Inequality and Society: An Introduction

JEFF MANZA

a universal feature of all known ! h_uman societies. But the amounts and tvpcs
of mequihty have varied a great deal in different times and places. Primitive
hunting and gathering societies, for example, typically shared their (limited)
food supplies and resources among all members of the group more or less
equitably, although decision-making powers were wielded by tribal chiefs,
i and medicine men (known as shaman) had relatively privileged positions. In
these p_mitwe commumtles mere survival was often in question, and there
was little, if any, surplus left over after basic necessities were met and thus no
significant opportunities for some individuals to gain at the expense of others.
[ By contrast, the agrarian settlements and societies of the Middle Ages often v~
produced more than was needed for survival, and, as a consequence, a handful
of households were able to accumulate (sometimes considerable) fortunes as
were traders in early urban settlements. Political rule in agrarian societies was
generally authoritarian, with power concentrated either in the hands of local

| or regional landowners or increasingly centralized under kings as modern
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states began to emerge. The tiny stratum of privileged economic and political
clites in agrarian societies generally lived entirely apart from the rest of the
population, and there were no significant «“middle” classes like those of capi-
talist societies today. The resources and life chances possessed by the masses of
agricultural laborers (“serfs”) did not vary a great deal, at least within particu-
Jar geographic regions, over the course of many centuries.

[f we fast-forward to the rich capitalist societies of today, such as the United
States, we find a more complex picture. There are vast inequalities between
the very richest individuals and families and the poorest, but there is also a
large middle class that enjoys some of the benefits of economic growth and
surplus wealth. At the very top are individuals and families enjoying extraor-
dinary wealth, unprecedented in human history. Fortune magazine does an
annual survey of the richest people in America, and another on the richest in

‘the world. Topping Fortune’s analysis of the richest individuals in the world

'_on August 31, 2007, were Microsoft founder and former chair-]_}il_l Gates, and

Mexican telephone mogul Carlos Slim Helu, each possessing approximately

$60 billion in wealth. [ndividual fortunes of this magnitude have happened

only once before, during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
(an eatlier epoch of global financial and economic boom). The richest of
the famous moguls—sometimes known as “robber barons™—in that era
was John D. Rockefeller, whose fortune likely exceeded $100 billion (in
inflation-adjusted dollars) at its peak.’

The pace at which the wealthy are getting wealthier has grown remark-
ably in recent years. One way we can see this is to look at the change in the
amount of money required to be on Fortune’s annual list of the four hundred
richest Americans. In 1982, a mere $210 million (in in flation-adjusted 2007
dollars) was required to be among the richest four hundred. To simply make
the very bottom of the list of the four hundred richest Americans today, how-
ever, $1.3 billion is now required. In other words, one needs more than six
times as much wealth to be in that exclusive club today as twenty-five years
ago. And indeed, across the globe the rich have gotten richer and today col-
lectively control an enormous share of the world’s wealth. One recent study

{ The exact size of Rockefeller’s fortune at its peak around 1913 is difficult to estimate with any preci-
sion. Rockefeller's biographer Ron Chernow estimates that his fortune peakedatavalue ofaround $25
billion (in 1998 inflation-adjusted dollars), although other estimates putit over $100 billion (when the
value of his philanthropy is included). See Louis Uchitelle, “The Richest of the Rich, Proud ofa New
Gilded Age,” New York Times, July 15, 2007, www.nyrirncs,cmuf2007!‘.]?!15;"busincssx’15gi]dcd.
htm] (accessed July 15, 2007). Three other fortunes of the Gilded era may also have exceeded the
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estimates that the top 1 percent of the world’s population controls about 32
percent all the world’s wealth, whereas the bottom 30 percent of the world’s
population controls less than 1 percent.” The global financial crisis and stock
market decline, beginning in the fall of 2008, however, have eroded some of
the fortunes held at the top.

Below the top, an educated upper middle class, made up of people working
in salaried jobs in professional and managerial occupations, has grown steadily
in size over the past hundred years. Depending on exactly how we define this
group, it has increased from somewhere around 1 percent of the U.S. popula-
tion at the turn of the twentieth century to 15 percent or more early in the
twenty-first century. rl’_mfcssiona]s, business executives, and business manag-
ers typically receive incomes sufficient to own attractive homes and expen-
sive cars, to be able to travel extensively, and to provide their children with
many educational and cultural advantagcs},’[‘hcir educational credentials and
knowledge make it much easier for professionals and managers to build stable
career paths, even in a 21st-century economy in which few stay with a single
firm their entire working life. Many of the workers directly supervised by
professionals and managers—nurses, paralegals, technicians, office managers,
secretaries, salespeople, and others—work in safe, clean environments and
receive incomes that put them in the broader “middle class,” even if they can-
not afford the lifestyles of their bosses.

When we turn our attention to the vast majority of American society below
the very top and the upper middle class, however, the picture darkens consid-
erably. For the more than 70 percent of Americans-without-a-college degree,
the economic environment is increasingly challenging. In the transition from a
largely industrial economy to the postindustrial economies of the twenty-first
century, there has been a drastic reduction in the number of well-paying blue-
collar jobs, and a corresponding decline in opportunities overall for this group.
If we want to understand inequality in America today, the lives and well-being
of the non-college-educated majority require special attention. For this group,
entering the labor market has become more difficult, as has finding a secure
occupational niche. Instability is also very high; even those who find a decent

job at one point cannot be sure to still have that job in a few years. America has
one of the highest rates of economic instability among the rich countries in the

2 James B. Davies, Susanna Sandstrém, Anthony Shorrocks, and Edward N. Wolff, “Estimating the

Level and Distribution of Global Household Wealth,” World Institute for Development Economics
Research of the United Nations University, WIDER Research Paper, 2007/77 (November 2007):
27, www.wider.unu.edu/publications/working-papers/research-papers/2007/en_GB/rp2007-77
(accessed April 2008).
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some point in their lives, those without a i
' |

world. It is a distinct possibility that at
re significant bouts of unemploy- |

college education will experience one Ot mo
I ment that will drain their savings and threaten their well-being.
' Another important aspect of inequality in America is that the economic

e not been shared by most of its population.

gains of the past three decades hav
Although household income in the very middle (at the 50th percentile, or
tly faster than inflation since the early 1970s, the share

“median” family has slipped. The trends over the j
. ; » _ . i
past thirty years stand in stark contrast to the pattern of the thirty years before

that (from the end of World War II through the mid 1970 5), when the middle
ually in the benefits of economic growth but actually

median) has grown sligh
of income received by the

class not only shared eq
<aw its share of national incom

For those at the very bottom, the situation
nomic gains have done little to improve living st
while changes in public policy have eroded access t
e secure for the poorest of families. To be sure, i
have not shown an over-

e increase relative to those of the very rich.
is even bleaker. Recent eco-
andards for poor Americans,

o many government ben-

efits that can make life mor
poverty rates, while fluctuating from year to year,
a1l increase during the era of rising inequality. This is an important point,
overlooked in discussions of rising inequality. Gener-
s in America since the mid 1990s have helped
oost their employment income and have

one that is sometimes
ally low unemployment rate
the adults in the poorest families b
unquestionably prevented even WOTse outc
d, paying low wages and offe

omes from occurring. Yet many of :
ring few opportunities for
very high by comparison

those jobs are dead-et

advancement. And poverty rates in America remain
s. Moreover, changes in the criminal justice

with other rich capitalist countrie
to high criminal conviction rates

system since the early 1970s have given rise
(with over two million Americans currently housed

en million Americans with felony con-

and “mass” incarceration

in prisons and jails, and some sevente

victions on their records). Skyrocketing rates of felony convictions, during a E
clining, has made life more

period when crime has been mostly stable or de
difficult for many poor families and their children. And, finally, the poor
are much more likely today to live in neighborhoods with a high percent-
neighborhoods with concentrated poverty

angerous environmental conditions, and

e

age of other poor families. Such
are likely to have high crime rates, d
typically lack jobs and sometimes even basic services.

of the most important types of inequality 1n
United States to other countries across
ant pieces of research and

This book examines many
the United States, and compares the

the globe. It brings together a number of import
ave been produced by sociologists,

theoretical writings on inequality that h
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Inequality and Society: An

economists, political scientists, and philosophers. '{Our aim is to provide a
multilayered understanding, in which inequalities between individuals and
groups (especially those based on race, gender, and class) are linked to public
policies and situated in a global economic context| Sociologists have developed
a concept for the ways in which inequalities are interconnected: the stratifi-
cation system. Stratification refers to the full range and sources of inequality:
inequalities arising from economic markets as well as between groups and
those rooted in, or reinforced by, social and political institutions as well as
global social and economic trends. Although no single theory of stratification
can account for its multiple dimensions, when we think about inequality as
an interconnected stratification system we are compelled to explore how the
parts fit together,

