
Sociology
Unit 5: Social Inequality



Unit 5 Overview

Unit EQ:  
How do social stratification, gender, age, race and 
ethnicity contribute to social inequality?



You will need to be able to “Understand” the 
following:

• Many societies rank their members based on social stratification.

• The American class system is described through six class divisions.

• People living below the poverty line have fewer opportunities.

• Race, ethnicity, and minority groups help shape social structure.

• Understanding the concepts and causes of discrimination and 
prejudice are key to understanding patterns of minority group 
treatment.

• In many societies, gender roles lead to social inequality.

• As a society ages, the concerns of the elderly take on increasing 
importance. 



Unit 5 Outline

• Social Stratification
• Poverty
• Race and Ethnicity
• Gender
• Age
• Exam

Unit EQ:  How are culture and society related to human 
interaction?



Social Stratification

Vocabulary

• Social stratification

• Social inequality

• Cast system

• Class system

• Bourgeoisie

• Proletariat

EQ 1: How is social stratification determined within 
societies? 
EQ 2: What are the six class divisions within American 
society?

• Social Class

• Wealth

• Power

• Prestige

• Socioeconomic status



Activator

What factors contribute to the 
determination of ranks and classes 
of groups within society? 



Social Stratification

Definition: the 

process of dividing 
societies into 
categories, ranks, or 
classes based on 
certain characteristics 



Social Inequality
Definition: the unequal sharing of 
scarce resources and social rewards



Caste System

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Oh_xvKLhZHg
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Oh_xvKLhZHg


Caste vs. Class

• Using pgs. 187-188, differentiate between the caste and class 
system.  In short, how does the class system differ?

VS.



Weber’s Dimensions of Stratification

WEALTH POWER PRESTIGE



Theories of Social Stratification
Conflict Theory:

1. Competition for scarce resources

2. Group gains power

3. Shapes public policy and opinion to own 
advantage

Functionalist Theory:

1. Certain roles must be maintained

2. High reward ensure jobs will be fulfilled

3. More skill needed the higher the reward



Social Stratification Around the World

• Read p. 191 and complete the Thinking Critically.



Social Stratification

Vocabulary

• Social stratification

• Social inequality

• Cast system

• Class system

• Bourgeoisie

• Proletariat

EQ 1: How is social stratification determined within 
societies? 
EQ 2: What are the six class divisions within American 
society?

• Social Class

• Wealth

• Power

• Prestige

• Socioeconomic status



Class Determination Techniques

• Reputational method 

• Community members rank 
other members

• Subjective method 

• Individual determine their own 
social rank

• Most people choose middle 
class

• Objective method 

• Defined by income, occupation, 
and education

• Choosing different factors 
brings different results

?



American Social Class



American Social Class



Social Mobility
• Definition: the movement between or within social classes. 

• Horizontal mobility: movement within a social class 

• Vertical mobility: movement between social classes

• Intragenerational mobility (within a person’s lifetime) 

• Intergenerational mobility (several generations of one family)



Causes of Upward Mobility

• Individual effort

• Technological change

• Change in 
merchandising 
patterns

• Increase in 
population’s general 
educational level



Causes of Downward Mobility

• Personal factors 

such as illness, 

divorce, or 

retirement

• Technological 

change altering the 

demand for labor

• Overall economic 

health



Assignment: Social Class Simulation

• In this simulation you will glimpse 
what some of the American social 
classes look like from within using 
three imaginary families.

• Create a budget for your assigned 
family.

• Chart the budget in a pie graph.

• What were some of the most 
challenging decisions you had to 
make? 

• Did you have to sacrifice anything? 
If so, what?



Poverty

EQ: How does poverty affect opportunity?

• Social mobility

• Poverty level

• Life Chance

Vocabulary



Poverty
• Definition: a standard of living that is 

below the minimum level considered 
adequate by society. 

*What one society sees as poverty might 
be seen as adequate by another society.



Poverty level (line) is the 
minimum income needed 
by a family to survive, 
calculated as the cost of an 
adequate diet.





Rural Poverty

• Most Americans equate 
poverty with images of the 
urban poor

• 20 percent of poor 
Americans live in rural areas. 

• Poverty rates are much 
higher among rural 
minorities than among rural 
whites. 

• Little access to government 
services, and the shift to a 
service economy has hit 
them especially hard. 



Effects of Poverty

• Results in decreased life 
chances.

