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Racial Stratification and Inequality
Figure 7.1 Class in the United States (Gilbert-Kahl Model)
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SOURCE: Gilbert. D. L. (2011). The American class structure in an age of growing inequality. Thousand Oaks. CA: Pine Forge.

Modern capitalist socicties are. predictably. even more complex: Some sociologists suggest that the shape of class stratification resembles a teardrop (Eigue 7.1). with a large number of
people in the middle ranks. a slightly smaller sumber of people at the bottom, and very few people at the fop.

Before we continue. let's look at what sociologists mean when they use the term class. Class refers to a person’s economiic position in society, which is associated witl income, wealth,
and occupation. Class position at bisth strongly influences a person’s life chances. e opportunities and obstacles the person encounters in education, social life, work, and ofher areas
critical to social mobility. Social mobility is e upward or dowmvard status movement of individuals or groups over fime. Many middle-class Americans have experienced downward
‘mobilify in recent decades. Upward social mobility may be experienced by those who carn educational credentials or have social networks they can tap. A college degree is one important
step toward upward mobility for many people.

The class system in the United States is complex, as class is composed of muliple variables. We may. however. identify some general descriptive categories. Our deseriptions follow the
class categories used by Gilbert and Kahl. as shown in Figure 7.1 (Gilbert. 2011). At the boftom of the economic ladder. one finds what economist Gunnar Myrdal (1963). writing in the

1960s. called the wderclass: “a class of unemployed. unemployables. and underemployed who are more and more hopelessly sct apart from the nation at large” (p. 10). The term has also
been used by saciologists like Erik Olin Wright (1994) and William Julius Wilson (1978). whose work on the “black underclass” deseribed that group as “a massive population af the —
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‘perspective is relevant.

reason for the discrepancy.

"Deviance and Social Class"_Please respond to one (1) of the following:

+ Sociologists explain deviance by three (3) major perspectives: biological, functional
conflict, and symbolic interaction. Identify yourrole, for example, as a parent and which
‘perspective best reflects your personal experience. Discuss the main reasons why this

+ Review Figure 7.1: “Class in the United States” on page 159 of the textbook, in
‘particular, the typical incomes. Speculate on the typical per capita income for your area.
Next, go to the United States Census Bureau’s Website, located
athttp?/quickfacts census gov/afd/index html, to determine the actual per capita for your
county or region. Compare your perception of your area’s per capita and the actual per
capita for your area. If you were close, provide a rationale for your speculation. If there
was a major discrepancy between your speculation and the actual per capita, suggest a
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