Although the political sources of inequality are sometimes acknowledged
as important components of the stratification system as a whole, the ways in
which political inequality reinforces social and economic inequality 1s fre-
quently overlooked. Consider the following example. A household with two
children headed by a single mother without a college education is more likely
to be poor than is a similar household headed by a college-educated couple
in all societies today. Yet there can be enormous variation among countries
in the percentage of such single-mother households that actually live below
the poverty line. (In 2000, about 6 percent of children in these households!!
were estimated to live in poverty in Denmark, 22 percent in Switzerland, 31/
percent in Germany, but about 50 percent of children in such families in the
United States were estimated to live below the poverty linc_._f"Thcse are large
and substantial differences. One of our key innovations in this book is to link
important socia_]__a_n_d_95"9_1-1_91}1_il_cj___asp«;ct_s__of_1'1_-1equa_]ity_to_p_ol_itical in_stitut.i:gqg
and public policies. We have thus included a variety of readings that take
up facets of public policy and political representation alongside other major
aspects of inequality in order to provide a fuller view of the American stratifi-
cation system.

Some of the readings collected here are classics, while others represent
influential and/or significant pieces of contemporary scholarship. The selec-
tions are grouped together in a way that facilitates linkages among them,
although we imagine most readers will focus on a subset of the readings. In
the rest of this introduction, I provide a brief summary of the book’s frame-
work, and some suggestions about how to approach the readings.

3 These estimates are derived from data col lected by the extraordinary Luxumburg
Key Figures, www.lisproject.org,

Income Study (LIS)
/keyfigures/childpovrates. htm (accessed April 2008).
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|| UNDERSTANDING INEQUALITY

;i Why should we study inequ ality? We are intrinsically fascinated by the lives
I of the rich and famous and perhaps concerned, as citizens, with the sources
and justice of the distribution of wealth and poverty. But understanding the
patterning of inequality in a country like the United States also helps us

anderstand, in fundamental ways, the very nature of the society and world

SRR S PRI S SRR S

we live in. For one thing, inequality in any one domain can have a number
of important “spillover” consequences. For example, economic inequality
skews the distribution of non-monetary rewards and benefits, like access to ;
health care. In highly unequal societies like the United States, the rich get !
state—of-the-art treatment but absorb far more than their pro-rata share of
medical care, whereas the poor are often less healthy than they would be with
the same income in a more egalitarian society. The maldistribution of medi-
cal care helps account for why the United States has a higher rate of infant

1110rtality——and does worse on other well-measured health outcomes—than

e e e

virtually all other rich countries, even though we devote a far higher portion b
of our gross national product to health care than anyone else. ]

There are three important starting points for trying to understand the kinds |
of inequalities we find in the United States and throughout the world, both in ]
the past and at the present. First, as we have already noted, there is enormous

-

/ variation in the stratification systems of different societies. Looking around |
the world today, we find large differences in the levels of inequality different
societies permit. Socialist countries—such as Cuba today and the countries of
Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union before 1989—minimized pri-

vate enterprise and regulate wages and living standards through centralized 1

government planning. Although there were significant inequalities in the
privileges enjoyed by party members and other elites (known as the nomenkla-
tura) versus everyone else in socialist countries, these societies generally had

much lower overall levels of inequality than found in contemporary capitalist

countries. In continental western Europe, a more regulated capitalist market
economy and more generous welfare states have led to a significant reduction
in levels of poverty and inequality, especially compared to the United States.
Many of the countries with the highest levels of inequality today are countries
experiencing rapid <ocial or economic change, such as Russia, China, South
Africa, and several countries in South America. In these places, a tiny stratum

of the super-rich control levels of wealth similar to those found among the

wealthiest Americans and Europeans. But large majorities of the populations
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in these countries have seen only limited benefits from economic restruc-

turing and indeed may face rising costs for basic goods (especially housing)

A | that offset much of whatever increased household income they have gained.
Sk 5 Understanding inequality thus requires exploring how different national and|
- the regional contexts produce different patterns of inequality. "
:s as The second starting point lies in recognizing there are a wide variety of :
oild different inequalities in any society. There are economic inequalities (such as /|~
E - ; income and wealth), political inequalities (such as power), and social inequal-
ality : ities (such as those based on race, ethnicity, religion, and gender and the
ss to different kinds of social status and prestige they give rise to). Social inequali-
) get : ties in particular are elusive and historically contingent. For example, differ-
re of : ent racial and ethnic groups are found in virtually all contemporary societies,
ey but whether and how those differences matter for the patterning of inequality
L ; depend on a great deal on public policies regulating economic and political
Ttk ' life. In the contemporary United States, African Americans and Latinos face
than i discrimination in the labor market, a racially segregated housing market, and
vlion harassment by police and higher rates of incarceration in the criminal justice

. system. The practice and legal foundation of discrimination, however, has not
kinds ; stayed the same over time: it underwent enormous changes with the adoption
sth in ; of civil rights legislation in the 1960s. Those measures, and affirmative action
oS ! programs developed later, have helped spur the growth of a black middle class
ound : by increasing opportunities for some African Americans to attend top universi-
Sirent ! ties and gain entry to desired economic opportunities that would have seemed
Ses.of ; nearly unimaginable sixty years ago. Or, to take another example, in the late
1 pri- nineteenth century, immigrants from Ireland and southern Europe faced enor-
Jized mous hostility and negative stereotyping. Indeed, some historians have argued
n the ' that immigrant groups like the Irish, Italians, and Slavs had to become “white”
sl to end discrimination and integrate into the American mainstream. This was
wy had a protracted process. But between the late nineteenth century and World War
3;ta]ist ] I1, all of these groups did become white and thus gained a measure of eco-
arket ; nomic and political equality with more established northern Europeans. .
sction 1 Our third starting point is that the relationship among different types of |
Sistes. inequalities—and how they change over time—is critical for understanding
citiies the bigger picture. The study of how different kinds of inequalities are linked
South is what forms the stratification system of any society. One type of inequality
ratum may exacerbate other types of inequalities, depending on the context. For
ng the example, differences in the amount of income or wealth a family possesses
lations A

will influence the educational achievements of its children, irrespective of
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the existence of class and/or

how hard children work in school. Conversely.
by providing

racial inequality can in some contexts reduce gender inequality,
a ready-made supply of low-wage domestic workers who can, in turn, free
omen from time-consuming domestic chores such as house-
hildren. For a long time, scholarship on inequality did not

e these interactions, but they have become the focus of

up educated w
work and raising ¢
systematically examin
much recent research.

These three themes—the variations in stratification systems, the multiple
{onships among inequalities—define the chal-

sources of inequality, and the relat
and the stratification system ofa

lenges we face in understanding inequality
society like the United States.

|| CLASSICAL THEORIES OF INEQUALITY

Part I of this book starts with some classic treatments of inequality and social !
stratification, works that continue to shape debates right up to the pres- Q
ent. Adam Smith’s (1723-1790) influential writings on the division of labor B
inspired Karl Marx’s (1818—1883) elaboration of the sources and consequences |

of class divisions in capitalist and other societies. For Smith, a division of

labor between individuals and the development of markets to efficiently allo- i
cate the fruits of that labor allow for a vast increase in wealth and productiv- ;

ity. Marx developed a radically different conception of the meaning of the i

division of labor and the consequences of the rise of market capitalism. For

Marx, the rise of the division of labor creates the possibility for some people
oit others. His concept of “class” provided both a set of analytical tools
tanding major inequalities across different types of societies, as well
tion of a theory of history based on the idea that class struggles are
the crucial mechanism for the transition from one type of society to another.
Whether or not we agree with the model of revolution and historical change
he developed, Marx has served as a critical touchstone for the development
h and theory on stratification systems. This is true even
and writers on inequality do not situate themselves

to expl

for unders
as the founda

of subsequent researc
though most later scholars
in the Marxist tradition.

For many sociologists, the
(1864—1920) provides one basis for moving beyond Marx. Weber called atten-

writings of the German sociologist Max Weber

tion to the limitations of an analysis of inequality centered solely on class,
noting that other kinds of social attributes, most importantly those based on
honor or “status,” could also serve as wellsprings of inequality. Status inequal-
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ity, for Weber, is especially consequential as individuals with similar status
situations or identities coalesce into what he called “status groups.” The most
important of these status group membersh ips are those involving race or eth-
nicity, although many other types of statuses have provided the foundation for
group memberships in different societies. Weber also pioneered the idea that
alongside Marx’s notion of exploitation, we need to pay attention to the ways
in which groups mobilize to restrict the opportunities of other, less powerful
groups.