• Life chances define the 
likelihood that an individual will 
share in the opportunities and 
benefits of society.

• Life chances include health, 
length of life, housing, and 
education.

• Divorce rates are higher among 
low-income families.

• Crime rates are higher in poor 
communities.



FDR’s New Deal

• Social Security Act of 1935

• Retirement pensions

• Unemployment insurance

• Welfare benefits for the 
handicapped and needy 

• Public Housing Act of 1937

• Replace slums with public housing

• Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938

• 44 hr. work week & minimum wage

• Food Stamps Plan (1939-1941, re-
established in 1961)

• Variety of work programs to 
address massive unemployment.



Great Society & War on Poverty

• President Lyndon Johnson’s War on 
Poverty - The Economic 
Opportunity Act of 1964

• Job Corps and VISTA 

• The Food Stamp Act of 1964

• Social Security Act of 1965 

• authorized Medicare (elderly) and 
Medicaid (Welfare recipients)

• Welfare

• Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act of 1965 

• Headstart

• Public Broadcasting Act of 1967



Welfare State
• Definition: a concept of government in 

which the state plays a key role in the 
protection and promotion of the 
economic and social well-being of its 
citizens.

• Based on Principles of

• equality of opportunity

• equitable distribution of wealth

• public responsibility for those unable to 
provide for themselves.

• Transfer payments redistribute money 
within society by funneling a 
percentage of tax revenues to groups 
that need public assistance.



Criticism of the Welfare State

• Karl Marx: [Welfare State is]…merely bribes that would only 
temporarily make the situation of working classes tolerable 
and in the long run would weaken the revolutionary 
consciousness needed to achieve a socialist economy.

• Milton Friedman: [Welfare State] reduces the incentive for 
workers to seek employment, both by reducing the need to 
work, and by reducing the reward of work through higher 
taxes and taking away benefits already rewarded.

• Member of President Reagan's Economic Policy Advisory Board 

• "the most influential economist of the second half of the 20th 
century...possibly of all of it.“ – The Economist



Race and Ethnicity

EQ: How do race and ethnicity shape individual 
identity, social structure, and human interaction?

• Race

• Ethnicity

• Ethnic group

• Minority group

• Dominant group

Vocabulary



Race
• Many people think that humankind 

can be sorted into biologically 
distinct groups called races.

• Biologists, geneticists, and social 
scientists reject this view of race.

• All people belong to the human 
species.

• There are greater differences within 
racial groups than between racial 
groups.

• In sociological terms, “race” is a 
category of people who share 
observable physical characteristics 
and whom others see as being a 
distinct group.



Ethnicity

• Definition: set of cultural 
characteristics that 
distinguishes one group from 
another group. 

• People who share a common 
cultural background and a 
common sense of identity are 
known as an ethnic group. 

• Ethnicity is based on 
characteristics such as national 
origin, religion, language, 
customs, and values.



Common “Racial” Stereotypes
• Whites don’t have rhythm.

• Hispanics can’t speak English 
very well.

• African Americans are good at 
basketball

• Asians are very smart

• Whites are racist

• Asians know martial arts.

• Hispanics are here illegally

• Arabs hate Americans

Why do you think offensive stereotypes continue to exist?



Media: Ethnic Stereotypes



Power Structures

• A minority group is a group of 

people who—because of their 

physical characteristics or cultural 

practices—are singled out and 

treated unequally.

• Dominant group is the group that 

possesses the ability to discriminate 

by virtue of its greater power, 

privilege, and social status in a 

society.

• Minority group has nothing to do 

with group size, but with the 

unequal standing in society in 

relation to a dominant group.



Discrimination

Definition: the prejudicial 
treatment of an individual or 
group based on their actual 
or perceived membership in 
a certain group



Film Analysis: Dr. Seuss: Sneetches

1. What general commentary is Dr. Seuss making on race 
and ethnicity?

2. More specifically, who/what does the merchant 
represent?



A Class Divided
Clip 1
• What gives the physical difference (blue 

vs. brown) any meaning? In short, why 
do the brown eyed students believe 
they are inferior?

• How were the students emotionally 
impacted by their group assignments?

Clip 2
• How did the perception of the students 

impact performance? 

• What institutions within society are 
represented by the teacher?



Race and Ethnicity

EQ: How do race and ethnicity shape individual 
identity, social structure, and human interaction?

