our lives are cut short, we all move through all age categories. Sexuality and
sexual orientation also constitute a complex dimension. Debates over gay marriage
and who qualifies as a partner for the purposes of health care, tax, and housing
benefits highlight how sexuality can be a dimension of privilege or disadvantage.
Stereotypes, discrimination, and vulnerability to violence are also bound up in the
sexuality dimension. Some dimensions, such as race, ethnicity, and religion, are
frequently so bound together that they are hard to disentangle. In this chapter, we
explore some of the dimensions of inequality. We can’t completely untangle this
knot in our social fabric, but we can at least slice into it.

Dimensions of an Unequal World

Inequality is at the core of sociology and its analysis of society. It is also at the core
of your daily life experience, although you may not realize it. You may know you
are broke. You may wish you were rich. You may be angry about the time you felt
rebuffed as a black female—or as a white male. You may have a sense that some
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people’s lives have been a lot easier than yours—or that some have had a much
harder time. In the United States in particular, and in most of the world in general,
we are continually affected by social inequalities, yet we are rarely encouraged to
think in those terms.

We know that many people are poor, but why are they poor? Perhaps they are just
lazy. That’s certainly possible—I have met some very lazy people. But, come to think
of it, not all of them are poor! If you have ever worked for a “lazy” supervisor or dealt
with a “lazy” professional (not among your professors, 1 hope!), you know that it’s
possible for some people to be less than diligent and still command positions of
authority and high salaries. Perhaps the poor are just unlucky. It is certain that luck
matters a great deal in our society. You may know of people who have had “bad
luck™ They've lost their jobs, or are in fear of losing long-held positions, just because
their companies are closing or moving. Yet, when we step back to look at the num-
bers, we find there are a great many of these “unlucky” individuals out there, all with
similar stories. Patterns that go beyond individual misfortune are clearly at work.

You may also know people who “have it made” and wonder how they got to where
they are. If you ask them, most will decline to claim special talents or brilliance;
instead, they're likely to say something about diligence and hard work. Hard work
certainly can't hurt anyone seeking success. But then again, I know of a woman who
works 12-hour days doing the backbreaking work of picking vegetables and then
goes home to care for three tired and hungry children. She works hard, but she does
not seem to be climbing the ladder of success. Having access to the right schools,
financial resources, business and professional contacts, and particular opportunities
seems to play a large role in turning hard work into hard cash. The sociological study
of social inequality does not negate individual differences and efforts, but it seeks to
examine patterns that go beyond individual cases, to explore differences in access
and opportunity and the constraints that shape people’s choices.

Sociologists are interested not only in the fact of inequality but also in how this
inequality is structured. When geologists are trying to understand the structure of
rock formations, they look for strata: layers with discernible borders between the
levels. Sociologists look for social stratification—that is, how the inequalities in a
society are sorted into identifiable layers of persons with common characteristics.
Those layers are social classes. Although scholars have examined the structure of
social classes since the mid-nineteenth century, most of us rarely think in class
terms. Particularly in the United States (as well as in some other countries, such as
Canada and Australia), the cultural emphasis has been on the equal standing of all
members of society; Americans are generally reluctant to use the language of class
beyond vague and all-encompassing allusions to being “middle-class” The term
middle class once referred quite specifically to that group that stood in the middle
ground between the common working classes and the wealthy propertied classes.
Today, a wide range of people willingly claim middle-class status, for it seems
uppity to label oneself upper-class, and almost no one wants to admit to being
lower-class, which sounds like an admission of personal failings.

Certainly a simple division of American society into distinct social classes is not
easy, and the difficulty is compounded by inequalities that come with gender, race,
ethnicity, nationality, and age. Yet, if we look even casually at various neighborhoods,