Marx’s focus on class inequality did not contain much room within it for f
a complex theory of how race, ethnicity, and/or gender provide the basis for
both meaningful identities and group-based conflicts. Weber’s insights, by
contrast, were paralleled in the work of scholars beginning to theorize and
study the origins and types of racial and gender inequality. In the remarkable

4 work of sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois (1868-1963), social divisions such as

cial J those based on race (and the ideas they give rise to) are the result of political i
res- struggles rather than on any biological characteristic of individuals or groups.
ibor b In his historical writings, especially his monumental study of the post—Civil
nces -' War era, Du Bois developed the notion that the politics of racial struggle—
n of : not class—lay at the center of the peculiar development of American political
lo- ,, institutions. Although he was explicitly concerned with the dynamics of race \
“tiv- : in America, Du Bois’s ideas have obvious parallels to, and heavily influenced,
[ the ! later scholarship on ethnic and gender inequality.

For ' Another line of critique aimed at Marx came from sociological writers after

ople ;- World War I1 drawn to “fw’ theories of societies. The key idea of

tools j:'_ functionalist sociology was that societies evolve in response to critical needs

well of social order. In their 1945 manifesto, one of the most widely discussed (and

75 are -.I debated) works about inequality ever written by sociologists, Kingsley Davis

ither. .. and Wilbert Moore argued (without direct attribution) that Marxist claims

ange :" that inequality was an artificial human construction-that could be abolished

ment in some future communist society were impossible. Inequality, they asserted, .~

even 3 is a necessary condition of all known human societies, and for good reason.

selves 3 It provides individuals with the incentives to work and produce and, even

more important, motivates the most talented members of society to prepare

Veber i themselves to perform the most important tasks (and perform them well).

\tten- Although the kind of functionalist reasoning employed by Davis and Moore
class, -' has largely fallen out of fashion in the contemporary social sciences, the argu-
ed on ment they develop about why inequality is universal remains a core point of '

:qual- departure for contemporary debates.
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Marx’s writings on inequality that has sometimes been lost

One aspect of
insistence on connecting social and eco-

in contemporary scholarship is his
wer. But Marx’s theory of politics was also impov-

ng in the middle decades of the nineteenth
kind of capitalist state, which would
class. He and Engels famously ;

nomic trends to political po
erished in a number of ways. Writi
century, Marx envisioned a particular

guard the economic interests of the dominant
smunist Manifesto that “the modern state is but an executive

aging the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie.” The
cal reforms of capitalism in the interests of the
thing that Marx anticipated. The rise of

argued in The Con
committee for man
possibility of significant politi
working class was simply not some

| welfare state—those institutions of government that provide income support i
(such as health care) to most or all citizens—fundamentally chal- !

and services
lenges a view of the state as primarily devoted to protec
and services are distributed within a capitalist society,
ality, significantly alters

ting upper-class inter-

ests. The way goods
and the role of public policy in responding to inequ
those relationships.

In his famous essay on the rise of mo
T.H. Marshall argued in 1950 that the establishment of civil rights from the 1
: ward laid the foundation for the establishment of polit- '
acy in the late nineteenth century. Political citizenship

ions for the emergence of the “social rights” of ’
social democratic parties across Europe and '?
1 right to a decent standard of living.

dern citizenship and the welfare state,

eighteenth century on
ical rights and democr
in turn fostered the condit
citizenship, as labor unions and
North America fought for a universa
Among others, public programs for old age pensions, national health insur-
ance, unemployment insurance, and public housing formidably altered the
system of inequality within capitalist societies. Marshall’s theorization of the
upending traditional patterns of inequality and
has helped give rise to a vast research lit- |
inues up to the present. This literature g

role of the welfare state in
empowering citizens from below
erature on the welfare state that cont
s established conclusively that greater levels of effort toward a welfare state

ha
in ways that Marx did not

reduce poverty and inequality under capitalism

anticipate.
These classical writings provide the point of departure for contemporary

social science understandings of inequality. While the theoretical ideas of the

authors like Smith, Marx, Weber, Du Bois, Marshall, and others continue to
we understand the strati-

find new generations of readers and to inform how

fication system, recent scholarship has also pushed in new and exciting direc-
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Jesdi tions. The rest of the book draws from some of that research, organized into
w5 ' several parts. In the remainder of this introduction, I provide a brief descrip-
- tion of the main themes guiding the organization of the book.
anth
suld | Il CONTEMPORARY RESEARCH ON INEQUALITY
.
usly | Who Gets What? Who Does What?
tive
l—[ﬂhe The most basic question about inequality concerns the uneven distribu-
£ the _' tion of rewards, especially economic rewards. Four types of interconnected
g of inequalities have been the subject of systematic social science investigation:
sport (1) income, (2) wealth, (3) consumption, and (4) opportunities. Inequalities .
.chal— of income and wealth are central, but these are also fundamentally differ-
iy ent concepts. Income refers to the receipt of money or goods over a particular
ciety, _ accounting period (such as hourly, weekly, monthly, or yearly). For most of
alters us, it is our income that allows us to acquire goods and services, and defines
our well-being. There are multiple sources of income: earned income from
. state, i a regular job, income received from investments or ownership of income-
4 the generating properties or businesses, income transfers from the government
“polit- / (such as Social Security), income received from family or friends (including
enship inheritances), and illegal or “underground” earnings (such as from crime or
s of i informal and untaxed work or business activity). The source of income—aside
pe and ‘; from the amount—is critical. Occupations vary widely in the level of income
living. G they provide to individuals; professional and managerial occupations gener-
[ E ally pay far higher incomes and provide better employment security than do
red the routine white-collar jobs or skilled and nonskilled manual jobs. Yet that is %
5 of the %wt the whole sto_ry. A p:n_‘t—tlme college-instructor may have the same current
ity and income as the unionized janitor who cleans up at the end of the day, but the
wch lit- instructor has the potential to earn far more income over the long term than
Eepatiiie ‘ does the janitor. The sociological concept of class attempts to capture these
Jre state varying life chances by making distinctions based on both life chances and
did not i current income to provide a richer conception of class.
| In examining the “who gets what” question, much research has paid spe-
mporary cial attention to recent trends in income inequality. In the United States, there
:as of the 3 has been a particularly rapid growth in income and wealth inequality over the
itinue to ;! p‘dst thirty years. The basic trends can be seen in Figure 1. Income inequal-
he strati- ity narrowed after World War II; the lines in the figure represent different

ailivece : income levels and show signs of a slight convergence. But beginning in the
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FIGURE 1 FAMILY INCOMES BY INCOME PERCENTILE, 1947-2006
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source: U.S.Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, 1947-2006.

1970s, the lines begin to diverge, a pattern that continues (with a slight pause

. the late 1990s) up to the present. Much of the recent trend has been driven

by the increasing share of income received by the very highest earning house-

holds (such as the top 5 percent, 1 percent, and even smaller proportions of
ent). Several readings highlight these historical patterns. In
h work on income trends, based on a detailed analysis of tax
omas Piketty and Emanual Saez show that growth in
d flowed over the course of the twentieth century,
reaching new heights in the recent period. They found that the top one tenth
of 1 percent (0.1 percent) of American households experienced a decline 1n
their share of total income between 1929 and World War Il from 8 percent
1 result of the combined <hocks of the Great Depres-

the top 1 perc
their breakthroug
returns, €Conomists Th

top incomes has ebbed an

to about 4 percent, as
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sion and the war on capital holdings. This relatively lower share of income
received by the richest of the rich persisted until the late 1970s, when it began
going up again; by 2000, it had reached nearly the same 8 percent level as seen
in the late 1920s. Piketty and Saez’s analysis shows a similar trajectory for the
larger group of the top 1 percent of Americans (who by the end of the twenti-
eth century were receiving around 20 percent of total national income).
Beyond the big question of why the very rich have gotten richer are a
number of other questions: How much has the share of income going to all
households changed? And in particular, how has inequality changed among
important groups in American society? Three distinct historical periods can
be identified. Bw@mmﬂmwmcggm. In addi-
tion to the large share of income going to the very top, incomes for those
households at the bottom were very low. Beginning in the 1930s—as a
result of the Great Depression, the expansion of the public sector during the
New Deal era, and the major increases in income taxes during World War
II (when taxes on the wealthy were raised as high as 90 percent)—the shares
of income received by the middle class, the working class, and the poor rose
steadily through the early 1970s. The gains of economic growth in this era
were not only widely shared but actually flowed downward in greater pro-
portions to households below the top 20 percent. A number of factors com-
bined to reinforce this shift. Changes in the South with industrialization, the
decline of small farming, and the civil rights legislation that ended Jim Crow
and brought African Americans into the economic mainstream were vitally
important. Significantly stronger unions than in the period either before or
since the 1945-75 period helped unionized and non-unionized workers alike
win improved wages and benefits. These economic gains were spread widely