• Discrimination

• Prejudice

• Legal discrimination

• Institutionalized 

discrimination

• Stereotype

• Self-fulfilling prophecy

Vocabulary

• Racism

• Scapegoating

• Cultural pluralism

• Assimilation

• Segregation

• Subjugation



U.S. Slavery: Liberation

• Dred Scott vs. Sanford (1857) 

• African Americans aren’t 
citizens

• Emancipation Proclamation 
(1863)

• Thirteenth Amendment (1865)

• Abolished Slavery

• Fourteenth Amendment (1868)

• Equal treatment under the 
law



Activity: The Rise and Fall of Jim Crow

Use the PBS Website The Rise and Fall of Jim Crow to 
complete the question sheet provided.



Segregation & Jim Crow

• Plessy vs. Ferguson (1896)
• “Separate but Equal”

• Jim Crow Laws 
• Segregated through law in the 

U.S. South.

• Systematized a number of 
economic, educational and social 
disadvantages

• Northern States
• De facto (in practice) Segregation

• Patterns of segregation in housing 
enforced by covenants, bank 
lending practices, and job 
discrimination.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ChWXyeUTKg8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ChWXyeUTKg8


Racial Civil Rights: A Brief History

• NAACP Formed (1909)

• Truman-Executive Order 9981 
(1948)
• Integration of Military

• Montgomery Bus Boycott (1955)

• Browder v. Gayle (1956)
• Bus segregation was 

unconstitutional

• Brown vs. Board of Education 
(1956)
• School segregation unconstitutional

• Civil Rights Act of 1964

• Fair Housing Act (1968)



Civil Rights Act of 1964

• Ended unequal application of 
voter registration 
requirements

• Ended racial segregation in 
schools, at the workplace and 
by facilities that served the 
general public



“Black Power”

• Represented a variety of 
tendencies including: 

• Militancy

• Black nationalism

• Revolutionary socialism

• Black separatism

• Conflicted with the 
mainstream Civil Rights 
Movement and Martin Luther 
King Jr.’s policy of non-violent 
civil disobedience and 
moderation.



Notable Race Riots

• Chicago (1919)

• Harlem (1935)

• Harlem (1943)

• Detroit (1943)

• L.A. - Zoot Suit (1943) 

• L.A. - Watts (1965)

• The Long Hot Summer (1967)

• Post King Assassination (1968)

• L.A. – Rodney King (1992)  



Race and Ethnicity

EQ: How do race and ethnicity shape individual 
identity, social structure, and human interaction?

Vocabulary

• Segregation

• Subjugation

• Genocide

• Ethnic cleansing

• White ethnics

• Anti-Semitism





Cultural pluralism is a policy that allows each group within 

society to keep its unique cultural identity

– Switzerland is an example with three official languages



Assimilation is the blending of culturally distinct groups into 

a single group with a common culture and identity

– American idea of “melting pot”

– Can happen informally or by force

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ewz__XYclnw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ewz__XYclnw


Legal Protection - The rights of minorities are protected 

by law

– The United States is an example

– Includes affirmative action laws



Segregation is a policy that physically separates a minority 

group from the dominant group

– “De jure” segregation is based on laws.

– “De facto” segregation is based on custom and informal norms.



Subjugation is a practice whereby dominance is maintained by 

force

– Most extreme form is slavery.

– South Africa’s system of apartheid is an example.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S7yvnUz2PLE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S7yvnUz2PLE


Population Transfer is the Separation of groups by transferring 

the minority population to a new territory

– “Indirect” transfer occurs when the dominant groups makes life for 
minorities so miserable that they leave.

– “Direct” transfer involves using force to move people to new 
locations.



Extermination - Most extreme; goal is elimination

– Genocide is the goal of complete destruction of a minority 
group.

• Holocaust and Rwanda are examples

– Ethnic cleansing is the combination of extermination and 
transferral.

• Serbia and Sudan are examples



Gender

EQ 1: What factors contribute to the formation of 
gender roles and identity?
EQ 2: What are the effects of gender inequality

• Gender

• Gender roles

• Gender identity

• Patriarchy

Vocabulary

• Sexism

• Suffrage

• Wage gap

• Glass ceiling



Gender

• Gender is the behavior and 
psychological traits considered 
appropriate for men and 
women. 

• Gender roles are the specific 
behaviors established by society 
for men and women. 

• Gender identity is the 
awareness of being masculine or 
feminine as defined by society.



Gender: Environmental Influences

• Margaret Mead studied 
expectations across three 
cultures and found 
differences.

