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South Dakota State University 
 
 
Note:  Due to the broad variety of introductory textbooks effectively taught by all faculty 
in the system, it is necessary to select a primary source for base definitions that can be 
accessed by all students.  For purposes of concept definition and, where needed, 
expansion, all wording is drawn from The Blackwell Dictionary of Sociology: A User’s 
Guide to Sociological Language, Allan G. Johnson (published in 1995 by Blackwell 
Publishers: Oxford, UK).  All other examples and discussion are drawn from my notes. 
 
SOCIAL STRATIFICATION 
 
Social stratification: “Stratification is the social process through which rewards and 
resources such as wealth, power and prestige are distributed systematically and unequally 
within or among societies.  Stratification differs from simple inequality in that it is 
systematic.  It is also based on identifiable social processes through which people are 
sorted into categories such as class, race and gender” (1995:283). 
 
Social stratification refers to systems and patterns of social inequality and life chances.  
In order to study stratification, concepts of social class, social status, and processes of 
prejudice and discrimination need to be defined.  Two primary theories addressing social 
stratification include the conflict and functionalist perspectives.  These theories examine 
the form, structure and nature of both social inequality and social mobility.  
 
Social class: “Social class, one of the most important concepts in the study of 
stratification, is a social distinction and division resulting from the unequal distribution of 
rewards and resources such as wealth, power and prestige.  Sociologists define social 
class primarily on the basis of how these divisions are identified.  Karl Marx argued that 
class divisions are based on differences in people’s relationships to the process of 
production, in particular in their ownership or control over the means of production (such 
as machinery, land or factories)….Max Weber identified class distinctions according to 
three dimensions of inequality. 1) Class [defined as life chances in relation to fulfilling 
needs], 2) Power [defined as one’s location in the distribution of power, although Weber 
used the term “party” to signify affiliation and location], and 3) Prestige [defined as “the 
degree of social honor, status or deference that people enjoy in relation to others 
(1995:257)]” (1995:256). 
  
In these primary theoretical perspectives, we can see that social class encompasses wealth 
(or control of resources), income (or monetary return for labor), education (or the ability 
to increase one’s knowledge), occupation (or one’s status) and life-style (or the manner in 
which one lives, inclusive of who one associates with—including “party” in Weber’s 
terms—and what values and norms are in that group, etc.).  
 
Social status: “Status has two meanings in sociology.  Max Weber equated the prestige, 
as in ‘a high status occupation’ or some who is ‘status conscious.’  Most sociologists, 
however, define status simply as a position occupied by an individual in a social system” 
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(1995:279).  Note that here, following the latter definition, status denotes the position, 
while role (discussed earlier) denotes the expectations of one in that position.  With 
status, as noted in Weber’s approach, come both prestige and power, or access to power.  
For example, the person in the position of “boss” has more power over who works when 
and how long than the person in the position of “worker.”  It is not the individual in the 
position that matters, the access to prestige and power is in the position itself. 
 
Status can be either achieved (gained through one’s own efforts by increasing education, 
wealth, etc.) or ascribed (based on characteristics one has since birth).  Ascribed statuses 
are generally understood to be the basis of social inequalities based on race, gender, class 
and/or age, for example.   
 
Prejudice and discrimination:  Present in all societies, processes of prejudice and 
discrimination are complementary, but not equivalent, in definition.  Prejudice refers to 
attitudes held toward others in society, often based on whether or not one is interacting 
with someone who has an ascribed status.  For example, there is the prejudicial attitude 
“women are bad drivers.”  Discrimination refers to the action one takes that limits the life 
chances or social opportunities of the person with the ascribed status.  For example, in 
this case, one might refuse to hire a woman as a taxi driver simply because she is a 
woman.  Remember that prejudice and discrimination can exist either together or 
independently—just because one holds prejudicial attitudes does not mean that they will 
act on them.  Also, just because one behaves in a discriminatory manner does not mean 
that is reflective of personal prejudicial attitudes.  For example, home loans are given to 
individuals based on the location of the house, or one’s income.  Blacks, even with the 
same income as whites, are less likely to receive home loans because the neighborhoods 
in which many black populations live are designated, systemically, as “high-risk.”  In this 
case, the rejection of the loan is indeed discriminatory, but may not require the presence 
of prejudicial beliefs on the part of the banker—he or she is simply following the rules of 
the system. 
 
Theories of stratification:  Two perspectives inform how sociologists approach study of 
social stratification.  Functionalist theory proposes that social inequality due to 
stratification performs an essential function in society by making more important 
positions for society as a whole (such as a doctor) better paid and more prestigious than 
less or unimportant functions (such as a janitor).  The criticism here, of course, is whether 
or not society actually appropriately awards important positions—do movie stars and 
athletes perform a more important function for society as a whole in comparison to 
teachers or nurses?  Conflict theory proposes that social stratification occurs due to the 
concentration of power in particular social groups and the exercise of that power to 
maintain their status and prestige.  Here, stratification is seen as leading to social conflict 
and ultimately, social change in order to resolve the inequality. 
 
Social mobility:  “Social mobility is the upward or downward movement in a stratified 
society.  Mobility can be intergenerational (comparing people with their parents) or 
intragenerational (comparing positions across individual lifetimes)” (1995:261).  Vertical 
mobility refers to movement up or down social statuses and ranks; horizontal mobility 
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refers to moving to another social position substantively at the same rank.  In general, 
sociologists have discovered that the majority of social mobility in the U.S. generally 
occurs in very small increments.  That is, the life chances (again, access to resources both 
social and monetary) that come with class, race and/or gender position generally serve to 
maintain existing structures across generations.  Those few exceptions in American 
society—such as Oprah Winfrey, a black woman who moved from poverty to great 
wealth and social influence—don’t represent the majority of the population’s experience.  
Those born into middle class families tend to be middle class, those born to lower class. 
Families tend to remain lower class, and those born in upper class families remain upper 
class. 
 