-pause enough to narrow the differentials between many important groups (although
driven not all, as the gap between men and women did not shift during this period).

jouse— Beginning in the 1970s, however, this pattern of narrowing differentials|
ons of between top and bottom began to reverse itself. Not only did the share of]
-ns. In income going to the very top begin to increase, but also the shares received!
; of tax by the middle class and the poor began to decline. Both overall inequality
wth in grew, and the gaps between most groups widened. (Here again, however,

sntury, gender proved a partial exception, as the gap between the earnings of men
e tenth and women narrowed from the 1970s to the 1990s, especially among younger
line in and better educated women and their male counterparts).

sercent Income is one critical measure of economic inequality, but itis not the only

depres- one. Data on actual consumption patterns—what haneahalde ara in faae L1
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e on well-being, While the incomes
d from the mid 1970s onward,
of credit made it possible for a
5. Interestingly, this

to buy—provide a different perspectiv
received by middle-class families stagnate
changes in finance and the easy availability
consumption to exceed earning
milies, although pri marily because other fam-
goods or because some income is

long period of time for
has also been true for poor fa
ily members or friends provide money Or
ted. Even very poor families are oft
and cars, items that at some
e only to the rich. Still, the gap be

onsumption remains very large.
he net value of the assets owned by indi-

ortant indictor of long-term household
arallel those of income (rising, fall-
\dred years), although at any f
uch larger than the gap '
wned wealth asset

unrepor en able to acquire goods like tele-

phones, televisions, point in the past were not in

existence or availabl tween the poor and the

middle class in terms of ¢

Wealth—Dby which we mean t
viduals or family—is another imp
resources. Trends in wealth inequality p
sing again over the past one hur
calth between rich and poor is m
ption. The most commonly o
of Americans currently own the primary resi-
mes tend to appreciate over time, home
odest-income households can accu-
“pet financial assets”
outstanding

ing, and then ri
moment the gap in W
in either income or consunly
is real estate. About 70 percent
dence in which they live. Because ho
ownership has been one way that even m
th. A smaller subset of the population owns
estments, and other convertible assets less

possess vast NFAs, whereas most families possess
As, and the

mulate weal
(NFAs)—savings, inv
debts. Upper-class families
little or no NFAs. Disparity in W
gap between the wealthiest household
mously over the past thirty years. Total
plus NFAs) between individuals and groups

differences. For example, while the top 1 percent of h
nt of the income in 2000, they

ealth is greatest in regard to NF
s and everyone else has widened enor-
wealth differences (housing assets
are often far larger than income
ouseholds were receiv-

ing approximately 20 perce owned more than

40 percent of all wealth.*
Although: the importance of
provides us with resources to meet
indulge in luxuries beyond our basic need
 little more subtle.. Wealth can be converted to in
tional inequality, as affluent pare
rces that have no relationship to the children’s own

obvious—it is what

s

current income is fairly
our daily needs and, if we are lucky, ]
s—the importance of wealth is a i
come, but it is also 2 critical

source of intergenera nts can pass on to their ?

children substantial resou

4 Timothy Smeeding, “Poor People in Riich Nations: The United States in Comparative ["urspective.,"
(2006):69-90.
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;1ccomp1_ishm_ents} Further, wealth can provide resources to invest in chil-
dren’s well-being or to cushion against unexpected bad luck, such as the loss
of a job, ill health, or family member needing full-time care.

The final aspect of the question of who gets what that analysts of inequality
have studied widely is how what one owns translates into opportunities (for
individuals or their children). One of the more robust insights on the ques-

tion of opportunity is what is widely known as the “Matthew effect,” taken

from the biblical gospel of Matthew, which holds loosely spea_laﬁg that “he
who has shall have more.” This idea is fairly straightforward for economic
assets: rich individuals or families can invest their wealth in ways-that produce
more income, or give their children advantages and inheritances which give
them a leg up in life. But following the lead of Pierre Bourdieu, sociologists
have Q;c,mrq]:zed the economic notion of capital to consider how individuals
receive can acquire different kinds of social and cultural assets that, like eco-
nomic capital, can be “invested” to seek hire returns in schools, employment
situations, and in finding a desirable partner. Three kinds of non-economic
capital have been seen as especially important: “cultural capital” (the kinds
of cultural knowledge and linguistic competence an individual can deploy);
“social capital” (who you know, the social networks that one can draw upon),
and “symbolic capital” (the kinds of prestige and authority an individual
possesses).

Because families are important transmission belts of both economic and non-
economic capital, sociologists have long been interested in how _opportunities
are transmitted from one generation to the next, or more precisely, how social
origins (as represented by one’s family posltlon) are related to destinations
(where one ends up in the stratification system). The degree of “openness” in
a social system is sometimes viewed as a critical measure of societal fairness:
in a society where someone from a disadvantaged background has a decent
chance of attaining positions of power or influence, social inequality does not
lock-in disadvantage. On the other hand, if social bac kground (and the kinds/
of economic and non-economic capital passed from parents to children) is SG)I
powerful that we can predict destinations from origins with a very degree of]
reliability, than the embedded power of inequality is very high indeed. The'
study of opportunity across generations, or social mobility, has thus occupied a
great deal of attention, and controversy, in the study of inequality.

“For unto every one that hath shall be given, and he shall have abundance: but from him that hath not
sh all be taken aw ay even that which he hath.” Matthew 25:29, King James Version.

Inequality and Society: An Introduction
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While the question of who gets what relates primarily to income and wealth
for consumption (and the im
of who does what focuses our attenti
al distinction is between compensated work (such as paid employ-
and uncompensated labor (such as housework and caring work).
ago established that the narrow focus on the world
ial science research in the first half of the

plications and future opportunities), the question
on on a different set of problems. The

fundament
ment in a job)
Feminist sociologists long
of paid work—so characteristic of soc
an important second dimension of the question

twentieth century—ignored
also in our households, There

of who does what. We labor in our jobs, but
parity in the division of labor on the “second shift”
child care, elder care, cooking, routine
ese differences are themselves a

continues to be a large dis
between men and women 1n terms of
housework, and other household chores. Th
powerful source of gender-based inequality. But they also generate a set of
side consequences that bear on inequalities in the world of work, by making it

more difficult for women with additional responsibilities to compete with men

who do not.

Within the world of paid work itself, one important question is how are
different jobs structured? What makes a “good” versus a “bad” job? A critical
variable is the level of autonomy and discretion in occupations. In high-trust
s, such as in professions and in management positions, incumbents
ision and are trusted with important responsibili-
are generally able to control the pace of their
5. To be sure, however, individuals in

occupation
work without much superv
ties and company secrets. They
work effort and even their work hour
these occupations may work long hours, but they do so without the same
kinds of scrutiny of other occupational locations. In the professions, in par-
basis of power, one in which professionals can

ticular, knowledge can serve as a
able to secure market advantages and

dominate their clients. Profession als are
obtain relatively high salaries.

By contrast, in low-trust occupations, continual monito
atures of the daily grind. The working day
d tasks and the pace of work 13 controlled

ring of effort and

lack of autonomy are defining fe
is highly regulated by the clock, an
by supervisors. The classical distinction between blue-collar and white-collar
work captures some of this distinction, although changes in the occupational

structure over the past hundred years have given rise to many forms of “rou-

tine” white-collar jobs with low discretion and trust.