• Babies are given different 
toys.

• Expected behavior, 
interests, and strengths are 
different for young boys and 
girls.

• Expectations are learned 
early.



Assignment: Gender in Advertising



The Women’s Movement
• Three Waves

• Dealing with political, social, & 
financial concerns

• Areas of concern

• Suffrage

• Divorce

• Domestic Violence

• Reproduction

• Equal Pay

• Sexual Harassment

• Officially begun in 1848 with the 
Declaration of Sentiment.



The Women’s Movement

• 1920 - 19th Amendment 

• Women’s right to vote

• 1941 – WWII

• Females enter the work force  
in mass

• 1963 – Feminine Mystique

• Criticism of women’s limits on 
women

• 1964 – Civil Rights Act of 1964

• Prohibited discrimination

• 1972 – Title IX

• Increase athletic opportunity



Activity: Perspectives on Gender

• Utilizing a laptop computer and the advanced organizer, you 
are to view the Big Think video assigned and summarize the 
major points.

• When directed, you will then meet in groups with others 
assigned the same video and discuss the major point.

• You will then gather into assigned groups and share-out.



Workplace Inequality

• The Glass Ceiling: The invisible barrier 
that prevents women from gaining 
upper-level positions

• Wage Gap: The level of women’s 
income relative to that of men

• The Debate: Truth or Myth???

• Contributing Factors

• Part-time Work

• Overtime

• Type of Occupation

• Career Interruption-Child birth



Assignment: Research Analysis

• Using An Analysis of Reasons for the Disparity in 
Wages Between Men and Women identify the 
contributing factors to a difference in wages.



Advances in the Workplace
• In 1970, about 43 percent of women aged 16 and older were in 

the labor force; by 2007, over 59 percent were in labor force. 

• In 1970, only 17.9 percent of women aged 25 and older had gone 
to college; by 2000, almost half had gone to college; and by 2006 
one-third of the women in the labor force held a college degree. 

• In 2007, women accounted for 51 percent of all workers in the 
high-paying management, professional, and related occupations. 

• In 1970, the median usual weekly earnings for women working 
full-time was only 62.1 percent of those for men; by 2007, the 
raw wage gap had shrunk from 37.9 percent to just 21.5 percent.

From the U.S. Dept. of Labor, 2010



College Gap

• Narrowing of the gender 
wage gap is largely due 
to narrowing of the gap 
in human capital 
development between 
men and women

• Since 1979, more 
women than men in 
college

• Women 33% more likely 
to earn a bachelors 
degree than men.



Age and Disability

EQ: What are the social impacts of an aging 
population?

• Ageism

• Graying of America

• Baby-boom generation

• Dependency ratio

• Medicare

• Medicaid

Vocabulary



Ageism
• Ageism is the belief that one age 

category is by nature superior to 
another age category.

• The stereotype of elderly: 
unproductive, cranky, and 
physically or mentally impaired, 

• Reality most people over 65 are 
self-sufficient, active members of 
society.

• Media uses youth to sell products 
and focuses on negative aspects 
of aging.



An Ageing Nation
• The “Graying of America” is the phenomenon of an increasing 

percentage of Americans being 65 or older.

• Due to better healthcare, better living conditions, and low birth 
rates. Combined with the large numbers of the Baby-boom 
generation.



Challenges of an Ageing Nation
• One major concern is the Social Security system.

• As baby boomers retire, the dependency ratio—the number of 
workers for each person receiving Social Security—decreases.

• The number of people receiving benefits is increasing, and they 
are receiving benefits for a longer period of time, due to longer 
life expectancies.

Medicare (health insurance 
for elderly) and Medicaid
(health insurance for low-
income) are the sole source 
of insurance for about one-
fourth of elderly Americans.



Politics of Age

• As the number of senior 

citizens increases, their 

image has changed to one 

of a powerful voting bloc.

• AARP, National Council of 

Senior Citizens, the 

National Council on Aging, 

and the Gray Panthers are 

groups that bring attention 

to the needs of the aging.

• AARP is the largest 

special-interest group in 

the United States.



Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)

• The Americans with 
Disabilities Act (ADA) of 
1990 has perhaps brought 
the most sweeping 
changes.

• The ADA makes 
discrimination against 
people with disabilities 
illegal.



Study for the 
Social Inequality Exam



Lesson Activator

Any questions prior to the social inequality 
exam? 