Poverty and Inequality

Finally, we need to think about the linkages between poverty and inequal-

ity. Although inequality has risen, rates of poverty have not increased in most

TR P
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sealeh ' countries, including the United States, At one level, this is paradoxical: if . :
vt the rich are getting richer, the poor surely must be getting poorer? Actually, {
The : however, the data suggest something slightly different: the incomes of poor

ploy- households have held steady in (real) dollars, even as their share of national

vork). income has declined. The proportion of families and individuals living in

world } poverty has fluctuated, depending especially on the health of the economy,

of the J but has not systematically increased. Nevertheless, there were still some 36.5

i j million people in America in 2007 living below the official (government)

There poverty line (12.3 percent of the population). This estimate of the size of the

shift” : poverty population is based on a government measure, first devised in the

ik ] mid 1960s, that most poverty researchers believe understates its rea] size. Pov-
Jves a i erty, in short, remains a critical problem in American society.
st of Poverty is important to Inequality as a whole in a number of ways. First
cing it ] off, because living in poverty harms adults and children in many ways, it is an
Yitien intrinsically important problem to study. Indeed, an industry of social science
1 research has been devoted to dissecting the “poverty problem.” But poverty is
N also linked to other types of inequality. The existence of 2 large poor popula-
eiieal tion benefits middle- and upper-class individuals and families by providing
S ETTst the servants, maids, gardeners, cooks, and child-care and elder-care workers
nbents 1 that have removed much of the drudgery of daily life. Without poor people
1sibili- ! to fill those jobs at low wages (or a government sector to provide it), middle-
sf their '. class families in particular would have very different lives. A large poor popu-
uals in 1 lation also constrains wages for other workers who are Just above the poverty
< e 1 line, by providing the foundation for a large “reserve army” of unemployed or
;11 par- g underemployed people. In all of these ways, the link from poverty to inequal-
als can ity is important to study.
ses and __ |
— R Il GROUP-BASED INEQUALITIES
ng day ] ,
itrolled Part I of the book contains a wide range of research on how the stratification f
. il system in the United States today is organized, in part on the basis of catego-
—— ries arising out of group memberships. The most important of these groups

£t are those based on race, ethnicity, gender

, and class. Group membersh ip can
be a critical soy rce of

advantage or disadvantage. Being a member of 4 high-
status group eases access to opportunities, where
Status groups confers important disadvantages. Th
— 3 but rather the result of org,

as membership in lower-

€se are not mere accidents

’|
anized social and political arrangements that rein- |
in most i force the Importance of categorical inequalities.
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There are several ways in which the social sources of group inequality have
been theorized. Subjective approaches emphasize the
types arising from more general prejudices that people have ab
We are routinely bombarded with media images and ideas
that racial minorities are different from whites—for
portrayed as poorer of more criminal than they
15 more suited for jobs in the caring
models of the sources of such atti-

e contexts in which groups

importance of stereo-
out members

of other groups.
that reinforce the idea
example, they are likely to be
really are. The stereotyping of women
another example. Other
d in competition: 11 thos
e with one another for op
to respond to the threat pos
g those stereotypes to create
ation. In these competitive
obs for all who want

sector than men is
tudes see them as roote
are of sufficient size to compet
incentives for more powerful groups
groups by stereotyping them and then usin
mal or informal barriers to advancement or integr
here are not enough good ]
ves to promote such images.

group is not, by itself, sufficient to

ion of social closure proves

between dominant

cture. Closure:

porumities, there are
ed by weaker
tor-

environments, such as when t
one, a dominant group has incenti

But merely having negative images ofa
ying field. Max Weber’s not
nderstanding how conflicts
manifest in the social stru
seek to create special opportunitie
Lere are both formal and
e legal barriers to
ain kinds of

create an unequal pla
especially useful as a way of u
and subordinate groups come to be

is the idea that organized groups will
portunities for others. Tl

ure. Formal systems includ
s a legal monopoly over cert
ortunities of subordinate groups
erty, or universities adopt-
). Today, however,
ndividuals or

s for

themselves and restrict op
informal systems of social clos
entry (such as when a profession gain
cit rules limiting the opp
omen’s inheritance of prop
mission of minority students
e basis of characteristics of 1
era in which the ideal of merito-
nal characteristics, shouid

services), or expli
(such as laws limiting w
ing explicit rules about the ad
most of these formal barriers on th

groups have been abolished. We live in an
cracy—that the best person, regardless of any perso

be able to secure jobs or admission to education or other desired opportuni-
«—has become dominant. But informal systems of closure, involving less
onetheless powerful forms of discrimination continue to OpeT

ate. One important example can be seen in the ways in which large corpora-
tions formally open their doors to hire women and minorities but maintain
ms of promotion and evaluation in a mannet that disadvantages these
rile there are many lower-level women and minorities working
s today, few have risen into positions of top management
rve of white men). It would take quite aleap

reason this pattern persists.
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With the election of Barack Obama as President of the United States in
2008, the most important executive post in the country is now held by a
minority. Yet women and minorities continue to be significantly under-
represented in the ranks of top management. Why? This question has been
widely studied and debated. The dominant hypothesis remains that of dis-
crimination (overt or subtle). But other ideas have been advanced also. One
line of research suggests that even when minorities are able to gain access to
desired positions, they often face particular hurdles to overcome to advance
further. They may find it more difficult to find mentors or associates who will
pull them up through the ranks. When they stand out because of their small
numbers (in contrast to their peers who are members of the dominant group),
they may be subject to greater scrutiny. Small mistakes that might have gone
unnoticed if committed by white men are magnified in importance. The
pressure to perform, and be consistently excellent, makes the work situation
different (and potentially more demanding) for members of minority groups.
Further, because they also may not share the same kinds of background
experiences and participate in the same activities as their white or male col-
leagues, simple misunderstandings or difficulties in communicating are more
common. And finally, career ladders continue to be structured around older
notions of work—family life. For women who have children, even short dis-

ruptions in their careers can have crippling long-term consequences.

Class Analysis

Group-based processes of exclusion and discrimination provide one major
source of enduring inequality, while class-based inequalities arising out of the
operation of the market provides another. Marx’s concept of class holds that
under any mode of production two classes (one dominant, one subordinate)
constitute the primary source of division. Under capitalism, Marx argued that
the distinction between owners and workers had primary importance. It has
long been clear, however, that only a much broader notion of class can pro-
vide a meaningful description of contemporary capitalist societies. Various
middle-class groupings—managers and professionals, the self-employed—

are not usefully lumped together with factory workers or the baristas at a
national coffee chain.

But to ask the question, What is “middle” about the middle class? is to raise
a whole host of problems for developing a “class analysis” of contemporary
societies. There is no clear agreement on all of these problems, but the influ-
ential (and competing) models of neo-Marxist sociologist Erik Olin Wright
and neo-Weberian sociologists Robert Erikson and John Goldthorpe—the
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two leading variants in the literature today—converge on a number of critical
points.® Both Wright and Erikson/Goldthorpe treat class as rooted in income-
generating labor market Jctivities. In other words, work situation, rather than
education level or income, is the defining characteristic of what we should i
mean by class. Bach schema divides the working population into a number
of classes—twelve according to Wright, and three, seven, or eleven in the
collapsed or expanded versions of Erikson and Goldthorpe. One important
distinction is between those individuals who own their own businesses, or are

self-employed, and those who work for someone else. Among the employed, %
both analysts draw distinctions between those who have a type of expertise or
skill that gives them some sort of market sinecure and those who do not and

between those whose jobs entail supervising others or require employer trust

o

P TT I

from those that do not.

To be sure, some of these assets are worth more than others, and they can
be combined in ways that reinforce their value. So the lawyer (with high
skill/credential assets) who also owns her own law firm (or is a senior partner
in a firm) that employs others to work under her is likely to command a far
higher income than the lawyer working beneath other lawyers and supervi-
sors (such as in a district attorney’s office or as an associate in a law firm). ﬂ
Such complexities make the development of a precise and rigorous map of '4
the class structure—with each individual placed in one and only one class :

Jocation—difficult.
Both Wright's and Erikson and Goldthorpe’s theories of class are deeply

structural in the sense that they identify class locations by reference to types of
assets and employment situation rather than to actual behavior. Classes, in other

words, exist whether or not they ever engage in any sort of collective action to
defend or promote their common interests. But in the classical notion of class,
class is not simply a “thing” that exists on paper but—at least in certain crucial
historical situations—is capable of acting as a group (or what Marx called “class
struggle”). Great historical examples have included the struggle to extend the
right to vote to nonpropertied workers and the movement to build unions
and social democratic or labor parties. Such moments of independent collec-
tive action on the basis of classwide interests have, however, eroded signifi-
cantly since World War II, rarely appearing beyond particular local situations

or grievances or occasional (and often symbolic) large-scale demonstrations.

6 See Erik Olin Wright, Class Counts (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Robert Erikson

and John Goldthorpe, Constant Flux (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), Chapter 2.
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Some Peculiarities of Race and Gender Inequality in America

The classical theories of stratification have their clearest application in the
case of class analysis. Indeed, following from Marx, many of the classical ana-
lysts of stratification were concerned first and foremost with problems of class
inequality. But group conflicts on the basis of race/ethnicity and gender have
some distinctive properties as well, and these must be part of any such dis-
cussion. Here are a few examples. The study of occupational segregation—
the job ghettos where members of disadvantaged groups are far more likely
employed—has been a staple of research on how labor markets work and dis—
advantage perpetuated. There are many examples. Many jobs remain typed as
“male” or “female,” with the latter paying lower wages relative to the skill and
education levels of the job. Further, even where inroads have been made in
desegregating entry into desirable jobs, gender “nitches” favoring men often
persist. Forty years since the beginning of the modern women’s movement,
only twelve of the Fortune 500 companies (the biggest companies in America)
are led by women (as of 2008).

Race and gender inequalities have been changing in some very important
ways in recent decades. The rise of the civil rights movement in the 1950s
and 1960s helped spur the creation of civil rights legislation and affirmative
action policies that aided both racial minorities and women, and the women'’s
movement spurred further change. In education the impact has been espe-
cially large. The entrance of minorities and women into professional fields
once dominated by white men has been a startling change over the past forty
years. To take one example, before 1970, the percentage of women enter-
ing ABA-approved law schools was less than 5 percent; by 2004, 48 percent
of entering law students were women. Similar growth in the proportion of
women in a wide range of professional and managerial fields—and to a less
extent racial and ethnic minorities—can be found. But progress has, in some
respects, slowed in recent years. For example, the black-white income gap,
after narrowing significantly between the 1960s and the early 1980s, hasl
remained quite stubbornly large since there. The gender gap in earnings has

similarly stalled, although among younger men and women it has continued-’
to decline.

Immigration

Rates of immigration are rising all over the world, and in most places debates
over immigrants and their place in the stratification system of their new
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and politically contentious. Thisisno

country is both sociologically important
stions are often debated. First,

less true in the United States. Two critical que
immigrants displace American workers, or more generally

to what extent do
t workers depress wages?

does the presence of a growing pool of immigran
ed on this question, although even studies finding the

Economists have divid
orkers as very mod-

biggest effects offer estimates of wage loss to American w
o what extent is rising immigration

est (around 5 percent or less). Second, t
ulations? Because immi-

changing the social and political mix of poor pop
il they obtain citizenship, the lack of political voice of
a growing segment of the poor and working class is becoming increasingly
important. This frequently neglected question has begun to be of concern,
ymigrant populations are

grants cannot vote unt

especially in many urban communities where 1

concentrated.

Immigration also plays a critical role in the maintenance (or even growth)

of inequality in a couple of ways. First, immigrants provide a large low-wage
labor pool. Although some immigrants are software engineers or physicists,
ast bulk have come to the United States with skills or
credentials that do not easily translate into middle-class jobs, and thus must
instead settle for jobs at the bottom of the labor market. Much of the work in
for example, is performed by immigrant labor. Ameri-
cans enjoy one of the richest and most varied diets in the world (perhaps too
rich, if rising rates of obesity are any indication). This would not be pos-
sible without.a Jarge immigrant labor force. Second, the growth of a luxury
economy is fueled by immigrants who perform tasks such as child care, house
and food preparation and service. American households
their houses for them, have

in recent decades the v

the agricu]tural sector,

cleaning, gardening,
are far more likely today to have someone clean
their children in child care, or eat out regularly than they did a generation ago.
'This rising luxury consumption, which is reachi
income ladder, is again being fueled by immigrant labor.

Issues surrounding immigration are especially heated in the United States
other rich countries. The controversies repeat
e virtually all immigrants or the

ng increasingly far down the

right now, as they are in many

an earlier historical pattern. Although we ar
(most by choice; descendants of slaves not), the his-

at we become less welcoming once the size of the
e enough to pose an economic threat to

children of immigrants
torical pattern suggests th
immigrant population grows larg
native-born citizens. Just as nativist sentiment produced sharp political ten-
ord War I, so too are we entering a period in which contention

sions after W
growing. However the current political contest plays

over immigration is
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isno itself out, there can be little question of the larger significance of immigration
i, ' for the system of inequality.

rally

1ges? _: |l POLITICAL INEQUALITY AND PUBLIC POLICY

z the .5

nod-

The political institutions of any society can both generate inequality or provide
a source of its amelioration. Earlier I noted the important paradox that single
nmi- ] parents with low education levels are much more likely to head a family living

ation ]

ice of E below the poverty line in the United States than in other rich countries. Why?
ingly ] Because other countries have a more generous and comprehensive welfare
cern, j state than in the United States. We make political choices that produce such
1s are 1 outcomes. The political system is very much part of the stratification system.

* One way governments affect inequality is by taxing the rich more exten-
ywth) j sively than the middle class and the poor. Another is by operating a complex
-wage i of programs known collectively as the \ggl__{;}rc state. The welfare st:_l_l_:c"includes
1cists, those institutions that provide income tran;f_t_;;on the basis of either a social
ills or : insurance model (such as Social Security) or means-tested benefits (such as
; must j food stamps or welfare). It also provides services such as health care (such as
ork in ] Medicare and Medicaid) and those designed to support low-wage workers
meri- (publicly subsidized child care, health insurance, job training and placement
ps oo programs). A consistent body of evidence demonstrates that more generous
e pos- welfare states reduce poverty and inequality, smooth out income fluctuations,
uxury reduce old-age poverty, and equalize health outcomes. In many postindus-
house trial capitalist countries, market-based inequalities are growing sharply, but
eholds are reduced by welfare state interventions.

1, have E There are a number of ways in which the United States is unique, even
n ago. among the liberal democratic countries most similar to the United States
wn the (e.g., Canada, Australia, and Britain). The tax system and welfare state insti-
tutions in America do less to r_cduce.po\\'f.crr,y.aud--i-n@qu-alit-y--t-han in any other
1 States rich country. We can see this in Figure 2.7 The figure shows two sets of data.
; repeat The top bar for each country estimates percent of the population that would
; or the live in poverty if there were no government programs. The bottom bar takes
he his- into account all taxes, income transfers, and services provided by the govern-
> of the : ment in question. Whereas pregovernment levels of inequality are high in
ireat to e — = =
cal ten- i 7 Figure 2 is based on an

analysis of household-level income data matched with data on government
oy 3 spending conducted by the Luxumburg Income Study (LIS), as reported in U.S. Department of Labor,
itentio I

www.dol.gov/esa/whd/flsa. The data reported here are from 2000 but similar results would be found
st p]a\;g for more recent years.
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FIGURE 2 PERCENTAGE OF POOR CHILDREN BEFORE AND AFTER GOVERNMENT

B Before
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Ml s it

Sweden

Germany
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0.0 5.0 10.0 15.0 20.0 25.0 30.0 35.0

Percent

source: Luxumbourg Income Study, 2000.

most countries, once government programs arc factored in the poverty rate
falls dramatically. However, this is much less true in the United states. Here
the welfare state fails to compensate for most of the inequalities and poverty
produced by the market. The two bars are not very different. We have the
highest rate of poverty among the rich democracies, not so much because of
|market forces (although these are a factor), but because public policy does less
to reduce poverty than anywhere else.

The American welfare state stands out in the rich democracies for its low
levels of public spending; the United States currently devotes about 14 per-
cent of its gross domestic product (GDP) on social spending programs, Versus
an average of 26.5 percent in western European welfare states, and 18 percent
in other Anglo-American democracies. To put these figures in perspective
note that a 1 percent increase in the proportion of the GDP devoted to social
programs translates to about $130 billion in new social spending (enough,
for example, to provide adequate health insurance for everyone). We could

point to many other examples of how U.S. public policy reinforces inequal-
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ity: repeated tax cuts that disproportionately benefit the super-rich at a time
— when high-income households are already absorbing unprecedented shares of
= i national income and the pointed refusal of Congress and the White House to
e : adjust the federal minimum wage during the decade after 1997, leading to a
20 percent decline in real value (minimum wage declined overall by some 36
percent in real value between 1979 and 2006).°
What might account for these outcomes? Why is the United States a wel-
fare state laggard, in spite of having among the highest per capita income in
the world? Although political inequalities are present in all democratic societ-
ies, the American pohncal system stands out as unique in the extent to which
it enablcs some voices to be hear_d,mm:e e readily than others. No other rich
democratic country allows as much money into the political system, and the

rate of increase in the flow of money in recent years has been shockingly high.
[ | No other rich democracy has as low a rate of voter participation as the United
' States or such large disparities in participation rates by income and class. And
few other democratic countries have as decentralized a political system as the

] United States, giving powerful actors multiple opportunities to veto redis-
35.0 1 tributive legislation they do not like. And finally, American citizens stand out

] in comparison to those of other countries in being reluctant to support social
S programs for the poor, as studies of public opinion have demonstrated. Each

[ of these factors requires some attention.

Participatory Inequalities

ty rate 3
o - Large, persisting disparities in participation among citizens eligible, both
overty in elections and in many other types of political activities, is a hallmark of
amihe American politics. These disparities represent an important source of political
— inequality in their own right, but also have important consequences for gov-
susion ernment policy. Writing in 1949, V. O. Key asserted, “The blunt truth is that v
1 politicians are under no compulsion to pay much heed to classes and groups
sedear aj__ of citizens that do not vote. »9 In democracies in which almost ex everyone votes
{imeis 3 there are fewer group differences. The United States, by contrast, has skewed
yabiib B rates of political participation. Well-resourced groups (for example, profes-
prcunt @ sionals or whites) will turn out at a 25 to 30 percent higher rate than will a
- 4 low-resourced group (such as unskilled workers or Hispanics).
o social .
nOUgh , ‘ .: i 8 See U.S. Department of Labor, Compliance Assistance—Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA), www.dol.
e could i 3 gov/esa/whd/flsa (accessed April 2008),

i . 9 V., O. Kev. Southern Palitice in State and Natins (Navws Varl: B nanf 10408 ~ 527
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tes have such high rates of group disparity in turn
re on who votes, there are two broad streams i

Why does the United Sta
out? In the social science literatu

of explanation: individual-level explanations (such as education level, race/

d knowledge/interest in politics),
ciodemographic attributes of
ual-level predictors, but g

ethnicity, class, religion, community, an
and political and institutional explanations. So

are powerful individ
latively low rate of voter turnout in the United 4
ent in all societies (and indeed the Ameri- i
education in the late nineteenth cen- ;
. Political and institutional ..T

-ndividuals such as education
they cannot account for the re
States because such factors are pres
can population as a whole had far less
tury than today, but turnout rates were far higher)
ontrast, point to the role of mobilizing activities by par- 3
zations and election rules, such as voter registration %
nal elections on a working day. There is much

explanations, by ¢
ties and political organi
requirements, holding natio

i b e it
e L

more variation across countries, and such factors provide a more useful under-

f the puzzle of the low voting rate in American politics.

standing o
The problem of unequal participation extends beyond voting to other types
2 &
|

of political engagement. Research on all forms of political participation— 4
including working on 2 political campaign, participating in a protest event, 3
d official, civic volunteerism of any kind—finds
-rich groups and disadvantaged groups. %
ins that of Sidney Verba, Kay Lehman ;
Scholzman, and Henry Brady, who found evidence of larger disparities in
political activity than in voting. For example, although
arning over $75,000 a year in 1989 reported work-
4 percent of those earning under $15,000
ner reported being a member of a political
the latter did so. And 50 percent of the
fficial at least once in the previous

writing a letter to an electe
large inequalities between resource
The definitive study in this area rema

most other types of
17 percent of individuals e
ing on a political campaign, only
did so. About 73 percent of the forr
organization, but only 29 percent of

affluent group had written to an elected o
ercent of the low-income group had done so."”

year, but only 25p

The Party System
s that shape and define the party system in the
source of political inequality. The electoral

| cules established by the U.S. Constitution makes it essentially impossible for
n largely be attributed to asingle

| third parties to become viable. This key factca
feature of the American constitutional order: a “first-past-the-post” electoral

The institutional arrangement
United States provide another key

10 Sidney Verba, Kay Lehman Scholzman, and Henry Brady, Voice and Equality (Cambridge, MA:

Harvard University Press, 1995).
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system in which the candidate (and party) win ning the most votes in a single
district wins the seat. This “majoritarian” system has proved remarkably durable
in enforcing major party hegemony. The reasons are not hard to fathom. While
the proportional representation systems found in most European democracies
allow minority parties to gain representation in legislative bodies, in the United
States only the candidate/party winning the most votes in legislative districts
wins the seat. A new party seeking to build support cannot do so gradually by
electing a few representatives and Building a national f_eputatior_}_, '

The two-party system had first become firmly established by 1840, with
the Democratic Party and the Whig Party being dominant. There has been
only one successful example of a third party entering the political system
and displacing one of the dominant parties since then—the Republican Party
breakthrough in the 1850s and 1860 (when Abraham Lincoln won the presi-
dency on a Republican ticket), as the country fell into the crisis leading up
to the Civil War. Since that time, American political history is littered with
failed third-party efforts, even though many were launched by serious people
with, in some cases, significant resources."

The stranglehold of the two-party system since the Civil War prevented a
politically viable social democratic or labor party explicitly concerned with
egalitarian outcomes from emerging. In this, the United States is unlike all
other rich democratic countries. In fact, the now vast “American exception-
alism” literature first emerged as an effort to explain the failure of a socialist
party to develop in the United States. The existence of a strong left party is
important for two reasons. Fifst, research on comparative politics consistently
finds that strong left parties facilitate more generous welfare states. The path
to welfare state generosity through party strength is twofold: when left parties
control governments they can redirect taxing and spending policies toward
redistributive outcomes: but even when out of government, strong left parties
provide important electoral competition that can push centrist and conserva-
tive parties toward greater generosity.

Powerful left parties are also important for shaping public opinion and for
keeping issues relating to poverty and inequality on the policy agenda. Parties

do more than just seek votes; they also organize voters and political ideologies

11 The most important of these party efforts were those of the Populists at the end of the nineteenth
century, the Socialist and Communist parties in the first half of the twentieth century, the midwest-
ern Progressive and Farmer-Labor parties in the 1930s, and in the recent era of increased third-party
activism a plethora of efforts by Libertarians, Ross Perot's Reform Party, the Greens, and others. For

an overview, see Micah L. Sifry, Spoiling for a Fight: Third Party Politics in America (New York: Rout-
ledge, 2002).
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in a coherent spectrum, providing citizens with information that reminds

them of egalitarian ideas and values, as the
1 beliefs suggests. When the party system includes strong
s in the media are much more likely to include

extensive literature on the cogni-

tive bases of politica
left parties, political debate
pro-equality viewpoints, and media coverage of groups and individuals mak-
ing egalitarian arguments grows.

In the United States, however, such views are on
te. The narrowness of the party system does not
s have always been absent from Ameri-

ly more haphazardly pres-

ent in ordinary political deba
mean that egalitarian political idea

can politics. At times since the 1890s, and
y has operated as a kind of social democratic party, with

in certain parts of the country,

the Democratic Part
organized labor and liberal groups having varying degrees of influence inside

the party. But the Democratic Party has also, throughout its history, been
strongly influenced by its strong southern wing, following the Civil War and
the Republican Party with the cause of racial equality.
ere deeply hostile to any policies challenging the
rrowed the range of acceptable possibili-
those eras, such as the 1930s and

the identification of
The southern Democrats W
Jim Crow system, which greatly na
ties for egalitarian public policies even in
1960s, when momentum for equality peaked.

Political Money

le of money in the financ-

Another source of political inequality is the unique ro
ability of money in

ing of American politics. Dramatic increases in the avail
the American political system in recent decades have often prompted concern
among observers of American politics and sometimes among the very politi-
_cians living inside the money system. "i_{’is:‘mg inequality and strong income
"!.growth at the top have given the rich more resources to “invest” in politics,
land they have,) The basic facts are startling enough. Campaign finance data
(Figure 3) suggests that since 1978, there has been a nearly 10-fold increase
in real dollars contributed by business interests to candidates for American
national elections as well as a steady and seemingly inexorable growth in con-
ffluent individuals. One would be hard-pressed to imag-

tributions from
ge amounts and get nothing in return, although

ine that contributors give lar
specifying those impacts has proved tricky for researchers.

Where does this extraordinary flow of political money come from? The
aign contributions is now quite systematic, so we can
ntributions come from individual donors or from
PACs) organized by a wide range of individual

reporting of camp
develop a basic survey. Co

political action committees (
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FIGURE 3 TRENDS IN NATIONAL ELECTION CAMPAIGN FINANCE, 1978-2006
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source: Author’s Compilation, Federal Election Commission Reports (www.fec.gov) and Center for
Responsive Politics (www.opensecrets.org). Individual contribution data available for 1992 on.

businesses, business associations, unions, and professional associations, as well
asideological groups such as the National Rifle Association (NR A) and Emi-
ly’s List (a PAC that supports women candidates for office). PAC contribu-
tions can be reasonably divided into three broad categories: business related,
labor, and ideological (with the latter running the gamut from far left to far
right). In addition to money given by organized PACs, individuals account
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for a large proportion of total donations, the vast majority of which are made
by affluent individuals or families.”” Combining the rising amounts being
given by affluent individuals with the growing disparities between business E
and labor PACs, we find that from the standpoint of who gives there can be
little doubt that the signals imparted to elected officials overwhelmingly favor
the affluent.

How and in what ways does political money matter? Theories of “inves-

B i

o

tor” influence on the parties and legislation have, as I noted, proved difficult
to definitively test and prove. It is not often that there is hard evidence of
loutright vote buying. The primary effect of money can be thought of as shap-
ing four distinct political outcomes: (1) who runs for political office (making
a serious run for political office increasingly requires the capacity to raise
huge amounts of money), (2) who wins (underfunded challengers face an
almost impossible task), (3) the voting patterns of legislators (who may think
about the needs of past, present, or hoped-for future donors), and (4) other
outcomes such as facilitating access to legislators through the interest group
process. At every stage of this process, there are compelling arguments and
empirical evidence to suggest money skews outcomes; but equally important,
in no area is money plausibly viewed as the single decisive factor.

Stronger arguments can be mounted for more subtle forms of influence,
such as access to elected officials that money provides. Donors are much more
likely to receive the opportunity to press their case to elected officials they
have donated to than those who do not give. Such access may shape legisla-
tion at the margins, for example through the creation of special hidden tax
breaks or exemptions inserted into legislation that can, in the aggregate, be '.
quite expensive and deleterious to the overall purpose of a bill. Access ensures |
that special interests are listened to. But access alone does not drive the policy I
agenda.

Of perhaps equal or greater concern in relation to political money is its
impact on agenda-setting organizations. Increasingly centralized corporate \

12 For example, in 2002, the Center for Responsive Politics was able to categorize about 70 percent of
such donations for the 2000 election cycle, finding that individuals associated with business interests
contributed a total of $533.7 million to election campaigns, compared with less than $1 million
contributed by individuals associated with organized labor. Survey data on individual-level giving to
political campaigns are consistent with this finding; patterns of significant giving are heavily skewed
toward individuals from affluent houscholds. For example, Verba et al. found that 56 percent of s
households with incomes over $125,000 in 1989 donated to a political campaign (the average amount
of all donations was $1,183), but just 6 percent of households with incomes below $15,000 did so (the
average donation was $86). See Verba, Scholzman, and Brady, Voice and Equality, pp. 191-196.
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control over the media and the decline of independent media weakens advo-
cacy of progressive causes such as calls for more equality. The remarkable
growth in the resources flowing into conservative think tanks and founda-
tions is perhaps even more important. Starting in the 1970s, business organiza-
tions and conservative foundations began providing resources on a heretofore
unprecedented scale in support of policy formation organizations inside the
Beltway. The growing capacity of these policy organizations to intervene
in political debates, get their representatives into the media, and provide
policy advice to presidents and Congress is well established. By all accounts,
such organizations play a significant role in setting the policy agenda. To the
extent that the policy organizations with the greatest resources are dispropor-
tionately promoting a conservative policy agenda—as numerous studies have
found—they contribute to a larger environment in which many egalitarian
policy ideas are simply not on the agenda for discussion.”

[[| GLOBAL INEQUALITIES

The system of inequality in the United States, as in other countries, is heav-
ily influenced by being situated in a global economy in which high levels of
poverty and inequality are found. In Part V, several key aspects of the global
system of inequality are examined. One of the most important widely dis-
cussed subjects in recent years is how the changing patterns of the global
economy are influencing inequality in different countries, as well as the
distribution of wealth between countries. Three changes in recent decades
define the current era of rising globalization. First, there has been a steady
increase in “flows” across borders: more trade between countries, higher
rates of migration across borders (rising rates of immigration into the United
States mirror the pattern found in many other rich countries), and—perhaps
most important—capital for investment that is increasingly unconstrained by
national borders. Many firms have found it profitable to relocate their opera-
tions from higher-wage wealthy countries to places in which they can find
workers at a fraction of the cost. Truly multinational corporations, with oper-
ations in numerous countries, increasingly populate the peaks of the modern
world economy. Workers travel across borders in growing numbers in pursuit

13 The absence of competing and similarly endowed policy organizations promoting progressive ideas
has remained something of a mystery. Foundations supporting programs aimed at helping the poor

and progressive civic activism have resources that far exceed that of conservative foundations sup-
portine richtamine thinl canle o3 10 A0 -~ o :
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‘con- ] tion thesis. Unemployment levels are on average higher in the last twenty
arket ] years than they were in the twenty years before that. Unions—the backbone
f the ] of the social forces that helped create the welfare state in the first place—are
i in decline, frequently sharp decline, in almost all countries. And there has
been ! been a movement toward more “workfare” and service spending in the mix
yond- of programs supported by welfare states rather than cash grants (or “welfare™)
ries— : programs. But the evidence that globalization undermines the capacity of
ipore, : governments to maintain generous welfare states has not yet occurred. Over-
cpect- ! all welfare state spending has not retrenched; while there is some evidence of
intries 4 year-to-year fluctuation in spending (depending on the rate of such factors as
e two : unemployment), the overall trend is clear: with but a couple of exceptions,
1ird of countries have maintained generous levels of welfare state spending, even in
sehold ! the face of globalization.
overall 1
1ge has || DOES INEQUALITY MATTER?
d |
1 social A The final section of the book is devoted to explorations of questions about |
yrecent how and why inequality matters. There are a variety of ways in which we i
ountry might think about whether, or to what extent inequality matters. The high .
{zation. " levels of inequality in the United States, compared.to other rich democratic
nequal- " countries, means that the poor have fewer resources to acquire needed goods
irs who and services than they would in more egalitarian countries (and in the United |
gremely 3 States, the rich have vastly more to spend than the rich in other countries). !
higher- This is a vitally important fact in its own right. The further down the income
s low. It distribution, the more difficult it becomes for families to meet basic needs.
> overall " Another important consequence has been that economic prosperity has not
nteract- 4 been shared. While all Americans benefited in economic growth between
3 the end of World War II and the early 1970s, that pattern has not held more
yught to recently. The very highest earning households have absorbed the bulk of the
the gov- : income being generated, whereas the college-educated population has seen -5‘I'
ise taxes 4 more modest gains, and everyone else has largely stagnated. fi
ly gener- But beyond the consequences of rising inequality for household well-being
rnational 1 and shared prosperity, what else can be said? A few issues are worth paying it
German attention to. One is political. Rising wealth at the top makes it easier for afflu- H
s on the b ent individuals to “invest” in the political system, and the interests and con- fi
for com- 8 cerns of the rich are unlikely to be those of the rest of the population. lr
3 Inequality of income and wealth may be linked to a variety of other kinds
sents OVer of outcomes that raise concerns. Rich families can purchase better education

slobaliza- and intellectual enrichment for their children than poor families, raising the
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It is for this reason that our approach in this book is to highlight the role
of politics, and a political analysis of inequality, alongside the questions that
social scientists more typically ask about stratification systems. This does not
mean that classical approaches can be neglected. Indeed, we start by examin-
ing classic theories of inequality because these theoretical ideas provide an
important point of departure for contemporary understandings.

At the same time, however, much intellectual progress has also been made
in the past half century, as indeed we would expect. The classics of the field
focused heavily on class inequality but often treated capitalism as an undiffer-
entiated economic system. More recently, however, it has become clear that
there is wide variation across time and space in how different types of capi-
talisms produce different kinds of stratification systems. Much attention has
been focused on questions of class inequality and on rising levels of inequality
and wealth in an effort to chart the sources of the changes that underpin these
phenomena. We have developed much better and more sensitive tools for
measuring economic inequality and broader theories for understanding how
economic inequalities manifest themselves in other ways.

If there is one overriding conclusion that this survey into the state of
inequality and the stratification system in America leads us to, it is that noth-
ing is set in stone. There have been striking changes in the types of inequali-
ties found around the world and in the United States over the past 150 years. A
similar pattern can be expected to continue into the future. Indeed, the finan-
cial crisis that began in the fall of 2008 may well lead to significant changes
in stratification systems in the United States and across the globe in the near
future. Although the study of the sources and consequences of inequalities
cannot by itself resolve the normative and philosophical questions of how
much inequality is desirable or justifiable, it does provide a critical basis for
thinking about some of the most pressing social questions of our age.
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